
        
            
                
            
        

    

















Thanks for sticking with me!










THE STORY SO FAR...




THEO CAME FROM a world of tremendous scientific knowledge. With AI's and humanoid robots, he never would have believed in elves or magic. But it was that sheer disbelief that led him to meet a strange man who bestowed ownership of a ship known as The Wanderer to him.

Theo's first use of The Wanderer stranded him on a strange and distant land, one of many among the Ten Thousand Worlds. The world he found himself on was filled with elves, and a force of magic they called zeal permeated the very substance of nature.

When Theo finally emerged from his ship, he found himself alone in this exotic world. But he soon contacted an elf named Sava, who taught him about life in this strange place and how elves used the power of cultivation to take in the magic of the world around them and strengthen themselves. The elves’ men were sickly and weak, with no talent for magic. For an ambitious elf woman like Sava, finding a man like Theo was the good fortune of a lifetime and made her dearly-held wish to find her clan a possibility. Other women soon pledged their aid to the exact cause, sharing a belief in Theo and their future by his side.

With their help, Theo forged the feuding tribes of the Hearthwood into a single mighty clan, under his leadership as their Patriarch. He possessed an unheard-of title among elves, whose men were typically feeble and lacked power. But through brave deeds and great skill, Theo led the Hearthwood Clan to defend the forest they called home from would-be tyrants, conquerors, and invaders.

Theo's victories cultivated the Hearthwood into a powerful force of its own, and its incredible growth attracted the envy and admiration of factions everywhere. Soon, the Hearthwood Clan was the rising star of the land. But amid great power, arrived even grander foes. As a result of their new status, the Hearthwood is as much a target as the rest of Deania is. To survive, the Hearthwood must be prepared to battle complete armies and the full force of the nations arrayed against them.

Theo must lead the Hearthwood to victory once again. After defeating his enemies, he must venture beyond his forest, once more, and defend its borders as the champion of Deania.










CHAPTER ONE










NOW THAT I’D seen the skies beyond this world, I had a better grasp of using them to navigate. My superhuman eyes could make out points of light despite the sunny sky, and I quickly directed myself towards the nearest settlement. Both Moonbow City and Bluefield City were under the control of the orcs, but I was an orc chieftain now. That should get me in unhindered if nothing else.

So I headed to Moonbow City. They were close and would have a teleportation array that I could use, and while I was there, I’d be able to get some news.

It took me three days of travel through the wilderness to get close to Moonbow City. As I flew, I caught sight of several monsters at the mage acolyte and true mage realm. The area south of Deania was like the grassland that surrounded the capital. I’d start seeing forests again as I approached my destination, but for now, I flew over open fields.

Despite mainly having grass, I found those fields were not empty. A herd of massive beasts with the strength of mage acolytes were wandering the plains in a horde a thousand strong. They were large and muscular, and I imagined a single one of them could feed a village of elves for a week.

I would need points again soon, and I knew there would be elves in need of food in this time of war. With both those in mind, I decided to cull a portion of the herd for both resources. I sent a message back to the Hearthwood telling them to prepare the butcheries again, and I dove downward to get a closer look at the beasts.

I found they were furry pig-like beasts that stood slightly taller than a horse but were several times wider. Each had a pair of massive tusks as thick as my arm that curved upwards and a pair of glowing green eyes that glared at me menacingly. The way they stomped their feet and churned the earth beneath them told me those hooved feet could exert enough force to smash castle walls. A herd of these things could probably threaten a city.

Tusked Plains Stomper (Late Mage acolyte, level 18)




Detailed information and value analysis purchased. (-50 points.)

The Tusked Plains Stompers are creatures of nature and earth. Like the Stone Watcher Basilisk, these monsters continue to cultivate an earth spellheart in their bodies after reaching mage acolyte while their nature spellheart forms the base of their cultivation. Subsequently, they are beneficial to nature and earth cultivators at the mage acolyte realm. Their fur is tough but incredibly soft and is often used in blankets and cloaks, while their tusks can be sharpened and manufactured into weaponry suitable for use in the true mage realm. Their primary weapons are their tusks, their bite, and their fast-moving tail. Their underbelly is the most vulnerable part of their body, and a deep cut to the stomach there can halt the flow of zeal through their bodies and dispatch them swiftly.

I took note of the Stomper’s tusks, teeth, and tail. All of them looked powerful, and I did not doubt that these creatures could defend themselves. Keeping my distance would be the best way to fight them. So I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew five Sword Storm blades. Still hovering above them, I sent all five blades forward towards the herd.

The plains-roaming monsters took notice of me now, and several started charging in my direction. I took care of the charging monsters first with my flying weapons and scored deep slashes against their weaker underbellies.

The Stomper in the lead roared as I cut into its flesh. Its charge was cut short as it felt its power flow out of it, and it toppled to the ground and lay on one side. I finished it by directing the Sword Storm blade upward into the monster’s flesh, carving out the earth spellheart inside it until the brown stone rolled out into the open.

Then I directed the other four Sword Storm blades to dispatch the other Stompers similarly. They pierced the Stompers along the underbellies until their magic ebbed, then I directed each of them to finish off their targets.

Thirteen Stompers had charged me in total, and the fact that I’d quickly dispatched five of their number hadn’t diminished the aggression of the rest of them in the least.

The massive monsters continued to charge towards me. I waved down on them from above, confident that they were unable to reach me.

Then one of them crouched down and jumped. The sight of a seven-ton monster jumping twice its height in the air to gore me with those massive tusks was disturbing, so I flew a little higher to make sure their efforts were in vain. I used the Sword Storm blades to finish off the rest of the Stompers that had come after me before doubling back to hunt down the rest of the herd.

They seemed to get a sense that they faced a predator they couldn’t hope to beat. So when I’d taken about thirty Stompers in total, the rest of the herd scattered in terror.

Enemies Slain! +3000 points!

Though the Stompers weren’t worth many points to me individually anymore, the fact that I’d killed so many of them so quickly meant slaying them let me accumulate a sizable number of points.

Pleased with my results, I pulled the Stomper carcasses into my Dimensional Storage and headed back on my way. The earth spellhearts were a prize, but most of their nature zeal would linger in their flesh where it could either be extracted or eaten directly as part of a meal. I'd leave that for the people back in the Hearthwood to figure out.

I encountered several more herds of Stompers as I traveled, though none were as large or as aggressive as the first group. Each time I came across them, I took a couple from the herd. Not enough that they wouldn’t recover, but enough to fill my Dimensional Storage several times over and give my clan a couple of workdays. It was unfortunate that Yorik and Korra would be off-world because the Hearthwood would likely be eating Stomper steak for every meal for the foreseeable future, even if I found somebody to trade with.

The Stompers were hardly the only thing on the plains. While most creatures were only the equivalent of an elf at the zeal accumulation level and not worth my time, there were a handful of predators.

One such predator revealed itself while I was culling one of the smaller Stomper herds. It had probably been stalking this group since before I’d come along to steal its kill.

As my Sword Storm blades took down a Stomper, I caught sight of a mass of gray springing forth from the ground and baring rows of sharpened teeth. The creature was twice the size of a Stomper, which made it a genuinely gigantic creature. It had a flat nose and a rough head that looked almost like a boulder, and it had long claws as thick as my fist.

It lodged its teeth into my latest kill, then just as quickly as it appeared, it slipped into a ley line beneath the earth with a Stomper in its jaws.

I knew enough about traveling through ley lines by now that I could watch the distortions in the earth as it moved. Because of that, I knew right where to cast a Stone Obelisk to change the monster's path, and it reappeared above the ground with a bewildered expression on its face as it scrambled out of the dirt.

Grassland Burrower (Early True Mage, level 23)

I wasn’t surprised that the creature was as strong as a true mage if it was something that survived by hunting and eating Stompers. The fact that it had used an ability like my Unearthly Movement spell had caught my attention, though, and I wanted to take a closer look at the creature.

I approached on my flying sword, hovering above. My Sword Storm blades followed, still dripping with blood. The Grassland Burrower growled at their approach. Instead of taking an aggressive stance as I expected, it pawed at the ground before it.

It sent a blast of earth zeal through the ground, probing for something. It found another ley line not far from the obstructed one it was standing on top of. The moment it did so, it slipped back into the ley line and took this new path, bridged by its zeal.

“I never even realized such a thing could be done,” I muttered as I thought about the implications for my Unearthly Movement spell.

I studied the Grassland Burrower a little more as I boxed it in and cut off all earth ley lines in the area. Out of options, it dropped its prey and charged me for all it was worth. I waited for its approach with Spell Eater in hand. When it leaped into the air with its claws extended, I darted forward and buried my spear into the monster’s throat. An instant later, my five Sword Storm Blades buried themselves in other parts of the monster’s body.

That hadn’t been enough to kill the thing, but I shoved Spell Eater in further until I felt the tip press against the base of its skull. One more thrust, and the monster stopped trying to gore me.

Monsters Slain! +3500 points!

Aura fragment collected.

Between the Stompers, I'd already killed and the Grassland Burrower, I collected another large load of points. I sent the Grassland Burrower corpse back to the Hearthwood like the others. The heartwielders and mage acolytes there would have a difficult time cutting apart the body of a true mage realm monster, but I hoped they could come up with something. After examining my points log, I discovered that 500 of my recent bounty had come from the Grassland Burrower alone. I gave a low whistle at how many points I’d gotten for such a short fight and decided to keep an eye out for any more lurking nearby.

I received my wish not long after. The Grassland Burrower had friends nearby. I thought it likely they might be like lions, hunting either in packs or alone as the opportunity presented itself. The one I’d caught had been alone, but its family wasn’t far away.

One Grassland Burrower turned its snout to the air, taking a deep snort before looking in my direction. Perhaps it smelled the blood of one of its kin?

In either case, it saw me hovering there in the air and howled to alert the other Grassland Burrowers in the area.

They howled in reply but didn’t disengage from their current targets. I got closer to them, and when I cleared the tall grasses to see what they were chasing, I was astonished to see several wagons filled with elves. There were ten Grassland Burrowers in total: all stalking and circling the elves as prey.

On the elves’ side, there were about a hundred heartwielders crammed onto the wagons. They perched like birds on the railings and covered roofs, futilely trying to put some distance between them and the monsters that were trying to eat them. Protecting those hundred heartwielders were about ten elves at the mage acolyte rank, each armed with long spears and shields pointed at the monsters approaching them.

The ten mage acolytes would have been torn to pieces in an instant if not for the fact that there were two elves stronger than all the rest supporting their defensive line. A pair of elven true mages, one with a bow and another with a sword, stood between the mage acolytes and the Grassland Burrowers.

At a glance, I could tell the two true mages had already engaged in at least one clash. A few of the Grassland Burrowers had cuts along their body, and the sword-wielding elf sported a long red gash across her cheek. One of the heartwielders was tending to the wound now, but the sword-wielding elf couldn’t take her eyes off the monsters surrounding them.

It was clear the elves were on the losing end of this engagement. The moment one of those elven true mages fell, the other would be swarmed and devoured. Once that happened, the Grassland Burrowers would cut through the mage acolytes and heartwielders as quickly as I cut through a herd of Stompers.

“Look! Up in the sky!” A heartwielder shouted.

“Is that an elf or an orc?” Another asked.

“I can’t tell,” the first shrugged. “But at this point, I’m willing to take either if they can get us out of this mess!”

The true mages could have probably discerned my features despite the sun behind me outlining me in shadow, but they were too busy keeping their eyes locked on their enemies.

Without looking at me, the bow bearing true mage shouted at me. “If you can help us, then we’ll reward you however we can. If you can’t then please consider catching as many of our wisps you can take as they escape. There isn’t a single layabout or poor worker in my clan, and we’d make good servants or companions for anyone.”

Whitewood Clan Matriarch (Mid true mage, level 25)

I looked the elf up and down. She had fine features that indistinctly represented those of the Moonbow Clan, but beauty was ordinary amongst elves. Doubly so, for any who’d managed to reach the true mage realm. For a man like me, her offer was merely interesting. She sounded as though she’d been prepared to sell herself to anyone who came along.

I examined her and her clan in greater detail. Their hair was the color of pale wood, and they stood as tall as members of the Waterbeetle Tribe, though they had a more willowy frame and weren’t built for hard labor. Based on their performance against the Grasslands Burrowers, they weren’t fighters.

But fighting one Grasslands Burrower had been easy for me. How difficult could ten be? In all honestly, I was more interested in the ten Grassland Burrowers than the elves. If each of them represented five hundred points, then killing them all would net me five thousand.

I took the opportunity created by the standoff between elves and monsters to close off the area. I cut off every ley line around us with Stone Obelisks in a wide circle, blocking off any quick escape. Then I unleashed my Sword Storm blades. They fanned out behind me, seeking the hearts of my enemies the moment I released them.

“Hold your defensive positions and stay out of the way of my weapons. You'll only get in the way,” I commanded the elves. The two true mages looked like they were going to try to utilize my Sword Storm blades as an opportunity to help attack the monsters themselves, but doing so would only increase their risk of dying. And more importantly, they might steal my kills and the points I’d get from them.

My five Sword Storm Blades managed to deal deadly blows to two of the Grassland Burrowers. Both still pawed at the ground and the two blades sticking out of their chests, but they were effectively out of the fight. The other three only managed to deal glancing blows.

The eight remaining Grassland Burrowers were breaking into two groups, one of which would continue watching their prey while the other group came after me. I descended from the sky, Spell Eater in hand.

A Grassland Burrower leaped up, jaws open, trying to bite me in half. I let it latch its jaws around my bare arm. Its rows of pointed teeth cut through the first two layers of my Layered Defenses spell but were stopped by the third. I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. I wanted to see how tough my skin was now that I’d reached the Bronze Bone stage.

I twisted my arm, jerking the Grassland Burrower, who had its teeth locked onto me sideways so I could bury a blade through its jaw and pierce its skull. I twisted Spell Eater to churn its brains into pulp, then tore my weapon free and flicked the dead monster into my Dimensional Storage.

While fighting, I used the three Sword Storm blades that weren’t buried in a pair of monsters to continue chasing their targets down. Each of those three was now covered in nicks and cuts as the weapons circled them, waiting for a moment to deal a decisive blow.

With one dead, two dying, and three occupied, that only left the four still busy harassing the elves. I dropped to the ground near their cart and waved Spell Eater, beckoning the monsters forward. These monsters weren’t too brilliant, despite being as strong as true mages. They were, however, smart enough to know a challenge when someone was sending one their way, and they quickly abandoned their current prey in pursuit of me.

I decided that if I couldn’t test the defensive properties of my Blackgorge Fiendbody, I’d test its offensive abilities.

The first Grassland Burrower charged forward, and I jumped into the air over it. Despite the monster’s impressive size, I quickly leaped over it. It tried to snag me with its teeth, but Twisted Step ensured it was a heartbeat too slow. Then I slammed my open palm onto the monster’s head. I felt something crunch under my hand, and the force of my blow drove the beast into the ground.

The upward force of my attack sent me flying upwards, but I turned it into a spin to land atop another Grassland Burrower.

This one I skewered with Spell Eater, leaving my weapon inside it long enough to siphon its power into my weapon. I stepped on its head, slamming my boot into the back of its skull to finish it off before tearing Spell Eater free. When steel or iron disrupted the flow of zeal through a monster’s body, they were considerably easier to crush to pieces.

The remaining two monsters had second thoughts about charging me, but I didn’t give them the chance to reconsider. I threw Spell Eater at one and tackled the other. The massive difference in weight should have sent me flying, but instead, it was the seven-ton monster that went for a tumble.

We rolled around on the ground, and it tried to tear me open with its razor-sharp claws. Those claws bounced off the final layer of my defensive spell, and then I grabbed the offending claw and twisted it around unnaturally until I felt the bone snap.

The Grassland Burrower had a sturdy stone-like head, and I wondered if that meant it would crack like one. I curled my fingers into a fist and cast Embrittling Palm. I slammed into its head, over and over, until the monster’s head exploded in a fountain of shattered pieces.

The other was still struggling to tear Spell Eater free of its neck, where my throw had lodged it. I ignored that Burrower and focused on controlling my Sword Storm blades to try to finish off the three monsters I’d been fighting with them.

My weapons attacks doubled in finesse and intensity now that my full attention was on them. As one, the remaining Grassland Burrowers seemed to share a glance before they jumped into the nearest ley line and tried to flee as one.

I glanced at the earth below us and slipped into a ley line of my own. I used the new trick I’d learned to bridge two ley lines together and create a shorter path that led me right towards where the fastest of the three fleeing monsters was heading.

It popped out of the ground the moment it ran into my circle of Stone Obelisks. It tried to carve a ley line outwards, but there was no natural unobstructed path left after I’d blocked all of them.

Realizing it had no path of escape, the Grassland Burrower turned on me and held up a mighty claw that could have split a strong oak tree in two with a single swing. The blow came to a dead stop as I blocked it with my arm, and an instant later, I drove one of my spare weapons into the monster’s heart.

The two remaining Grassland Burrowers were dealt with similarly, and after they were all dead, I walked around and collected their bodies for shipment back to the Hearthwood.

Enemies Slain! +5000 points.

Aura fragments collected.

I sat down with a cloth to care for my Sword Storm blades. One of the negatives of working with iron weapons was that iron and steel could rust where ironwood wouldn’t. No elf back in the Hearthwood could do this cleaning for me because of how painful touching iron was for them, so I had to see to the task of caring for these weapons myself.

I used the Dimensional Storage to get the blood off them, then sprinkled some oil down their length. The elves in the wagon didn’t leave, but they didn’t disturb me either. Instead, they sat respectfully, watching me from a safe distance. None dared look directly at me, but from the way their eyes skirted the grass at my feet, I knew they’d gotten a peek or two at me through a few daring glances.

When I was finished, I stood up. Getting to my feet caused many of the heartwielders around me to fall to their knees and press their heads to the ground in supplication. One good thing about the capital was that true mages were common enough that heartwielders couldn’t practically debase themselves like this. Otherwise, they’d spend half their days staring at cobblestones. But true mages still received this treatment in more distant provinces. Especially ones where the disposition of the true mage in question was unknown. After all, showing proper respect to a visiting true mage might mean the difference between prosperity and destruction for many weaker clans.

The group of wagons had been carrying an entire clan. Still, the Whitewood Clan had two true mages among their ranks, so I was surprised to see them treat me with as much respect as I’d expect out of a terrified band of heartwielders.

“Revered wizard!” One of the true mages said. “Please, we offered you a reward before. I’m afraid we don’t have anything to interest someone of your caliber, but if we have anything or anyone of interest among us, just ask and we will give.”

“Ah,” I waved my hand dismissively once I sensed what the problem is. “I’m just a true mage, like the two of you.”

The pair of true mages glanced at one another, clearly doubting my words. Behind them, a few heartwielders passed each other strange looks at the sound of someone calling themselves just a true mage.

“Forgive us, of course. You are a true mage. You’re just... a very talented one,” one of the true mages said hastily, though it was clear she didn’t believe me. “We understand if you want to keep your identity and power a secret!

I rolled my eyes but let the two true mages continue. “So go ahead. What do the two of you want from me? Protection for your clan for your journey? I was happy to help save you from the Grassland Burrowers once, but I have my own travels.”

“We wouldn’t dream of holding you up, revered wizard,” one of the true mages said before her companion kicked her in the shins. “I-I mean, fellow true mage! But please, let us find some way to repay you for saving us!”

I stroked my chin and realized that these elves might have some news that I could use. I'd been away from Deania for a while, and the Hearthwood's information network didn't stretch this far yet. “Tell me what’s going on in this region and we’ll call it even.”

“We’ll gladly tell you everything we know!” the bow-wielding true mage of the Whitewood Clan said. “My name is Yavilla Whitewood, and the other true mage from my clan is my sister, Tavilla Whitewood. As you might have heard, the orcs have invaded Deania from the south. The real assault hasn’t even begun yet, but their advanced forces have taken two major cities and defeated the great clans that held them, the Moonbow and the Bluefield Clans. They’ve already defeated what forces the royal family sent. To be honest, I think we’ve been abandoned to the orcs,” the true mage gave a long sigh.

“I’m sure Princess Tivana is doing all she can to help. How is her ongoing battle between the forces of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye going?” I asked.

Yavilla blinked. “I don’t know anything about the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, but I do know six of our neighboring countries suddenly declared war on us. A few of our border clans seceded from the nation, and enemy armies are marching into Deania from the east and west. Apparently, the princess has had her share of fights and no longer dares stray too far from the capital itself, where the royal family has stashed all sorts of secret weapons.”

“So things are going bad all over,” I muttered. Perhaps if I’d been able to secure a peace treaty with the elves, the forces that Tivana sent southward could have been sent either east or west. I mulled over my failure, though I promised myself I could still make things right before I saw Tivana again. “And what of the Whitewood Clan? What are you doing?”

Yavilla Whitewood hung her head. “Ah... we’re surrendering. We’ve always owed fealty to the Moonbow Clan, and now that they’ve completely capitulated to the orcs we’re going to preemptively surrender. When the portals to their world open orcs will pour out by the millions, raiding small villages and clans like ours of their populace. Our historic records show that what we've experienced until now is just the advance force for a few ambitious tribes to establish an outpost that will let them seize a few cities and towns before their kin arrive. From there, they'll likely fleece the later arrivals for staying in their conquered cities and buying their food, supplies, or newly captured elven wisps.”

“You’re giving up before you’ve even fought?” I crossed my arms and looked at the elf askance.

Yavilla blushed, refusing to meet my eyes. “We’re told the orcs don’t make you do anything you don’t want to, especially if you come to them willingly and offer yourself as a thrall. Barring that, if any of our descendants really hate their fates, they can just serve their three years as laborers and be released. It will all work out fine...”

“You’re signing up to become thralls?” I raised an eyebrow.

Yavilla shifted uncomfortably under my gaze. “...Yes. It will be strange to have orc children, but I’m told it’s no different from bearing elven ones. I hope it won’t be so different from making a clan of elves.”

Part of why humans like myself were so valued by elves was that we could produce offspring, as talented as ourselves. I hadn’t witnessed the process myself, but from what I’d read, offspring between elves and most other species were of the other species. Hence, places like the Blackgorge Tribe didn’t have many elves, despite having a steady population. The children of those elves were all orcs.

“I see,” I nodded in understanding. “In that case, I suspect you’re headed to Moonbow City as well, then?”

Yavilla’s eyes widened. “You’re headed to Moonbow City? You’re... with the orcs then?” Strangely, she seemed more excited with that prospect than frightened.

“I have ties to both sides,” I admitted. “I suppose we can travel together if you’re willing to keep me company.”

The Whitewood Clan happily accepted my company, both to protect my presence and as thanks for saving them.

Truthfully, I’d been hoping the presence of so many elves would draw more Grassland Burrowers out of hiding so I could harvest them for points, but I must have already killed the only group hunting this area. So I had to content myself with my current haul.

The Whitewood Clan matriarchs told me as much as they could about current events, bringing in their descendants to answer my questions to answer anything they didn’t know offhand. I quickly exhausted the knowledge they had, and soon our conversation ventured into their life before the orc invasion and how they expected to be treated under the orcish rule.

In general, the elves believed that life under orc thumbs wouldn’t be much different from living under the Moonbow Clan. Their new masters would simply want a different kind of tribute than their old ones. In general, their morale was relatively low with all the threats facing Deania, and many expected everything besides the capital to fall into the hands of Deania’s enemies. Yavilla and Tavilla had no thoughts of fighting for freedom, only on preserving their clan by hoping they could win the protection of someone powerful. If anything, they seemed strangely eager to offer themselves up to the orcs.

“The Deanian Royal Family will probably be forced to retreat into a pocket realm until the Queen exits seclusion or Dean the Destroyer returns,” Yavilla shrugged. “Then perhaps we’ll be rushing off to surrender back to them.”

“I’m sure you’ll make it through just fine,” I agreed, though worry nibbled at my guts.










CHAPTER TWO










THE WHITEWOOD CLAN'S wagons traveled swiftly over the open road. We ran into no further trouble during our trip, and soon, the open plains turned to familiar forests. The sight of towering trees gave me a wave of homesickness, even if the trees around us were just saplings compared to the towering giants in the Hearthwood forest.

These trees were different in the fact that they had no air of wildness about them. This was a forest, but a tame one. It had been groomed and maintained, with each tree carefully tended to produce the highest quality lumber for the Moonbow Clan's signature weapon. Even now, elves milled from tree to tree, examining their trunks while adding fertilizers and water. I saw quite a few stumps on our journey, though elves were busying themselves with removing them and using nature’s zeal to grow new trees in their place.

I suspected the orcs had taken an interest in the Moonbow Clan's wood. Though all the trees were large and strong, they didn't have much nature zeal running through their trunks, which suggested these new ones had been grown to their current size through the gardener's spells rather than naturally over time.

In contrast, the arrow shafts, axe handles, and other wooden beams slowly drying or sitting in wagons and waiting to be transported were filled with energy carefully cultivated in the trees they'd come from.

Moonbow City came into view, and it reminded me greatly of the Riverweed Tribe's settlement, though on a much grander scale.

The majority of the Moonbow Tribe lived among the trees, building their houses in nooks between limbs and out of living tree limbs. Most of the settlement was connected by an elaborate network of branches and bridges maintained by nature aspect cultivators. If the Riverweed Tribe had grown until it had a wizard-realm matriarch, it might have eventually come to resemble this.

Beneath the trees, there was a more traditional settlement. It had short stone walls, more a symbolic representation of the city's limits than any defensive barrier. Beyond it, many stone buildings were lining the ground and providing homes to those who were uncomfortable among the trees above.

As we drew closer to Moonbow City, the signs of orcish occupation became more apparent, and I worked a bit of mind magic to prevent drawing too much attention to myself. As far as any workers or onlookers were concerned, this was just a caravan of elves.

Banners hung from the trees, and I inspected them as we passed. They were more crude than beautiful, and many depicted animal skulls or crossed bones. Elves preferred more elegant symbols for their clans and families, but these would suit orcish tastes precisely.

"We're in orc territory now," Yavilla said as she and Tavilla clung to either side of me, unconsciously seeking protection at my side. Their earlier eagerness had faded slightly once they'd caught sight of their first orc patrol and looked between them and me. I shifted in their grasp, reminding them that I was only traveling with them, not protecting them.

When we were finally at Moonbow City's gates, a pair of orc guards stopped us.

"Halt!" The orc guard shouted. "Elves! Are you here to surrender yourselves?"

Yavilla stood up and exited the wagon. "We are. This is the Whitewood Clan. We've brought tribute for whichever chief now runs Moonbow City."

The orc nodded. "After Great Warchief Keergal returned to the southern castles, Bronze Marrow Orc Mallok of the Yellowmountain governs this city."

"Then we will present our gifts to him," Yavilla said. Tavilla followed her sister's lead and gave the orc guard a shallow bow. Soon more than a hundred elves from the Whitewood Clan were disembarking from their wagons. After they exited, they pulled back a set of curtains and revealed several chests of gold and gems, which the heartwielder's hefted in teams of four at every corner.

The orc guard didn't even eye the treasure as it left the carriages. I noticed our arrival had caught the attention of several more orcs, but like the first, they didn't seem to care much for the gold. They focused all their attention on the elves carrying the tribute.

"Halt!" The orc guard commanded again. "You're hardly fit to present yourselves to Governor Mallok,” the orc said.

Yavilla looked down at herself and the rest of her clan. "What do you mean? These are travel clothes, certainly, but none of us are unclean or under-dressed."

"The opposite," the orc explained. "You're overdressed. What kind of thrall walks around in traveling clothes? Have the members of your clan who choose to willingly offer themselves as thralls to Governor Mallok strip and present themselves as thralls should. You can pile the gold in the corner there and give the clothes to charity. You won't need them after today. Those who are unwilling to become thralls can report to the labor field with the rest of your kind and work on building us new walls and weapons until the war is over, after which they'll be free to leave,” the orc jerked his thumb over his shoulder. His facial expression suggested that he didn't think highly of the elves reluctant to become thralls.

To my surprise, most of the Whitewood Clan disrobed then and there. Some even seemed eager to free themselves of the last of their garments before a heated flush rushed to their cheeks, and they stood naked before the group of orc guards. Without fail, each orc-guard nodded in appreciation as they looked over each thrall-to-be.

"And what about you?" The guard glanced at Yavilla and Tavilla. "Mellok would look more favorably on your clan if the pair of you were to surrender yourselves to him as well."

The two matriarchs blushed like their descendants. "I'm willing to do anything if it's for the good of my clan," Yavilla said. Tavilla nodded along. With nervous and trembling hands, the pair of them took their clothes off and laid them on the ground along with their weapons and bags of holding. The other orc guards whistled at the sight of the pair of shapely true mages.

The guard who'd been speaking let out a deep chuckle as he watched the pair of true mages, who were both far stronger than he was, present their naked bodies to him and his compatriots. That seemed to grant him great joy, and the rest of his companions looked all the elves over appreciatively.

"Now this is what we went on our pilgrimage for!" One of the orcs laughed.

"I wonder why elves even bother wearing clothes when they look so nice without them!"

"They'd look even better with a few chains to decorate them."

I, too, found myself drawn to the naked elves who were willing to become thralls just to ensure a safe and better future for those members of their clan who did not wish to join the orcs in this manner. The Whitewood Clan seemed like a decent sort, in a stray kitten kind of way. I realized I'd planned to leave the Whitewood Clan behind long ago and head into the city myself, but I was curiously drawn to this group.

Would they be treated well? And what would become of them? These questions nibbled at the corners of my mind, and I decided I wouldn't lose too much time if I followed after them with an Unnoticeability spell just to see how they were being treated. After all, I wanted to see this Governor Mallok so that this journey wouldn't take much time out of my trip back to the Hearthwood.

About one-quarter of the clan in total remained clothed, and they each bowed to their matriarchs as they headed off to the labor fields as the orc guard had directed them. The corners of their eyes were wet as they parted with their family for what they knew would likely be a long time. The elves huddled together, and both groups promised to meet up again if they could.

The naked Whitewood elves obediently followed the orc guard as he led them into the city in a line. Both orcs and elves in the city made way as the procession of the surrendering clan became something of a parade. Orcs all along the street cheered as the Whitewood matriarchs walked with their eyes to the ground and a heated flush covering their face.

I saw imaging stones flashing in the hands of orcs in the crowd, and the Whitewood elves winced, knowing their moment of humiliation would be recorded forever. Though, didn't only seem embarrassed. Many an orc or elf pointed between the matriarchs' legs, which were dripping wet. From my brief conversation with Yavilla and Tavilla, I realized both of them were looking forward to this, and now I knew why. To think, the pair of true mages had been looking forward to becoming thralls all along.

I glanced between the legs of the rest of the Whitewood Clan women, strictly to satisfy my scientific curiosity. I soon realized that every member who'd chosen to offer themselves up as thralls was dripping wet just like their matriarchs were. It seemed they were all rather enjoying this humiliating march to surrender themselves. I shook my head, realizing this would doubtlessly only further bolster the orcish theory that all elves secretly desired to submit themselves to orcs.

It would be a shame for a mere Bronze Marrow orc to have so many elves at his disposal. Yavilla and Tavilla both seemed like pleasant company, though a bit too timid to ever make it as some of my women. I could only hope they weren't making a terrible mistake as they went off to tribute themselves to the governor of this city. 

Since it looked like the Whitewood Clan had chosen their fates for their reasons, I should have left them and taken care of my affairs. But I found myself continuing to follow them anyway.

I exited the wagon as the elves passed out of sight and watched the orc guard's eyes jerk to me and widen in surprise as he realized he hadn't noticed me. My unnoticeability spells weren't as powerful as Illiel's, but I'd gotten good enough with them that I could fool a Stone realm orc like this one if I tried. But a moment ago, I'd dropped my unnoticeability spell so that this guard would catch me.

"You there!" The guard said as he leveled his spear. "You don't belong here. We don't take in elven men. Try the Redmarsh Tribe. They have... unusual tastes," his voice was hostile and had none of the mocking undertones he'd possessed while speaking to the elves.

"I'm not an elf," I snorted. "And you're wrong. I do belong here,” I commanded. By now, I knew how to handle orcs. You had to prove your dominance with every word and action. Only then could you travel through their society unhindered. "I am Theo, Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, and I go where I please. After all, no one here can stop me."

"But Governor Mallok is in charge here...” the orc guard said hesitantly. When he saw I was unimpressed by Mallok's name, he gulped again. "And I heard the Blackgorge Tribe pulled out and returned their forces home?”

"Then your information is wrong," I replied.

The orc guard fingered his weapon, looking like he wanted to test his strength against me. I sent him a withering stare, daring him to try it. The orc couldn't sense my cultivation base, but he saw the look in my eyes and gulped. After his better judgment overcame him, he ducked his head and averted his eyes before stepping aside and waving me through.

"Welcome to Moonbow City, Chief Blackgorge," the guard said. "The publicly maintained elves are all marked, as are the private and commercial use ones. You're free to touch the public ones, and the commercial ones as well after paying. The private ones are off-limits, as are the ones who've chosen not to become thralls,” the orc shook his head when mentioning the last group, as though talking about a band of delinquents in a schoolyard.

I nodded in understanding and headed into the city after the Whitewood Clan. They were headed to present themselves to Governor Mallok, who was coincidentally the very orc I wanted to see as well. He would control the Teleportation Arrays, which would be the fastest way to get back to the Hearthwood.

I traveled through Moonbow City, maintaining my spell of unnoticeably as best as possible; as soon as I was finished speaking with the guard. It was harder while moving, but I had a cloak and an old iron mask from my adventures in the capital. The two helped me travel without attracting much attention.

As I traveled, I paid careful attention to the plight of the elves in the city. There were some elves without the trappings of those who’d surrendered. Most of them wore plain robes that left their necks bare to display the lack of a collar. They swept the streets and tended to stalls just as they would labor in a typical city.

But among the elves, those uncollared were the exception. Though most of the city’s population was still elves, any visitor could see that this city was now under the control of the orcs. Most of the elves I saw were naked, wearing collars that ranged from pretty loops of enchanted gold and velvet to cold iron-studded bands and manacles.

The city was only recently conquered, so most elves were only at the thrall stage of being tamed. That first stage required total immobilization, so there was no shortage of helpless elves dangling from lampposts or put on display in shop windows.

I looked to my left, where one such elf was on display. She was blindfolded and gagged with her tongue hanging out and a steady pool accumulating between her legs. Her tongue hung out, dripping drool down the side of her cheek as she panted under the vibrations of some enchanted orcish device bound between her legs.

I read the sign hanging from a pair of clips on either of her nipples.

Display model — Test your thrall-taming devices before you buy!

Next, I came across a row of a dozen pillars lining the streets. Each pillar had a naked elf tied to them, with her arms overhead as the pillar put her body on display for every traveler that passed.

As people walked by them, they ran their hands over the bound elves’ skin. A few were even bold enough to toy with a nipple as they passed. Those who did so were not just the male orcs but the female orcs as well. Even the dressed and uncollared elves seemed to take part in the humiliation of their kind. Uncollared elves seemed to be the boldest of those present, outright fingering the damp areas between the legs of the bound elves.

Those elves in such a naked and vulnerable state were the ones who’d willingly submitted themselves, meaning that they were all elves inclined towards submission. All the elves with more dominant tenancies simply refused that aspect of the orcs’ conquest and offered their labor instead while being free to enjoy the submission of their former peers.

Some uncollared elves seemed to take great joy in tormenting their peers, taunting an ex-rival from a distance, or watching them squirm as they were free to caress more intimate regions of the bound elves’ bodies. I even spotted one free elf carrying an elven thrall over either shoulder as though she were an orc herself. The orcs didn't seem to think this strange, and many even complimented her on her pair of captives, like pointing out a pretty purse.

The orcs propped up many of the elves on display on platforms or under stalls. They sat helplessly as price tags were draped around their necks as both orcs and uncollared elves inspected them.

Some elves were also naked but were unrestrained like the thralls. They were those who’d proven more pliable than their fellows or simply had more motivated teachers willing to push them past the test of thralldom. They served drinks and leaned across benches, played in the water, or chatted with anyone who might listen, all the while flaunting their nude bodies and inviting anyone interested to touch and feel.

I watched an orc nearby in a heated argument with one such elf. She appeared to be dominating the dispute until the orc got aggravated with the discussion and spun the elf around to take her bare ass in hand.

Deeper in the city, there were more elves as pets rather than thralls. They sat on hands and knees, batting their eyes and waving playfully at anyone looking in their direction. A few orcs led them around on leashes from place to place as shopping companions. Restaurants seemed to have them lounging in the corner for the enjoyment of anyone interested in them, and several elves handed out signs and fliers meant to advertise the local businesses that had sprung up after the orc occupation.

I also spotted several carts being pulled around Moonbow City by teams of naked elves of the pet rank. The heartwielders had limited success at such a task. Still, I noticed a few mage acolytes with appropriate spells, and I even spotted an elf true mage of the wind aspect ferrying a female orc carrying letters around the city. Many elf-driven carriages carried other elves rather than any good or package, primarily as thralls bound arm and leg and unable to so much as a twitch on their own.

I made my way past the market district towards what was the compound of the Moonbow Clan themselves. Or at least it had been the Moonbow Clan’s compound before their matriarch had given herself over to the orcs.

It was the city’s administration center, though the Moonbow Clan was still very much in residence. Most of them were trussed up in a big pile right outside their gates, bound to one another and the gates themselves. Groups of orcs walked by the bound and wriggling mass of elvish flesh to use Dwarven Imaging Stones to capture pictures with the city’s former rulers as they stood over them in poses reminiscent of a conqueror.

The Moonbow Clan elves were all trussed, wriggling erotically as they were humiliated time and time again. At the center of the bound group was a set of Moonbow Clan true mages, who’d likely lorded over Moonbow City with an iron fist. At least, that’s what I gathered from the group of uncollared elves giggling to themselves as they stood over the bound true mages as they took images of themselves sitting on the backs of their former overlords.

The Whitewood matriarchs gathered attention as they passed, as every elf recognized the sensation of true mages. The orcs took notice, too, though purely for carnal reasons. One by one, the elves of the Whitewood Clan filed past the gates and got a magnificent view of their former lieges. As they passed the Moonbow Clan, they received a preview of what they would become.

I walked past the gates, completely unnoticed by those standing guard when there was a procession of naked elves ready to surrender themselves to orcish ownership to watch.

I followed the Whitewood matriarchs into the Governor’s palace and through the gates to find an opulently decorated room filled with jewels and precious metals. Interestingly, the precious metals seemed only to be adornments for exotic-looking samples of wood that brimmed with nature zeal. The Moonbow Clan had been more proud of their trees than they were impressed by coins or gems.

“Are those more elves I see coming my way?” A booming voice demanded from an upper balcony.

“Governor Mallok, sir!” The orc guard leading the Whitewood Clan’s procession saluted his superior. “Exactly right sir, another clan of elves is ready to give up without a fight and is ready to be tamed!”

“How pathetic,” Mallok sneered at Yavilla like that was a personal insult to his pride, and he grabbed the Whitewood matriarch before him roughly with his hands. Her eyes widened, but she quickly turned them to the ground as she tilted her head demurely.

“I surrender myself and my clan to you, orc chieftain,” Yavilla said submissively. “We are yours to do with as you will.”

“Chieftain, the streets are filled. It will be tough to find places for new thralls, especially those at the true mage realm. You know how they need better collars and extra bindings,” the guard who’d led the Whitewood Clan here said. "We need to fill another street with pillars."

“Then I suppose I’ll have to claim this entire clan for myself,” Mallok chuckled to himself, sounding pleased with this turn of events. And then, with an open fist, he slapped Yavilla across the cheek.

The orc didn’t hold back, and even as a true mage, Yavilla toppled sideways with an expression of shock on her face.

“Governor Mallok?” The orc guard asked, a hint of nervousness in his voice. While orcs were encouraged to take thralls, their treatment and care were outlined in the Book of the True Man, and it certainly did not permit an orc to strike a thrall in a nonsexual manner. But it was generally the job of the superior orc to discipline the men under him, and Governor Mallok was the strongest orc in the city.

“Leave me,” Governor Mallok demanded. “I wish to spend some time getting to know my new toys. I will claim them all for my personal collection. Tell the women to prepare them for me.”

The orc guard hastily departed. During his departure, he issued a quick message to the orc women waiting near a chest full of bindings sized for elven bodies. They came forward with cuffs, collars, and leashes. Each elf knelt and was immobilized one-by-one before being carried off to await Governor Mallok’s pleasure.

While this happened, Governor Mallok planted his foot on Yavilla’s head, seeming to take joy as he ground her face into the floor beneath him. I frowned at the sight and realized it irked me. I hadn’t cared much for the elves and their plight throughout the city, but I felt a twinge of anger when Governor Mallok struck Yavilla and treated her clan like dirt.

I’d saved the Whitewood Clan. They would have died before even getting the chance to surrender if not for me. I hadn’t intended to do anything more than lend them some passing aid and then part ways with them forever. But to my amazement, I felt some continuing commitment to them.

It was like something orcish in me said those elves belonged to me, and my heart raced at the thought that someone was trying to take them from me right in front of my eyes.

I stepped into view, and my unnoticeability spell shattered under so much attention. I thought about trying to reason with Governor Mallok, but that was not the orcish way. There was a better option. I was stronger than Governor Mallok, and a chieftain among the orcs. It was time to let Moonbow City know that.

So I punched Governor Mallok in the face.

My fist struck his jaw with a meaty thud, and he flew backward through the wall behind him, shattering it with the weight of his body. Then he flew further backward still and smashed the wall in the next room over. He nearly tumbled outside the building then, but he twisted around and caught himself on the ledge at the last moment.

No Bronze realm orc was a stranger to physical confrontation, and Governor Mallok quickly came to his senses. I stood over the ledge, cracking my knuckles.

“I am Chief Blackgorge, and I claim the Whitewood Clan of elves as a war prize for the Blackgorge Tribe.”

Governor Mallok snarled. “You dare attempt to seize what is mine?”

“I dare,” I proclaimed. “Be glad I have not yet taken this city as well,” this was how an orc was supposed to act if they wanted to get their way. I thought it would feel unnatural to me, but it felt as soothing as slipping on a new set of clothes.

“I’ve been a Bronze Marrow orc for five decades now, just a hair away from the Silver realm. Unless you are at the Silver realm, you have no power to take anything from me,” Governor Mallok replied.

“I’m at the Bronze Bone realm,” I admitted. “But for me, that will be more than enough to defeat you.”

Governor Mallok laughed and seemed to take that as a personal insult. He lunged at me with both arms spread wide, but he was too slow. As he jumped forward, I slipped to the right and jabbed my elbow into where I knew his head would be. Mallok rubbed his head, shocked at how much the offhand blow from my elbow had hurt him.

My instincts told me to activate the slew of passive spells I usually used in every fight, but I held back. I wanted to test my body cultivation against his. I’d only implemented a few bits and pieces of the World Titan Fiendbody, but I’d taken on Chief Blackgorge already, and I was betting this Mallok fellow was at most as strong as my predecessor had been.

Mallok pulled his arm back to unleash a devastating punch. I curled my hand into a fist. Our hands collided in the air, and I felt my knuckles throb.

Mallok’s knuckles cracked under mine, and he hauled his hand back to clutch it under his arms, glancing up at me fearfully as he pulled the broken bones back into alignment.

I flexed my fingers, and the throbbing subsided. I put my hands on my hips and waited for Mallok to ready himself again.

“You’re strong,” Mallok said. “Do you have some sort of fist enhancement technique?”

“I do,” I admitted. I had Fists of Stone, but that was only a heartwielder-level technique, and I wasn’t even using it at the moment.

Mallok was encouraged with my admission and guessed he would use a technique of his own. He extended the fingers of his good hand, so all of them pointed outwards, and then he crouched and stabbed that hand into the ground beside him. When he stood up, a bar of rock and earth came with him, swallowing his hand and sticking off his arm like a sword.

Without waiting for me to arm myself, Mallok swung his blade hand in my direction. He was pumping a lot of zeal through that shard of earth, so I wasn’t willing to block it bare-handed. Instead, I pulled backward, then darted in once his blow had swung past my face. Mallok tried to swing his weapon back around, but his stone blade must have been many times heavier than natural earth because the weight of his swing made it impossible to stop and turn around.

I pushed it out of the way, keeping it moving away from me as I slipped through Mallok’s defenses and landed a devastating punch in the center of his stomach.

“Gaak!” The orc gasped as I knocked the wind out of him.

I followed up that punch with a second to the jaw, which rocked Mallok backward. Then I opened my hand and struck him across the face, just like he had struck Yavilla.

Mallok collapsed to the ground.

“You’re... no orc,” Mallok coughed as he struggled to get his feet back under him.

“I’m the Chieftain of the Blackgorge Tribe,” I asserted. “Just recently, I stood in the presence of Wargod Grognak himself, and he acknowledged me as such.”

Mallok’s expression became thoughtful for a moment. He heaved and rallied himself one last time. Then he looked up at me as I was folding my arms and unharmed from our previous fight.

Mallok sagged in place, and the hostility left him suddenly replaced by a trace of fear. “Moonbow City is yours. I’ll find another,” Mallok snarled before jumping out of the open window.

With no further explanation, Mallok jumped from rooftop to rooftop and soon disappeared into the city around us.

A mere moment after Mallok was out of sight. The female orcs approached me.

“Greetings, Governor... err... Chief Blackgorge,” they said seductively, swaying their hips and accentuating their toned bodies.

“I suppose it’s really that simple,” I chuckled. “Not a particularly good way to choose a city’s leader.”

One of the two orcs shrugged. “You’re the strongest. No one here could challenge Mallok, so no one can challenge you. If you say you're the leader, then we certainly won't stand in your way.”

“Then I suppose I’m at least a little responsible for you,” I admitted. “Tell me everything you know about the current state of Deania, the orc invasion of it, and what you know about the elven forces from other nations.”



***


Inadvertently conquering Moonbow City had the perk of giving me access to all the crucial information about orcish troop distributions a city governor among the orcs would have. Truth be told, this wasn’t even really an invasion, just orcs going out and raiding as they saw fit.

A few powerful orcs decided to set up more permanent bases to profit off the efforts of the rest of their kind, and some tribal chieftains led others on raids. Curiously, these leaders weren't always chiefs themselves, but just any orc who gathered the respect of his peers, regardless of tribe or affiliation.

Obtaining the thralls was the primary goal of this invasion, but the orcs weren’t so single-minded as to miss the value the elves had beyond that. Elves had nimble hands and were dedicated to their crafts, and the World of Sanctuary and Serenity was flush with fine art and interesting trinkets.

Besides collecting thralls, the orcs were also taking everything that wasn’t nailed down, then removing the nails and taking that stuff too. While the orcs were, overall, more technologically advanced than the elves, raw materials like gold and gemstones were valuable to anyone.

Governor Mallok filled his days with counting taxes levied from all the orcs entering Moonbow or doing business there while simultaneously claiming most of the elves who surrendered to the city for his private use.

A substantial number of those elves were in the Governor’s residence, and they’d since been bequeathed to me because Mallok fled the city without taking them.

“You and your clan are free to go,” I explained to Yavilla and elves from other conquered clans.

To my surprise, only some of them took me up on my offer of freedom. “We surrendered to the orcs hoping that willingly becoming thralls would win us better treatment,” Yavilla explained. “And we’ve already put on the collars and bindings. We’ll be safer if we stay with you. Can you please just keep us?” Yavilla begged.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. But only until the war is over. I’ll send word to Meldrik that I’ve got a city he needs to set foot in as soon as the portals open.”

If my women could use the space station to get back to the Hearthwood, I could also use it to get a force of orcs from my tribe to seize control of Moonbow City. It wouldn’t be quite the same as having it under the sway of an elven clan loyal to the Deanian Royal Family. Still, I was certain Princess Tivana would rather the city remain under my control instead of the command of some petty orc tyrant.










CHAPTER THREE










I DIDN’T INTEND to stay the Governor of Moonbow City for long, which meant I had to do something with the city with relative haste. I had the elves of the Moonbow Clan brought inside. I looked them over and found them to be a panting, moaning mess. They were hardly fit to run the city in this state.

“Are there any elves that were part of the city’s administrative structure still around this estate?” I asked the female orcs, who stood by the doors. My predecessor had chosen all-female orcs for his guard and had forbidden them from wearing clothes of any sort while at work. That wasn’t an efficient decision, though from what I’d already learned, I was guessing it was one of his least harmful decisions. As a Bronze realm orc if there was any threat he couldn’t handle himself, his guards wouldn’t do any good either. Truth be told, they were little more than armed servants.

“Uh... you mean the thralls we captured when we took the city under Keergal’s commands?” One of my guards asked.

“Yes, anyone who was helping to run the place before the takeover,” I said. “I need to know who was running the city and how it's being run now.”

Eventually, they understood what I was asking for and brought an elven thrall out of the office I’d inherited. She was lying on her belly with her hands bound to her ankles. She was blindfolded and had a zeal restricting collar on her, so she could use no magic or even see anyone else in the room. Covered in leather straps from head to toe, the only thing she could move was her mouth. The straps around her body hung over her in a convenient loop, and one of my guards hauled her like a package. Based on the expressions of elf and orc, hauling this thrall around was a familiar task.

“D-did the governor want to see me?” The elf stuttered.

“He did,” I said, and then watched the elf jerk in surprise when she heard a male voice that wasn’t Governor Mallok. “I’m the new Governor. Mallok is gone. My guards tell me whenever somebody has a question about running the city they bring you out and ask?”

“T-that’s right,” the bound elf stuttered. “I was the steward for the Moonbow Clan, and I tended to most of the city’s mundane affairs. Sewage disposal, collecting taxes at the gates, and maintaining public infrastructure. All tasks beneath the august Moonbow matriarch’s notice.”

“So you ran the city while they enjoyed themselves,” I nodded appreciatively as I flipped through a few outdated bookkeeping files. They’d been leftover records from whoever had this office before Mallok. He used the table so infrequently he never cleaned it out. "By the way, I offered every elf my predecessor had the chance at freedom. Judging by your current state, I doubt you managed to make the announcement."

"Thank you for the offer, sir,” the bound elf said. "But I'm a lot more comfortable with my current position than I would be on my own."

Her current position hardly looked physically comfortable, but I figured she was talking about her work and sense of fulfillment, so I nodded along and scanned the bookkeeping lists before me once more. Three hundred Queensmarks spent at the temple of fertility. Nine hundred Queensmarks holding a banquet. Over ten thousand Queensmarks spent hiring male elves from outside the city for social visits. The Moonbow Clan had certainly been filled with decadent spendthrifts. And Mallok had been no better.

“From the look of things, you’re the only thing that’s been holding the city together, both before and after the invasion,” I said as I put the paper down and steepled my hands. It was awkward to talk with her naked and tied up on top of my desk instead of sitting across from me. She looked like a glorified desk toy.

“Yes, sir,” the Moonbow steward said. “At the risk of sounding arrogant, I think I contribute my share of work.”

“No arrogance about it,” I said as I shot one more glance at the files beside me. “The Moonbow Clan matriarchs were poor rulers. And the orcs that rule now aren’t much better. I like to think I’m different. I’m a decent administrator, when I choose to be. But my true skill lies in delegation.”

“...You want me to run the city for you?” The Moonbow steward guessed.

“Exactly,” I nodded as I inspected a set of small orcish enchantments by her knee. By the looks of it, I could activate it with a simple injection of earth zeal. I was curious at what it did, so I activated it.

A small porcelain rod levitated off the corner of the desk from where it had been sitting and shot towards the elf on my desk. Far from being dangerous, the porcelain rod tucked itself between the elf’s thighs and began vibrating at a modest speed.

“Y-yes sir,” the Moonbow steward said. "Anything."

There were other enchantment activation modules paired with items on the desk that did similar things.

“By the way," I asked as I continued to toy with the enchantments. "I didn’t get your name."

“Steward Elirin, sir,” the elf bit her lip, trying to keep talking with a straight face despite me activating more enchantments. One by one they attached themselves all over Steward Elirin’s body. When everything came together, they had Steward Elirin moaning and panting in a musical rhythm that was quite pleasing to listen to. By the looks of the magic items before me, this steward had been Mallok’s desk toy.

“I think you’ll find working for me considerably easier,” I said. “I’ll be exploring the city for an hour or so. When we come back, I want to get you some assistants. Think on this awhile. I'm going for a stroll.”

Steward Elirin could do nothing more than moan in reply. But I trusted she’d governed a city in that state before and left her on my desk to do it. Then I left to see and learn about Moonbow City with my own eyes.

I jumped to the top of the governor’s building and looked out over the city and the lands beyond it. There were orcs here by the thousand, and the portals hadn’t even opened yet. And despite the number of elves present, the elves were far weaker on average than the orcs. Most elves were only at the zeal accumulation realm, forming a spellheart that they would eventually bond with.

Orcs needed no such things. From the day they matured, they were physically far stronger than an elf. A young orc could defend themselves from wild animals and small monsters with no magic needed. For them, the first step in cultivation was training their bodies. Their initiation into their body cultivation art would instantly put them on the same level as a mage acolyte.

In short, the orcish masters massively outmatched the subordinate elvish population of Moonbow City, even without considering the zeal restricting collars on most of the elves. There was no way I could simply hand this city back into elven control and return it to Deania. Even if I forced the issue by throwing my strength on the side of the elves, Keergal lived just south of here and could reclaim the city at any time.

No, I’d already decided that was impossible. This city was lost to Deania, as were the elves that lived here. And by the looks of things, many of them didn’t mind the change. Before they had to pay taxes to the Moonbow Clan, now they paid them to the orcs. The only difference was that the orcs were just as interested in the elves themselves as in their wares. For most, the attention was flattering.

Thankfully, the Book of the True Man and orcish honor kept them from being too forward, though I noticed a great deal of posturing as I walked through the city. I wondered how difficult it was for those male orcs to walk around the entire day with their bare chests puffed up to their fullest and their biceps flexed for maximum definition.

Walking the streets, I saw tremendous variability in the treatment of elves. The crafters were left mostly unchanged. They performed a necessary job, and the orcs weren’t about to put a stop to that. Not when the bulk of the orcs would soon come through the portals with money to spend and equipment to buy as they started their pilgrimage.

The merchant district had a lot more orcish influence. From what I gathered, winning the submission of a successful elven merchant was something of a mark of pride among orcs, and they loved to show it off.

I knocked on a few doors and found an orc proudly sitting behind the counter working a register while the shop’s elvish owner sat bound on the table or in her new master’s lap, directing her employees while servicing the man who’d claimed her. 

“Ah, a lot of the mercantile orcs love elven merchants,” an orc explained when I asked what their fondness for them was. “You see, if you’re an orc with money and land, you need to manage that well. Except your finances are private, and even if you were willing to show them to another orc, they might cheat you when you’re not looking. You could never stray too far from your assets. Whereas if you give that duty to a cherished and well-loved elven thrall, those assets are much safer. After all, there’s no shame in sharing your wealth with your prized possession.”

I found the same was true with several other professions. Orcs enjoyed the attention of an elven spirit healer and could benefit from their ministrations as easily as an elf could, and so they were pursued with equal fervor. The fact that a lot of spirit healers needed a great deal of skin contact to work their art only made them more appealing to the orcs. The same went for elves that specialized in healing or casting lingering enhancement spells on others.

Professions like alchemists and enchanters were jobs I thought would be prized by individual orcs, but weren’t. Both needed a large quantity of tools and a constant supply of materials to use their skills. The orcs hadn’t yet worked out a way to make etching bronze disks, drawing symbols, or stirring cauldrons as sexy as the other professions. They certainly didn’t mind doing business with this kind of elf, but for the most part, maintaining an alchemist or enchanter wasn’t something an individual orc could afford.

Instead, the elves of those professions that had submitted did not belong to any one individual, but rather to a tribe as a whole. The orcs shared them as a sort of communal pet, which they all pampered and toyed with at all hours. The elf who agreed to become such a prize often found a great deal of attention on herself. Far from being a frightening prospect, many of the needier elves actually sought out such a status.

Satiating an entire tribe of orcs, male and female alike was no doubt an arduous task. But some elves probably found great reward in such a task. Looking back, I realized those two earth heartwielders I’d worked with back in the Blackgorge Tribe had been two such elves, and they’d always had smiles on their faces.

Elven restaurants and dining establishments were particularly popular. Those that sold alcohol always had a large elven serving staff. Many of their servers would get pulled into the laps of their customers, and it seemed as though entertainment was just as much a part of their job as serving food.

I saved visiting the elvish laborers for last, fearing what I might see. These elves had surrendered to the orcs with their tribes but refused to become thralls. Based on the attitude of the guards at the gates, such a choice was looked down upon by the orcs. How would the orcs put them to work?

What I found wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. In Moonbow City, the most labor-intensive jobs involved processing wood. Most of the elves sawed and split wood with sweat beading down their brows. A few turned pieces down to spindles on zeal-powered lathes, but any fine craftsmanship would have to come from the specialists in the rest of the city.

The elves that didn’t have aspects suitable for working with wood were working tasks more suited to them. A group of earth aspect elves was raising a new wall on the outskirts of the city and constructing new ground-bound buildings.

The structures in the trees weren’t built to orcish dimensions, and even if they were, I doubted the orcs wanted to go all the way up there if Yorik’s fear of heights was any indication of orcish preferences. They wanted to stay on the ground with their feet firmly planted, and scaling the city up to accommodate its expanding population would mean further walls and more streets.

I spotted a group of water aspect elves sitting by the side of an artificial river running through the side of the city with a massive mountain of clothes as they slowly used their magic to do laundry. I recognized what the Whitewood Clan had been wearing in the pile and realized this was where all the discarded elven clothes had gone.

A last group of elves hacked at the corpse of a Tusked Plains Stomper. The orcs must have brought it back after a successful hunt. As I watched, the elves processed the enormous beast into slabs of meat, which wasn’t too different from what I had the workers back in the Hearthwood doing.

In the end, I realized the city wasn’t so bad. The elves here were living strange, but comfortable lives. With a few changes to ensure their wellbeing, I’d be comfortable leaving the city like this.

Based on my time with the Whitewood Clan, I knew things were not this good out in the minor towns and villages. With Deania in chaos, there was nobody to fight the constant plague of monsters that could attack from every corner. And while I’d heard no such reports, I imagined orcs off on their own with no need to worry about their reputation might not cling so stringently to the rules outlined in the Book of the True Man.

This city could be a bastion of sorts. A sanctuary for all those who would otherwise suffer because of Deania’s current crisis. I had control over this city, and I could turn it into a haven where elves could flee to for protection to wait out the storm. That wouldn’t save Deania, but it would help restore it once all this was over.

When I returned to the governor’s manor, I had a clear vision for what I wanted. I found Steward Elirin still on the table where I’d left her, with a steady pool accumulating on the pale wood desk between her legs. The enchanted implements left her sensitive as they worked on her in my absence.

She didn’t look like she was in her right mind anymore, so I deactivated the enchantments and pulled the blindfold off her while I fetched her something to eat and drink.

“You’re not an orc...” Steward Elirin said as she blinked away the light. “In fact... you’re a chaka!”

“That’s right,” I replied. “I’m human. But I’m also the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, and apparently the Governor of Moonbow City now. I’d like to keep those titles first and keep the others to those who need to know.”

“Understood, sir,” Steward Elirin blushed as she looked at the spoon I held to her lips.

She ate and drank while I told her about my plans for the city, and I mined her replies for details I’d missed and the names of the elves that could help me.

“Thank you for the soup,” she said as I poured the last spoonful into her mouth. “And I think I know the people who can see your vision out. I admit the Moonbow Clan on the whole wasn’t the most useful for the prosperity of the city, but a few members of their clan put their skills to good use. One of them was in charge of me, actually.”

“Good,” I said. “Then from now on, you’ll be in charge of her. I’m told most of the Moonbow Clan is outside. I’ll have them brought in.”

My female orc guards hauled the Moonbow Clan elves in from outside and presented them before me one at a time for my selection. Their swift efficiency and their bare bouncing orc breasts were both appealing to me. I could get used to being an orc chieftain.

Steward Elirin picked out the Moonbow elves that would be useful to her, and I had her speak with a few members of the Whitewood Clan as well and recruit assistants from there. I was disappointed when she did not choose Yavilla or Tavilla, but I was certain I could find other uses for the pair of true mages.

“Ladies, I’m forming a city council for Moonbow City,” I said. I’d used this technique before, in both the Hearthwood and in the Blackgorge Tribe. I planned to put it to use here as well. “I want elves to have representation on that council. Namely, I want Steward Elirin on it, along with whoever else she thinks is best for the role. You all will be her assistants."

“But I was originally Elirin’s supervisor! I can’t be her underling now,” one of the Moonbow Clan elves snorted.

“You were her supervisor. Now you’re naked and kneeling on the ground in front of her,” I chuckled. “If that isn’t enough to get the fact that things have changed through your head, I don’t know what will.”

In response, she went silent and looked at the ground in front of me. After a moment, she nodded. “Okay. I’ll help Elirin. Steward Elirin.”

“Very good,” I said. “Now I want you to come up with a set of rules that will outline fair treatment of elves. After that, make sure you’re ready for a council meeting tonight.”

I was moving quickly so I could get this city in order before I left for the Hearthwood. Soon the elves of the governor’s estate were scurrying around to write up their list. I gathered up my orc guards and had them summon several of the most powerful and notable orcs in the city to my side.

“Thank you all for coming on such brief notice,” I said with my hands steepled on the desk. “We’ve got a lot to discuss.”

“Hey!” A beefy male orc jammed an accusatory finger in my direction. “You’re not governor Mallok!”

“How observant of you,” I replied. “No, I’m not Governor Mallok. I’m Governor Blackgorge, the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe. I control this city now.”

“Mallok promised me six thralls! If you want me to do anything, you better pay up first!” The orc slammed his meaty hand against his large bare chest, which was far pudgier than most orcs. A cultivator had to eat a truly enormous quantity of food to get fat, so I knew this orc lived a lifestyle of extreme decadence. Looking closely at his hands, I saw they left a brown smear on his chest as he slammed his hand against it. I hoped that was chocolate.

But just in case it wasn’t, I wanted this orc out of my presence. So I jumped forward in one massive leap and backhanded the orc across the jaw.

“Aghhh!” The orc scrambled backward, rubbing his jaw and attempting to work some magic of his own.

He curled his brown-stained fingers into a fist and moved to throw a punch, but I dodged with greater speed than I’d ever dodged before and planted a foot on the orc’s back to knock him flat to the floor. I grabbed him by the legs and spun in a circle, swinging him at the far wall and throwing him at it.

The orc crashed through the wall and fell to the ground below.

“Kick him out of the city,” I said to my guards when I realized I’d received neither points for a victory nor notifications of a kill. Some people were too stupid to give up.

Thankfully, the orcs who remained wised up right away. “Now, I trust that everyone here intends to stick around and hear me out?”

There were nods around the room as I spoke, and more than a few turned their gazes to the hole in the wall.

“Don’t worry, that’ll be patched up by the end of the day,” I said as I waved off their concerns. “Now, the reason I brought you here is to inform you I’m establishing a Moonbow City council. This isn’t up for discussion or debate, it’s already done. What hasn’t been decided yet is who will have a seat on that council, and what they’ll be representing.”

Despite their brutish appearance, orcs were savvy creatures when they wanted to be. Everyone who’d come here before the opening of the portals had done so at great expense. Getting passage on a void ship wasn’t cheap, and that’s how nearly all these orcs had gotten across early. They intended to use this time to set themselves up for tremendous personal gain when the rest of the orcs finally arrived.

But their plans for doing so were vastly different. Some intended to capture a few powerful and beautiful thralls like the old Moonbow and Bluefield matriarchs before anyone else snagged them.

Others intended to seize several small towns and set up shop there. From those minor positions of power, they’d be able to both take thralls from the local populace and reorganize the economies of these small towns to trade with the orc horde that would soon arrive.

The orcs arriving as part of a tribe had even greater opportunities. Not only could they scout the land and set up camp for the rest of their tribe, but they could also take elves skilled in trades that the orcs would find useful for their pilgrimage, like those who specialized in healing and support magic. They could also capture enchanters and alchemists, who knew how to use the local materials, which would allow them to equip themselves and the rest of their tribe with quality weapons and potions.

What I was proposing would play into the greed of all the orcs present. If I offered them the opportunity to help decide rules and regulations for the local region, they’d hold power, which would grow exponentially more valuable when the rest of the orcs came over.

The orcs eyed each other like a pack of wolves in front of a single steak I’d thrown between them.

“Now then, I want someone to represent orc mercantile interests, the law and order of the city, and one for tributes and taxes directed towards the city and myself.”

“The thralls!” One of the orcs sitting before me said. “Who gets to manage the thralls?”

“There will be a Department of Thrall Acquisition,” I said. “And its head will have a seat on the council.”

“That job! I want that job!” The orc slammed his fist on the table.

“I’m afraid not,” I said. “I plan to put an elf in charge of that job.”

“An elf!” There were many shouts and grumbles around the table, but I fought them back with a firm and steely gaze. This wasn’t something I’d allow them to fight me on.

“Who better to ensure that each thrall is taken honorably and by their own request?” I demanded. “Who would know the will of elven thralls better than an elven thrall herself?”

I wasn’t sure if it was my commanding presence or my explanation, but the orcs quieted down when they realized none of them were getting command of who could legally take a thrall.

With that out of the way, they started acting more in the way I’d first hoped and began fighting over the remaining positions. And for orcs, that literally meant fighting.

Soon the Secretary of Mercantile Interests was defending his position with a broken chair in one hand, bludgeoning his rivals over the head. The Magistrate of Law and Order guarded his back in a temporary alliance that let them cut the other orcs down to size. One of the Whitewood matriarchs entered the room with a cup of tea and took a seat in my lap to enjoy the show with me.

When the orcs I’d brought in had finally decided the pecking order amongst themselves, I had the leaders for each department and their immediate underlings selected and finalized. This was far from the best way to choose the leaders of a city, but it was a way to choose them, and a city council that existed was better than one that didn’t.

Once these positions solidified and power bases formed, I’d be able to replace this first group with successors chosen based on competence instead of their chair-wielding skills. More importantly, it would give the elves I'd selected an early edge during negotiations thanks to their skill and experience.

“Bring in the Steward Elirin,” I instructed the Whitewood matriarch in my lap. She scooted herself off and scurried off to fetch the steward, who was still bound up like a thrall. By orc tradition, I was supposed to bundle the entire Whitewood Clan up like that as soon as was practical. The lengthy period of bondage and exposure was supposed to trigger the innate elven desire for submission, according to the Book of the True Man.

I added upholding orcish traditions to my list of things to do sooner rather than later. The steward replaced the Whitewood matriarch in my lap.

She was still bundled tight, but I was confident that if she spoke from her place in my lap, my presence would give her words the weight her current attire took from her.

Other elves filed in, but they had all progressed far enough through the orcish sacred rituals to be pets or concubines. They walked in on their own and knelt by the table or even sat on chairs in the case of the concubines.

I had Steward Elirin give her speech, and I restrained myself from toying with the enchantments on her bindings again until after she was finished speaking. She was a rather eloquent woman when left uninterrupted and I gave her a fond and approving head rub once she was finished.

“Let the first session of the Moonbow Council be called to order!” I declared, and soon the elves and orcs slipped into a heated debate. I watched the proceedings take place, though most were about things I didn’t know enough to weigh in on myself. One hour spent in the city wasn’t enough to understand the problems with the broken cobblestone streets after a rainy day, or how crowded the morning markets were. Or even the price of housing within the various regions of the city.

The council grew heated a few times, and the orcs had some initial difficulties debating with naked elves as though they were equals. I had to step in a few times and lay some ground rules to get the council working as smoothly as the one in the Hearthwood did, despite the unusual circumstances.

“She tried to distract me!” An orc accused. “Look at her flashing her tits at me!”

“She’s not wearing anything,” I sighed. “She’s been flashing everyone the entire council session.”

“...That didn’t mean I wasn’t distracted,” the orc protested.

“And that doesn’t mean you’re allowed to talk over her. From now on, one person has the floor, and everyone listens to them speak. When they yield the floor, someone else gets to speak with the same privilege. No interruptions allowed.”

Using a few similar management techniques, I soon had the council running smoothly. The last half hour proceeded entirely without my assistance, and I had high hopes it would continue to do so even if I wasn’t present. This city was just about ready to run itself.

When the meeting was over, everyone trickled out of the chamber one by one, with the sole exception of Steward Elirin. At first, I suspected the only reason she didn’t leave was that her hands and legs were tied, but I looked into her eyes and saw a questioning gaze staring back at me.

“You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?” Steward Elirin said. “You never would have distributed so much power if you intended to stay. You’d have kept it for yourself.”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “But you’re right, I’m planning on leaving. I can’t stay in Moonbow City for very long.”

Yavilla and Tavilla from the Whitewood Clan entered the room to help clean up. When they heard us talking, sad looks flashed across their faces.

“I signed up to be the governor’s personal thrall because administrating this city is the only thing I know how to do,” Steward Elirin sighed. “But I have to admit, I was looking forward to the... other things a thrall gets to do.”

“Y-you mean you won't stay and claim us?” Yavilla said, lips sagging in disappointment.

“Sorry, ladies. Duty calls,” I shrugged as I gave the steward a pat on the rear. It was looking rather inviting after a day of travel, and I’d be fooling myself if I hadn’t thought about Yavilla and Tavilla after spending so much time with them.

All three elves hung their heads, and I sighed at their puppy-eyed expressions.

“But don’t worry! I won’t be busy forever. I’ll definitely return to Moonbow City as soon as I can to make sure everything is still running the way I left it.”

“All three of us surrendered to the Governor of Moonbow City. That’s you,” Steward Elirin said. “But if another Bronze Marrow orc like Mallok comes around... I don’t think I’d have as much fun calling him master.”

“You’re right...” I ran my fingers across my chin. “We have a Department of Thrall Acquisitions now. Let’s give them some work. We’ll file out all the paperwork to get you ladies switched to my personal thralls!”

The elves liked this solution, so they happily signed the documents with a witness and an oath. The new department was still straightening itself out, but they moved my applications to the front of the rapidly lengthening line.

Soon I was the legal caretaker of three elven thralls. If that wasn’t all, Yavilla and Tavilla were making noises about signing the rest of their clan over too.

“I think three is already as many of you as I can handle,” I protested.

“Nonsense,” Yavilla replied. “We will need help building your estate. I already have a plan for a great white manor, just like we had back home.”

We made our way back to the governor’s office, and the three of them insisted on spending a little more time with me before I left. Elirin showed me where the governor’s private bedchambers were. They’d once belonged to the matriarch of the Moonbow Clan, though she certainly didn’t need them anymore.

“Now then, Elirin, I can’t help but feel you’ve been teasing me all day,” I said as I hoisted the bundle of elf under my arm.

“Me... teasing you?” Elirin said, shooting a glance down at herself. She tried to move, but couldn’t manage anything more than a tiny wiggle.

“That’s right,” I said. “Now let me show you what being a thrall is all about.”

I unbound Elirin, and she stood up for the first time I’d seen. She was taller than I expected, standing nearly a head taller than Yavilla and Tavilla. The two true mages glared at the mage acolyte who towered over them, but Elirin was the star tonight. I laid her down on the bed and revealed my throbbing member, which had been eager to plunge into this particular elf ever since I started playing with her on my desk earlier that day.

Yavilla and Tavilla assisted Elirin in sating some of my tremendous vigors. My body had grown far stronger with my cultivation, and I hadn’t yet learned to contain the full power locked within my muscles. I took turns thrusting into each of them, hard and fast. Even splitting my efforts between the three of them, I brought them all to orgasm one after another.

Tavilla shielded her face as she glanced at me bashfully after cumming.

“Don’t mind her,” Yavilla laughed. “Tavilla here was a virgin before tonight.”

Tavilla glared back at Yavilla, and a flush flowed over Yavilla’s face.

I raised an eyebrow at the look, and Yavilla’s eyes drooped to the ground. “Well... I might have been too.”

“In that case, I’m very sorry. I have ruined you for all other men,” I chuckled. “But that’s probably for the best. After all, it’s not something you’ll ever need to worry about again.”

Elirin finished me with her mouth, and I stroked her head fondly as I reminded her what a good job she’d done running the city today. All three elves licked and lapped at my cock as a farewell kiss, and the two Whitewood matriarchs renewed their promise to build a manor for me.

“And it won’t just be any manor,” Yavilla insisted. “It will have plenty of sizeable rooms filled with plush chairs and plenty of space for sex. And my entire clan will be there too, ready to cook and serve for their matriarchs’ master. We’ll make it a very relaxing stay, so make sure you come back soon!”

I promised to return when I could, though truthfully I didn’t know when that would be. Still, with all my women stuck on the World of Struggle and Strife, I knew I’d need all the relief I could get until their return. I didn’t think I had it in me to go more than a few hours without losing my load. Judging by the amount I gushed these days after each of Sava’s reagent collection sessions, I feared I might explode without at least a couple of women to relieve my tension with.

But regardless of my needs, the Hearthwood was calling me. I left Moonbow City the same day I entered it. Though my stay was brief, I had completely changed the city with my visit, and I hoped it would prove a place of happiness for all those who called it home. With one last sloppy farewell, I bid my three thralls goodbye and entered the Moonbow Clan’s teleportation array, and picked the largest city in the direction of the Hearthwood.










CHAPTER FOUR










I LEFT MOONBOW City behind and faded away inside their teleportation array. When I materialized, I found two elves holding weapons pointed in my direction.

I held up my hands non-threateningly and exited the teleportation array. I scanned the two elves and frowned when I realized they were both mage acolytes. The weakest entity exiting one of these teleportation arrays would be a true mage or bronze realm orc, so they were hardly fit to defend an array like this.

“Easy with those weapons there,” I said. “I’m friendly.”

These two nervous elves were frightened enough that just the suggestion that I wasn’t an enemy was enough to change their expressions to hopeful and ease their grips on their weapons. One held a spear, and the other a sword. Both weapons looked vaguely familiar to me, and I soon realized they looked exactly like those we made back in the Hearthwood.

“When we saw the teleportation array activated off schedule, we got worried. We worried worse when the enchantment coordinates pointed to Moonbow City. Isn’t that place controlled by orcs?” The spear-wielder said.

“I’m glad you let me through instead of trying to destroy the teleportation array,” I chuckled.

The sword-wielder grimaced. “We tried, but with that much flowing through it — Ow! What was that for?” The spear-wielder elbowed her comrade in the ribs.

“Shut up!” The spear-wielder hissed between her teeth.

“Oh... uh... We just had a gut feeling that you were friendly. Definitely not a powerfully-built orc man... ready to have his way with us, then take us away from the war to a happy little cottage to raise his orc children,” a little blush filled the mage acolyte’s cheeks, but she shook her head and reaffirmed her readiness for battle by straightening her grip on her sword.

“Unfortunately, I don’t own a cottage,” I chuckled. “Just a castle in the woods. But tell me, where are we right now and what’s going on? This was the northernmost teleportation array I could reach from Moonbow City.”

“We’re rear guards for the eastern front!” The spear-wielder declared. “Though I’m afraid we’ll become the front lines sooner than later.”

I frowned as I mentally placed the coordinates I’d dialed in onto a map of Deania. “This location shouldn’t be anywhere close to the eastern border unless you’re counting the Myriad Monsters Sea, and even that’s still a way off.”

The mage acolytes looked at each other before the sword-wielder explained. “Our eastern border isn’t where it used to be. The royal family has written off everything that was under the Sakaku Clan’s control, save for a few towns and villages now under the protection of a little northern forest clan called the Hearthwood Clan.”

“Shh! Don’t call the Hearthwood Clan little!” The sword-wielder elbowed her companion again, who winced as an already bruised rib was struck yet again. “If it weren’t for their weapons and supplies, we’d be standing here in our underwear, hungry and unarmed.”

“Really?” I asked curiously. “The Hearthwood Clan is supplying you?”

“Oh yes,” the spear-wielder turned her weapon sideways to point at the markings. Sure enough, her weapon was made in the Hearthwood. “Lady Comela led a caravan here herself a few weeks ago to drop off these weapons and a month's worth of food to go with it. If not for her, this sorry excuse for a defense force would have already fallen to pieces. The Hearthwood might not have a wizard to lead them, but they’re as strong as any of the great clans in all other aspects. And those of us who still pay homage to the Queen need all the allies we can get.”

I was impressed that my daughters had taken the initiative to start supporting allied forces outside the Hearthwood. By the looks of these two, they were militia organized by the locals in smaller cities and towns like Bronzeridge and Coppersand.

Comela had no doubt grasped that the further she could keep trouble from home, the more time we’d have to prepare ourselves for war as a clan. Knowing how we started from nothing so recently, Comela was probably hoping that we’d grow into the power of a great clan and be worthy of the influence we were gaining in the region. I intended to prove her right upon my return.

I bid the two mage acolytes farewell and turned back to the teleportation array, before dialing in the familiar coordinates of the Hearthwood.

The two arrays activated and synchronized, and I was off in another flash of light. When I reappeared in the Hearthwood, I found a pair of guards waiting for me here as well. They were mage acolytes, like the two I’d spoken with before. But these two recognized me on sight and saluted me.

“Patriarch! We did not realize you’d be returning today! The council is currently in session. Shall I disturb them to send word of your return?”

“No need,” I said. “I’m sure they’re hard at work, and I will be as well for the next few hours. Tell me, do we have a guest by the name of Anya the Seer in the Hearthwood? She should have arrived with Melise.”

“Matriarch Melise’s master? Yes, she’s here. She’s staying in your castle as a matter of fact.”

“Good. I need to hand her a star.”

I intended to fulfill my end of our bargain. Back when she'd saved Princess Tivana and me, she'd demanded something called a Star of Destiny in payment. Fetching it for her had taken a longtrip to the World of Struggle and Strife, which eventually led me to becoming the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe.

I made my way through the Hearthwood, which was both bigger and busier than I remembered. It seemed as though every building had stacked another few floors on top of it, and long bridges connected the trees at the edges of the city with buildings built into their branches.

The roads were also better paved and smoother than I remembered. I imagined a cart rolling down these roads wouldn’t feel so much as a ripple. They were swept clear of any stray pebble, leaf, or branch, and there wasn’t a pothole to be seen.

Around me, elves went about their daily business. That mostly meant bringing in raw goods from the forest, dungeon, or The Wanderer itself and crafting them into products worth selling either here or abroad. There were plenty of shopkeepers with potions lining the walls or armor on display, but most were hard at work in their back rooms brewing up the next batch. I suspected that most of the Hearthwood’s production was headed towards equipping the elves fighting for Deania.

There were plenty of elves growing food as well. They were hard at work either tending to the bustling orchard of Solar Essence Peaches Nela had planted or the many smaller plants Sava had ordered grown and maintained for use in alchemy. I couldn’t see those harvesting timber, foraging the forest, or hunting in the dungeon, but I was certain they were all hard at work as well.

The elves who weren’t busy supplying an army were drilling to be one. The training grounds were packed and it seemed like there were over a thousand elves practicing in formation as I watched. Even without Yorik to guide them, they were hard at work under the Hearthwood’s other commanders, not least of which was my daughter Comela, who stood among the foremost ranks of the elves born after the battle for the Hearthwood.

Knowledge of my presence would only disturb everyone’s hard work, so I cast an unnoticeability shroud around me and headed towards Castle Mac.

“You’re keeping the Hearthwood as tidy as ever, Mac,” I whispered and sent the words through our bond.

It took a moment for him to send a reply. [Theo! You’ve come for a surprise inspection? Those are my favorite! Come, let me give you the full tour.]

After refusing Mac’s invitation to tour the Hearthwood’s new sewage plant, I headed up to Castle Mac.

“It’s taller again, I see,” I muttered as I looked up at the castle which loomed over the trees. The main keep cast a deep shadow over the forest around us.

[I’m sure you’ll need the extra space someday. Plus, with everyone building shops and homes in the trees, I was thinking they’d need a visual reminder of who’s in charge.]

“Good on you, Mac. I’m glad to hear you’re looking after my interests while I was away.”

[Actually, I was talking about myself, but I suppose you deserve a little credit as my assistant. My literal right-hand man. And my left-hand man. And both my leg men too, I suppose. It’s rather difficult to accomplish anything physical without limbs.]

Mac was enough of a welcome party for me, and I made my way through the castle, noticing this time that there were stairs going downwards as well as up.

[Noticed those, did you?] Mac said proudly. [From the outside, you only see the castle extended upward, but there’s far more of it beneath the earth! I’m rebuilding the old underground castle we had as I reconstruct the dungeon below us. I’m afraid it still feels rather artificial with so many tame monsters populating the area, but it will grow into a real dungeon soon. That dungeon core you captured is proving useful as well and letting me construct around the clock while keeping this motley crew of elves you’ve got in order!]

“I was wondering how you were going to put that thing to use. Other than for that cleaning drone you wanted.”

[Well, what I’m doing now doesn’t consume the core. So if you’re offering I’d be happy to take the loss in productivity for a cleaning drone?]

Mac guided me to the room where Melise and Anya the Seer were staying. I tapped on the door with the Star of Destiny in my hands, and the door swung open to reveal Melise wearing a set of unfamiliar colorless robes that reminded me of the two members of the Fateweaver Society I’d met before.

She blinked as the door swung wide. She looked at me, wide-eyed and as cute as ever. Though now that I was looking at her, she seemed taller than before, and her shoulders were squared instead of slouched. She seemed larger somehow, like there was more of her than before. She carried herself with a sense of confidence I hadn't seen in her before.

“Theo!” Melise said after a moment of stunned silence. An instant later, she wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me into a tight hug. “It feels like it’s been ages!”

I chuckled and returned Melise’s hug. “I can see you’ve been hard at work.”

Melise Songstone (Level 26, Mid True Mage)

Melise playfully tapped me on the shoulder. “Not as hard as you! You’re almost a wizard. And here I thought I’d be ahead of you again thanks to my master’s help.”

“The rest of the girls will no doubt be shocked, you’ve surpassed all of them. And you might surpass me yet,” I shrugged and produced the Star of Destiny. “Your master, Anya, said this could make you into a wizard?”

Melise gingerly accepted the Star of Destiny. She ran her fingers against its surface and held it up to the light. Her eyes went unfocused, and she frowned at it in concentration.

“It’s even more beautiful than I imagined,” Melise whispered. Then she wrapped her hands around it tightly, as she'd just embraced me. She pressed the orb against her cheek, rubbing herself against it like a cat with a favorite toy. "It feels just like you, Theo."

I raised an eyebrow curiously. "The orb feels like me?"

"Not physically,” Melise said. "Magically. It isn't activated yet, but I'm sensing a few flickers from it here and there. It's tethered to you now. I can't quite explain it, but holding onto this orb feels almost like sitting next to you. A different you, older and wiser, who's accomplished things no one would even think possible."

I snorted. "And that's why you're kissing a magic ball."

Melise blushed. "Well..."

I held up a hand. "Fate zeal things. I understand. I just want to make sure your master is happy."

"She will be,” Melise giddily bounced from toe to toe as she tucked the Star of Destiny under her arm.

As much as I wanted to catch up with Melise and hear about what she’d been up to, she’d been cultivating until a moment ago and I didn’t want to disturb her. Besides, I had cultivation of my own to do.

So I headed to the Cultivation Chamber while Melise wasn’t using it, eager to upgrade my Blackgorge Fiendbody.

“Mac, pull up my body cultivation arts.”

New body cultivation art available and compatible with the Blackgorge Fiendbody

World Titan Fiendbody

Cost to upgrade: This body art has already been purchased. Download?

Download confirmed.

I was prepared for a sharp sting in the back of my head. It happened every time I downloaded a new spell. This time, I felt like someone had just tried to bash the back of my head open with a sledgehammer. The feeling hurt worse than the time Tim split my skull open with a punch.

The pain only grew more intense from there, and I collapsed into a puddle of agony as my mind grew hot. I turned off Quicksilver Thought hoping that would make time pass a little faster for me. To my surprise, deactivating the mind magic spell made the sensation worse, so I did the opposite and flared power from my mind spellheart in the back of my skull.

Power flooded my brain and sped the process of assimilating this new knowledge along. I wasn’t sure if hours passed or only minutes, but in either case, when I could finally think straight again I sat up to take stock of what new knowledge was filling my head.

Images of zeal particles flooded my mind, spread throughout the body, curling like tendrils through flesh, layered over bone. They weren’t particles as I understood them, but vessels of power reinforcing the functions of every body part, granting the wielder enhanced recovery and regeneration abilities in addition to what the presence of their power meant for strength and stamina.

I steadied my breathing and recovered myself. When I was sitting and breathing easily again, I relaxed my muscles and turned my attention inward. The World Titan Fiendbody was truly a monstrously complex body art. Even with superhuman memory and speed of thought from Master of the Inner Castle, it would have taken me years to grasp the concepts the natural way.

But now it was all in my head, as though I’d been born knowing it. So with no dithering, I started reworking the Blackgorge Fiendbody particles in my body into World Titan Fiendbody particles.

I cranked up the time dilation effects of the Cultivation Chamber. This was going to take a long time. Like iron on my anvil, I squeezed every one of the hundred and twenty-eight particles in my body, molding them into the intricate shapes and designs dictated to me by the World Titan Fiendbody I saw in my mind.

I had more to work with on that front than most orcs would. From what I’d gathered, having four, eight, or sixteen particles was most common among orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe, and having a hundred and twenty-eight made me something of an outlier.

Now, those extra particles made it take longer for me to complete the process, but they also gave me more to work with. I dispersed them into four groups for each stage of body cultivation. That much at least was the same as with the Blackgorge Fiendbody. Then I went through each stage of the World Titan Fiendbody as if I’d cultivated it from the beginning.

Even at Stone Skin, World Titan Fiendbodies were a level of complexity greater than the Blackgorge Fiendbody, and without my understanding and perception of zeal as a true mage, I doubted I’d be able to follow the instructions, even if they were already in my head.

I moved on from Stone Skin to Stone Muscle, then to the Stone Bone and Stone Marrow stages. When that was complete, I worked my way through Bronze Skin, followed by Bronze Muscle and Bronze Bone. Before I knew it, I’d reached Bronze Bone with the World Titan Fiendbody, which was my current level with the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

But now that I had the complete formula for the World Titan Fiendbody, I realized nothing was holding me back from reaching Bronze Marrow right now. In fact, doing so would grant me tremendous benefits, and I realized having that much power would make undoing the aura crystals sealing away most of my aura viable again.

I used Dean’s orb to draw a little additional power from the Axe-Beaked Salamander, though its power was hardly enough to satisfy me now. My Everlasting Jade armor had collected a bit of earth zeal as well, thanks to the zeal-accumulating talismans Argona had crafted into it. I drained that power and then added in most of the remaining Basilisk spellhearts and no small number of zeal crystals.

All of them together gave me just enough power to advance to the Bronze Marrow stage.

In contrast to the painful feeling of learning the new body cultivation art, advancing to Bronze Marrow with the World Titan Fiendbody felt euphoric. My body tingled, and I stretched. I felt comfortable in my body and stronger than ever. I pulled a rock out of my Dimensional Storage to test the strength in my new fingers. With a brief squeeze, I reduced the stone to dust and broken bits.

The stone gave way long before I was even feeling any strain in my fingers and crumpling the rock felt no different from crumpling a sheet of paper.

The Cultivation Chamber was small, so the exercises I could do while locked away in here couldn’t be anything too extensive. I stretched and tested my strength with some simple exercises, familiarizing myself with the new strength in my body. I lifted a few common objects and drunk from a small glass cup a few dozen times until I could drink without cracking the glass.

Training like this became more important the stronger I was. If I forgot my strength at a bad moment, I might end up hurting a heartwielder like one of my daughters by accident or breaking one of my own tools by handling it aggressively. When I was confident I’d regained the ability to function in daily life, the zeal in my body had settled itself again.

That meant I was ready to attempt my next objective, releasing more of my aura.

I laid all nine aura crystals on the ground in front of me. The first three were the easiest to undo, and I released them all at once. My aura took on a more solid form, changing from a gray cloud to a serpent coiling through the air.

The smoke condensed into a long tendril that began to take on fangs and a distinctive mouth. It looked at me and hissed, but I reached out with the speed and might of the World Titan Fiendbody, swatting the ethereal creature with my hand and dispersing it back into smoke. A third layer aura fragment had been no match for my power before I’d even left the Hearthwood, and it wasn’t a match for me now.

I reached for the fourth crystal. This was the one that had granted my aura fragment the power it needed to rebel against me, so I was wary of allowing my aura to return to this level.

Despite my fears, I crushed the aura crystal and my power as a true mage returned to the fourth layer. My aura re-condensed into its monstrous form, taking the shape of a serpent as thick as my arm. The mouth on its head was very real, and I could even make out small glowing red eyes. Its body coiled through the air, long and sinuous. The aura around its head spread out like the hood of a venomous snake.

The aura serpent lunged at me, but its teeth couldn’t scratch my skin. I suspected weaker entities might die to a bite from this ghostly creature and was glad I was doing this in the Cultivation Chamber

Despite my aura fragment’s new power, it was still no match for me. Rather than dispersing it as I had before, I sought to command it.

“Down,” I snarled at the unruly thing. I accompanied my words with a blast of earth zeal, wild and unstructured. The energy threw my aura fragment into chaos, but it collected itself and returned to its snake-like form. I reached out with my hands, catching it in my grasp. When my aura attempted to slither free, I formed my earth zeal into a barrier and trapped it. It writhed in my grip but could not escape me.

“What do you hope to gain by fighting against me?” I asked the incorporeal creature. “I made you from discarded fragments and a withered and dying cloud of dust. I bound you to my soul and my power. How long do you think you would last if you were free of me?”

The snake hissed, trying to bite my hands, but its efforts were futile. It displayed nothing more than animalistic impulses, but that was more than it had displayed as a thoughtless cloud. Perhaps if I gave it a little more power, it would be smart enough to understand that it needed me?

I crushed the fifth aura crystal. The serpent in my grasp doubled in size again until it was as wide around as I was and three times as long. Its prodigious length almost didn't fit inside the Cultivation Chamber with me in there with it. Its eyes gleamed a fiery red, and a forked tongue flicked out of its mouth.

It wasn’t entirely snake-like anymore. Now it had four horns coming out of its head, two at the top and two at the bottom. The sinister crimson glow in its eyes now trailed along the length of its body, like a burning fire barely contained by the cloud itself. It opened its mouth and roared like a lion. In response, the ground around me shook and trembled.

But between the two of us, I had far greater control over earth than it did. A wave of my hand was all it took to still the walls and floor. I looked the menacing creature in the eyes, noticing that two snake-like fangs had become a mouthful of dagger-like teeth as long as my arm. The gray smoke was so thick that now the creature looked real, and if I wasn’t busy keeping it locked within a barrier, I would have reached out to feel the scales on its skin.

“Can you see the futility of this struggle now?” I demanded of my aura. “You and I are one, there is no point in fighting me!”

The four horns adorning my aura fragment’s jaws glowed for an instant under mage sight. The monster glared at my fingers and to my shock I noticed they turned gray and stone-like. It had the basilisk’s petrification ability!

Once I’d noticed the spell, it took only a brief exertion of will to crush the budding transformation. My finger cracked off the shell of stony callus and only looked a bit raw from its brief exposure to the spell.

“If you turned some of my skin to stone,” I frowned, “I won’t be able to take you out in public until you learn to behave."

My body had been tough even before changing my body art. A normal true mage might very well find themselves petrified by the attack my aura released on me just a moment ago. That meant my aura fragment was even better at the petrification spell than the basilisks were. I wondered which aura fragment it had picked that ability up from.

“You can be my partner,” I said, as I activated Layered Durability to protect me from any further spells like that. “Or you can be my prisoner! Your choice!”

My aura fragment growled at me, then glared down at the aura crystals at my feet.

“No,” I shook my head as I realized what it was looking at. “I won’t crack all the crystals until I know you’re going to behave,” or at the very least until I knew I could force the aura fragment to comply with my wishes.

My aura fragment growled and struggled with all its might. Despite its efforts, its wriggling was nowhere near enough to overcome my grasp. Ultimately, the aura fragment had, at most, the physical power of a true mage elf. While elven magic lent the body enhanced strength thanks to the zeal that flowed through it, that strength was nothing compared to the power of someone who cultivated their body. An elf might have been overwhelmed if their aura rebelled again them to the degree mine did, but I had physical power in the form of my orcish body art. Even if my aura fought my spirit cultivation completely, I could still overpower it.

My aura fragment refused to budge in its demands, looking at all the aura fragments on the ground. In doing so, it revealed to me it had become intelligent enough to negotiate.

“One,” I said.

It growled and hissed, unhappy with that offer.

“You’ll get one more layer of aura. No more. In exchange for that, you’ll aid my spells as needed, especially my Sword Storm spell,” I growled back, firm in decision.

Slowly and reluctantly, the aura fragment turned its head upwards and looked at me. I saw the faintest trace of a nod, which looked peculiar in its monstrous face.

I stepped forward and crushed a fifth aura crystal, sending more gray smoke billowing into the air. It floated upwards and the smoky serpent grew bigger still.

Both it and I quickly realized it was too large for this cramped chamber. Its head swelled to a size that was just barely small enough to fit into the room before the entire shape collapsed into gray mist and swirled around my body. I watched it as it trailed around me before it crawled up my arms and sank into my flesh.

I turned my attention inward, watching and waiting. A few months ago I would have been terrified to have something as vicious as my aura seemed to be dwelling within my skin, but thanks to my current body cultivation I was confident I could force it out at the slightest thought.

“Good,” I commanded. “Stay there unless I command you to come out.”

I gingerly gathered up the four remaining aura crystals and tucked them away in my Dimensional Storage. Then I exited the Cultivation Chamber to take a good look at how far the Hearthwood had come.










CHAPTER FIVE










I TOOK UP Mac’s offer to tour the new sewage plant. While I did so, he promised to help me come up with a way to contact my women sooner.

[I can see it now! You could fly up as high as you can into the sky, throw a teleportation array, then teleport through the array with another array in your Dimensional Storage. Then you can throw another array forward and teleport again! Eventually, you’ll make it to the orc planet.]

“That is the dumbest idea I’ve heard in a long time,” I said with a sigh.

[But it’s just dumb enough to work, right?] Mac needled.

“Unfortunately not. For a teleportation to work, both the sending and receiving points need to be relatively stationary relative to each other for the duration of the activation. Otherwise, the enchantments don’t function. I won’t be able to slow the arrays down if I launch them in space by throwing them. They'll stay in motion continuously at the speed I throw them.”

Mac sighed. [Hmm... I suppose you're right. It seems your experiences have left you with a better intuitive understanding of space travel than I downloaded from The Wanderer. Fine. If you want to be boring, you could just upgrade the Teleportation Array once or twice. Each upgrade extends the range, so even one or two upgrades will mean getting them back here several days sooner. It's not nearly as good as building way stations, but it will work.]

I considered that. Could the solution be that simple?

“Alright then, Mac. I’d like to upgrade the Teleportation Array.”

Upgrade Teleportation Array to level 3?

Cost: 2000 points.

Purchase approved. -2000 points

Teleportation Array now upgrading. Upon completion, the upgraded Teleportation Array will have a much greater range and efficiency.

[Oh yes, that was a good upgrade. You should have no issues reaching Moonbow City from the Hearthwood now and teleporting to other nations is an option as well. In terms of interstellar distances that isn't much of an improvement, but the teleportation seems to work more efficiently in space, so we’ll gain more range upward than we will in any other direction.]

“Good. That’s one minor problem solved. Now I just have three major ones and a whole slew of minor ones, almost as important. Is there anything that needs my attention in the Hearthwood?”

[Now that you mention it, yes.] Mac said. [Comela’s efforts to fund the militia defending Deania wherever the royal family or great clans cannot have not gone unnoticed.]

Those words frightened me more than my worries about my aura fragment or getting in contact with my women again. “Who’s after my daughter?” I demanded, hurt that Mac hadn’t told me this immediately upon my return.

[Relax! Comela has it under control. In fact, she asked me not to tell you about her expeditions. It’s just involved circumventing a few enemy mage acolytes with a flying sword and a bag of holding on her hip. That’s enough for her to carry supplies to whatever region needs them. She’s evaded every enemy easily. A few of your other children have taken up mind magic, and they’ve been a great help in the cause. In fact, Argona’s even developed a weaker version of Dean’s anti-mind magic pendant and Comela has started including as many of those as Argona can make with her supply shipments. More than anything, that’s what brought enemies looking for the Hearthwood again.]

“They came here? They attacked the Hearthwood while I was away?” I asked. There weren’t the ruins and wreckage I expected from a pitched battle, but perhaps Mac had simply been fast in rebuilding this time.

[You saw the Hearthwood’s entire army hard at work drilling on the Training Grounds?] Mac asked. [They’re not training without reason. They’re preparing themselves for the next major attack. Last time, over a dozen true mages appeared and attacked the Hearthwood at once hoping they could cut off these supplies and anti-mind magic pendants at the source.]

“How’d it go?” I asked nervously.

[Terrible. For our attackers! No true mage ever thinks mage acolytes can put up a fight against them. But one quick nick from those Level-Reducing Sentry towers and those true mages can become mage acolytes themselves! Then it isn’t a battle between twelve true mages and three thousand mage acolytes, it’s a battle between a couple of true mages trying to extract their comrades before the three thousand mage acolytes can finish them!]

“What about mind magic?” I asked. “I’ve heard that’s why the Cult of the Unblinking Eye has been so militarily successful in the past. Mind magic is devastating on large groups if you aren’t prepared to defend against it.”

[The Hearthwood is prepared to defend against it.] Mac said smugly. [Really, if we’re giving away anti mind-magic pendants, you’d figure we kept at least a few for ourselves.]

The nervous beating of my heart slowed somewhat. “You’re certain the true mages were dealt with?”

[They certainly did their best to run as fast as possible!] Mac chuckled.

“Good. But I still think it’s time for me to get involved in the Hearthwood’s military leadership once again,” I declared. “Tell everyone with a seat on the council that an emergency session has been called.”



***


“Who called this meeting?” Katiana asked when she entered the council chambers.

“You didn’t?” Ullua asked strangely. “Perhaps Comela did?”

Comela arrived and quickly revealed that she did not call the meeting. The rest of the council swiftly gathered and began looking at each other curiously when they realized none of them had called the meeting.

Once they were all gathered, I dropped my unnoticeability spell and walked out of the shadows. “Good. Everyone’s here. Please, lock the doors. This is a private meeting.”

The Hearthwood soldiers guarding the council doors saw themselves out and locked the doors behind them, giving their patriarch a quick salute as they did so.

“Patriarch?” Katiana looked at me, surprised. “We hadn’t heard you’d returned? What of my sister and the other matriarchs?”

“They’re still abroad,” I explained, “And they will be for quite a while longer. But I’ve heard what’s going on. The Hearthwood Clan has been funding militia and small clans across Deania to defend their territories in a fighting retreat.”

Each member of the council looked at one another sheepishly. Finally, Ullua proved to be the bravest among them and climbed to her feet. “We thought it best to keep any fighting as far away from the Hearthwood as possible. The royal army doesn't have the resources to fight on this scale. They're dependent on reinforcements from the great clans, and they're not getting any. We do have a responsibility to do something. Many of the old Songstone regions belong to us now.”

“You’re going to stop my aid missions,” Comela said sadly. “Father, I knew you wouldn’t like them, but these people need our help!”

I met my daughter’s eyes, and she met my gaze firmly with a determined expression on her girlish face.

“I don’t know why you all thought I’d be upset that you’re sending resources out of the city,” I laughed. “In fact, I’m rather impressed that you organized and equipped as many militia groups as you have. Even if they can’t stop any true mages coming our way, not having to deal with hordes of mage acolytes and heartwielders will make defending the Hearthwood logistically simpler.”

“Oh,” Comela said. “You approve? But... looking back at the records of your policies when you were running the Hearthwood directly, you preferred hoarding defensive resources and growing the clan. Your disapproval was one of our biggest worries about this endeavor.”

I shook my head. “Influence is rarely up for sale in such an easy and direct manner, but this time it is. We must solidify our control over these minor clans and militia groups and organize them into an actual fighting force, rallied under the banner of the Hearthwood. Installing military forces in their towns and villages would have had us looking like vicious conquerors just months ago, but now we’re heroic saviors sending aid, supplies, and reinforcements. When this war is won, we’ll leverage your militia groups to expand our territory tenfold, and those who join us will readily see the excellent sense in uniting under the banner of the Hearthwood under common threat.”

Comela shifted awkwardly. “You’re going to... conquer them, father?”

I flashed her a smile. “Only if they ask me to.”

“But...” Katiana interrupted, “That’ll only be possible if Deania wins this war. That doesn’t look like it’s going to happen. Everyone of importance has either sought asylum in a neutral country or fled to the capital where the Royal Family’s defenses can hold.”

Katiana had pointed out the biggest flaw in my plan. I was setting us up for maximum gain after the war was won, but if we didn’t win, all our efforts would be for nothing.

“That’s why I’ll once again be taking military command of the Hearthwood’s forces,” I said, in a tone that brooked no debate.

“As you wish, patriarch,” Ullua saluted, immediately yielding command to me.

“Father,” Comela asked hesitantly, “I know you’re a true mage now. Surely you’re best put to use leveraging your own personal power? A lot has changed in the Hearthwood since you united the tribes and fighting with an army of mage acolytes differs from fighting with an army of Heartwielders.”

I heard a few voices murmur their agreement, all from elves who hadn’t been alive the last time I’d run a military campaign in the Hearthwood.

I walked over and laid a hand on my daughter’s shoulder. “Your caution is admirable, Comela. I see you have done a lot to change things in the Hearthwood for the better. As your father, I’ll certainly be pleased to have your help. But as your patriarch, you should know that I have everything under control.”

Comela blushed and looked at the ground when she realized her words had inadvertently questioned my competency as a military commander.

“Sorry, father. I mean, apologies patriarch,” Comela correct herself. “I’ll await my punishment as an officer of the Hearthwood.”

I’d known this question was going to come up, given how many members of the Hearthwood were new to me. They understood the odds were against them in this conflict, and no sane commander could promise victory. But I planned to do just that.

So I told the council of my plan, and of what would come after our inevitable victory. One trick I’d learned to lead and inspire was to speak as though our enemies were already slain, and we had only to draw our swords and declare the day as ours. The fighting would be hard, and there would be many trials ahead of us, but in the end, I knew we would prevail. As I spoke, I could see the hearts of the council lifting as they transferred their burden off their shoulders and onto mine.

“So the plan is to send our forces forward to attack?” Comela asked. She still seemed uncertain of my plan, but that was because I’d only told her half of it yet.

“Essentially, yes. We go forth and attack with all haste. I’ll cloak myself and travel in secret with the rest of you in case there are any true mages with the enemy forces, but mostly we’ll be bringing towns to the southwest and southeast back under the control of the elves who live there. Then we’ll rally those that we can into militia bands, only this time I want to make it clear that they answer to the Hearthwood."

“Won’t that draw attention to us?” Comela asked nervously.

“I heard about your incident with the true mages,” I said. “That means they’re already on to us, and they know where we stand. There’s no sense in continuing to play pretend. It’s time to get involved for real.”

And so the army of the Hearthwood mobilized once again. Only a third would be going with me, but that third was ten times the force I’d used to defeat the Corpse Collector Company. I had Comela come with me for this trip, performing her usual mission of couriering supplies. I’d be bringing some too with my Dimensional Storage, and thanks to that we could bring bulkier items like lumber for construction, grain, and even some bronze cannons we now had in our collection.

“As the Patriarch of the Hearthwood, I’ve decided to give you my punishment for questioning me, Commander Comela,” I said sternly. “You’ve got to spend the next three days hanging out with your old man.”

Comela rolled her eyes. “As you wish, patriarch. I just hope he doesn’t humiliate me in front of my troops.”

After promising Comela that I wouldn't say anything too embarrassing, we left the forest. The elves of the Hearthwood traveled fast on foot. Most had some sort of movement spell, but those who didn’t could still run zeal through their legs to ward off exhaustion and run swifter than any non-magical being could.

I flew over the army on a flying sword, with Comela on my right flank. A few other officers were in the air with us, but flying swords weren’t quite so common that everyone in the Hearthwood had one.

With a thousand elves heeding my orders, we headed west, towards the mountains lining Deania’s western border and the old territory of the Songstone Clan. Invaders had crossed those mountains and set up a few key teleportation arrays on our side, letting their true mages enter and exit freely, wreaking havoc across the land and taking whatever they wanted while there weren’t enough Deanian true mages to oppose them after the destruction of the Songstone Clan.

I truly hoped my own women would make it back to the Hearthwood soon. Our people would be a lot safer with a few more true mages on our side.

Night fell during our travels, but that was no impediment to our march. There were plenty of potions to go around, so we could maintain a steady sprint into dawn the following morning with no sign of windedness in any member of the Hearthwood's soldiers.

“There’s the first village,” Comela said, pointing towards the distant horizon. Comela had a slight glow in her eyes from using a Farsight spell to make out something that was barely perceptible. My new World Titan Fiendbody meant my vision was clear enough to see the village too, even without a spell.

“They’ve already been occupied,” I said as I made out the flag flying over the village’s tallest building.

“It won’t be anyone stronger than a mage acolyte,” Comela said. “I’ve liberated villages like that one fighting by myself.”

I gave her a stern look, not approving of the thought of her running off to fight a blind battle like that. Comela shifted uncomfortably on her flying sword, but I merely laughed and told her she could free tiny villages like this one all she wanted — once she was a true mage.

Our army came upon the village like a pack of elephants charging over the top of an anthill. The inhabitants saw us coming, and our forces quickly fanned out in a wide circle. One glance was all it took for the invaders to realize there was nowhere to run to. They laid down their arms and yielded the village to us without a fight.

I had the leader of the group of enemy soldiers brought into the building we’d temporarily commandeered as our command post while our army rested and dealt with the villagers. Really, it was just a barn that had previously housed a couple of weak mystic beasts before the occupying force in the village had gotten hungry.

The leader of that occupying force was the one who ordered the immediate surrender, and she struck me as a career soldier who’d been promoted to officer despite a lack of ambition. She was a pragmatist that didn’t intend to throw her life away in a hopeless fight, and there were plenty of those whenever true mages or wizards were involved. I respected the fact that she knew how to choose her battles.

While she didn’t look like she knew much, she looked like the type to quickly give up what she did know. I planned to interrogate her with Comela and figure out just which nation under the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s control we were fighting.

“No whipping or drowning please, those are two of my hard limits,” the enemy commander explained to the Hearthwood warriors hauling her before us. “I respond best to a gentle but firm spanking, then I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

“Jatese is usually the one to do these interrogations, but I suppose I can try my hand at it,” Comela explained as she withdrew a short paddle with the words ‘naughty prisoner,’ embossed in reverse on them in elvish.

I placed a hand over the paddle and pushed it back towards Comela’s bag of holding. “Let’s try just asking her who she works for first.”

I quickly realized I’d be more comfortable performing a more traditional orcish interrogation with my daughter than the sensual elvish version.

Our prisoner sagged in place, disappointed by my words. Still, we pushed her into a chair and Comela tied her hands behind her back.

“Alright,” I said once our prisoner was settled. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

“No sexy way?” Our prisoner asked.

“Not unless you behave,” I sighed. “Now, we have some questions for you. First of all, who are you?”

“I’m the commander of the force occupying this village,” our prisoner glanced at her symbols of rank and command.

“And what are you doing here?” Comela asked.

Our prisoner looked at me, and her expression made her look like she was expecting some sort of trap.

“...Occupying this village?” She said hesitantly.

“And who do you work for?” I demanded.

Our prisoner glanced at her uniform again. “The Rakaren royal family? Really, the answers to all these questions have been pretty obvious so far. You should have been able to answer them all just by looking at these shiny buttons here.”

“We don’t need your help interrogating our prisoners!” Comela said, mimicking my aggressive tone. “Now tell us everything you know or we’ll give you the most intense spanking of your life!”

“Well, now you’ve just given me a reason to hold back,” our prisoner muttered.

After a bit more frustrating prodding, we figured out who the Rakaren royal family was. Essentially, most of their nobility and the matriarchs of their great clans were directly in the sway of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, to the point of making worshiping a giant eye totem their official religion. Their queen herself was leading this invasion, and she was a capable wizard with two other wizards under her command.

The nation of Rakaren was about a quarter of the size of Deania before recent events, when it still had the Sakaku, Songstone, Moonbow, and Bluefield clans under its control. Overall, The Rakaren Queendom was a much weaker nation and they never would have dared to attack Deania at full power.

Only the Rakaren royal family was a powerful enough clan to matter, and at most it merely matched the strength of one of the great clans of Deania. The Rakaren royals did have a standing army of their own, which was much larger than the Royal Guard, though much weaker on average. Under normal circumstances, they wouldn't have dared to look at Deania the wrong way.

But the reason the Rakarens were willing to attack Deania now was that they had five other nations of greater power contributing forces of their own. But of all of them, the Rakarens were the closest to this side of the Hearthwood. With the Songstone Clan gone and the Sakaku Clan subverted, the Hearthwood was the only force left in Deania’s northern reaches to confront them. And so, this runt of an enemy nation posed a major threat to us.

“Really, all these questions are pretty straightforward,” our prisoner said. “I really thought you were going to ask us about weak points in our defensive lines, or where our supply caravans are coming from.”

“We’ll be creating our own weak points,” I said cryptically. Raiding supply caravans were less useful against true mages and up, since most of them had bags of holding and often had special abilities that let them ward off physical needs like sleeping or eating for a long time. But it was still useful information to know if we wanted to stop heartwielders and mage acolytes from streaming in freely.

Our prisoner suggested a few more pieces of information we might ask her about, looking at the paddle Comela had set aside earlier as she did so. I decided to let Comela have her interrogation practice while I walked out of the barn to tour the rest of the settlement.

I was curious to see how the common elf lived, and the village turned out to be not much different from the tribes in the Hearthwood before my awakening, though they had a few more magical pleasantries thanks to their location closer to the heart of Deania. The village was mostly a set of farmhouses that tended to a cluster of orchards. There was still fruit on the mundane trees, though the few magical trees the village had were already thoroughly plundered.

Overall, the villagers were very happy about our arrival, and I gave them a few seeds and spare tools, along with the weapons to defend themselves. The Hearthwood’s soldiers were quick to offer them a few lessons, and now they were hard at work training with a few practice spears and swords. A few were even daring enough for a couple of practice duels and were promptly getting their rears handed to them.

The Hearthwood's soldiers saluted me as I passed, and I nodded to them in return as I let them continue training the villagers, eating, and resting.

After a few minutes, Comela walked out of the barn and gave me a big thumbs up while adjusting her clothes. I tried not to think about what happened in the barn with my pure and innocent daughter, but the sight of our prisoner staggering out with a dopey grin on her face and rubbing her rear didn’t help. A small portion of the Hearthwood’s soldiers broke off to bring our prisoners back to the Hearthwood for further information, and we headed off to the next village.

We hoisted the banner of the Hearthwood over the village, in full view of everyone and clearly visible for leagues in each direction. The villagers worried that the new banner would attract unwanted attention from the Rakarens, but I told them they only needed to keep it up for a day or two before they could take it down and replace it with whatever they wanted.

We’d be in the area for the next few days, erecting more banners over similar villages. Eventually, we’d hook a bigger fish.

After a few hours of rest, we got directions to the next nearest village, which we cleared out in the same way.



***


We rescued the next three villages shortly thereafter. We ran forward, stormed the village with about twenty times the force we needed to secure victory, and raised our flag at the village’s highest point. I was suspicious about a food shortage back in the Rakaran homeland, because one of two things the villagers were most upset about was the gluttony of the occupying force, especially for any foods even slightly magical.

The second was that the occupying soldiers seemed to take great delight in ordering around the Deanian elves, like a long-time servant who’d somehow turned the tables on their demanding master.

“It was horrible, sir,” an elf said. “First, they had us package off most of our goods and send them off to feed the rest of their army. After, they had us squeeze our fruits into juice for them. Then they demanded full-body massages and that we hold a dance show for them every night!”

“Worry not, your struggles will be over for as long as I’m here, and for as long as the Hearthwood Clan can protect you,” I said before asking for news from other nearby towns.

While I finished up my interview, Comela opened the door to the latest barn she’d been using for an interrogation. “Whew, doing that three times in one day gets quite tiring. Father, you have to tell me how you keep up your stamina. My mother and the other matriarchs are always talking about it.”

I groaned inwardly, then pretended I hadn’t heard her question. “Our next stop is a town. We might have an actual fight on our hands next. I’ve warned the troops to be prepared.”

“We hardly have anything to worry about with you around,” Comela said.

“I’ll only be fighting if a true mage shows up,” I said. “Otherwise, I want to hold myself back for emergencies. Our enemies don't need to know I'm with you.”

“Well, I believe you’ll be a match for almost any true mage the Rakaren’s can throw at us!” Comela said proudly.

Truth be told, I felt confident in taking on any three true mages the Rakarens could throw at us. That wasn’t arrogance speaking, but confidence in my new power. I’d been more than a match for a peak true mage before. Now that I’d upgraded my body cultivation and unleashed my aura to unprecedented heights, I was even stronger. But how much stronger did that make me?

I realized I was eager to find out.

We made our way to the town of Mountainpass, which was nestled against Deania’s eastern mountain range close to the old Songstone Clan headquarters. As any traveler might expect from the town’s name, it sat on a passage leading through the mountains. This passage was one of the largest leading from the Rakaren Queendom and into Deania, which meant it was where the bulk of their forces were passing through for the invasion, discounting those who could fly or teleport across the border.

“There weren’t supposed to be fortifications around the town,” Comela murmured. “I’ve studied the old Songstone maps, and this settlement was merely a trading outpost. But it looks like the Rakarens have turned it into a fortress.”

“Then taking it will be harder than we thought,” I said, wondering how Comela would respond to this new challenge. The stone that made up the walls was thick enough that an elf could stretch her hands across its girth and not come close to touching either side.

The guards standing atop the walls held weapons at the ready, and there were at least two hundred of them. That force seemed paltry compared to our one thousand though, and I suspected Comela knew we could storm the walls with numbers if we wanted to.

“What should we do, father?” Comela asked me.

I shrugged. “You’re a commander. How would you crack this nut?” I was curious to hear how my daughter would take this fortress, given command. Would she send the Hearthwood’s soldiers forward and overwhelm the enemy with sheer numbers? Would she try to starve them out in a siege? Would she try sappers beneath their walls? Or would she go for poison in their water?

“We should set up the cannons,” Comela decided after a long moment of thought. “You can bring out as many as we need from the Hearthwood, right?”

That was an acceptable solution, so I provided my daughter with the cannons she requested. Direct, but safe and smart. That was my daughter. The Corpse Collector Company had called them giant fire sticks, but these didn’t look like the ones the Corpse Collector Company had brought with them.

Someone in the Hearthwood had been ambitious enough to copy the design and start casting cannons of an even larger size for the Hearthwood’s military. Mac must have given them the new designs and terminology.

I pulled out the first cannon, barely able to get it out of my Dimensional Storage as big as it was. Looking down the barrel, I realized they couldn’t even rightly be called cannons anymore. They were rifled breech-loaders with a spiraling pattern carved down the inside and a place to load shot from the back.

“Impressed with Argona’s handiwork?” Comela asked proudly, as though her sister’s accomplishments were her own. “I asked her to make these once I heard stories of the Corpse Collector Companies fire sticks at work. She brought the topic up in conversation with Mac, and this was the design she came up with."

“I’ll have to congratulate her,” I said, admiring the artillery piece. “Though I have one addition of my own to add.”

I stretched one hand towards the ground and reached into my Dimensional Storage for a fistful of iron meteorite. I crumpled the meteorite into jagged shards of iron with one hand while shaping the earth into a vessel of appropriate size and shape to match the ones Argona had included. Then I packed a small amount of explosive potion inside, and a few broken bits of Waterbeetle shell, with a single zeal crystal to really get things flying.

“The iron takes down magical defensive enchantments,” I explained. “The Waterbeetle shell is a new idea of mine. It absorbs and redirects energy, so in theory, it should reduce the main explosion to many little explosions spread over a larger area.”

I quickly pulled out another forty cannons, which Comela had her teams set up with all haste. The soldiers guarding Mountainpass had taken notice of us by now, but there was little they could do to us without riding out of their fortress, where they’d be overwhelmed by our superior numbers.

I’d gotten a look at their forces to gauge their strength and determined most of them were strong heartwielders or weaker mage acolytes. Compared to my force entirely made of mage acolytes, we were stronger both in quality and quantity, and it was only a matter of time before we seized Mountainpass.

I made enough shots for Comela’s troops to open with a salvo from forty artillery pieces, so Comela split her weapons into two groups that would fire one after another while I continued to make more pieces and elves distributed them to the firing teams.

The barrels roared, and every shot flew with unerring accuracy. I realized the elves working with the artillery seemed too familiar with the weapons for them to be something they’d just picked up. They must have been practicing with these things back in the Hearthwood while I was away.

As the projectiles soared through the air towards the fortress walls, a shimmering white barrier appeared before them. That barrier triggered the explosions early, holding firm against the assault for an instant.

Then shells burst to pieces, unleashing their iron-bearing payload. The iron fragments tore through the magical barrier like bullets through canvas and continued downwards, raining towards Mountainpass’ defenders on the walls.

The Rakarens were lucky their uniforms were thick and rugged to survive an abusive march through a mountain pass, because that alone probably saved more Rakaren lives than their magic barrier did.

The second volley fired before the Rakarens had recovered from the first, and without the barrier to protect them, the second volley hit the walls themselves. The explosion was tremendous, cracking vast regions of the wall and sending stone and the elves standing on it sliding to the ground.

Seconds ticked by as the elves prepared for another round of attacks. I finished more shells and the surrounding soldiers quickly ferried them to where they needed to go. The Rakarens still hadn’t recovered from the last volley and were only just pulling themselves together when the Hearthwood’s artillery bombarded their fortifications again.

This time, their commander abandoned the tops of the walls and opted to hide behind them. That was a smarter move that minimized further losses, and the Rakaren earth mages were now burying themselves in tunnels underground that would make further damage from artillery fire minimal.

We blasted them with a few more rounds to make sure their walls were useless before Comela gave the signal to drop the cannons and rush forward, weapons in hand.

Comela led the charge, cutting a striking figure atop her flying sword, wielding her spear in her other hand. I followed close behind her with an unnoticeability spell over myself. Even intact, the Hearthwood army could have overrun the walls. Now that they were in broken ruins, they were even less of an obstacle. I subtly reshaped some broken rubble into stairs that would make the Hearthwood’s assault quick and easy, while simultaneously reshaping parts of the Rakaren’s defensible locations to make them too steep or narrow to hold.

The Rakaren defensive formation broke within minutes, and the Rakarens took to the streets, defending the inner area of the trading town turned fortress one building at a time.

The Rakarens quickly proved no match for their peers from the Heartwood Clan, and the superior training thanks to The Wanderer’s Training Grounds was bearing fruit as the Hearthwood warriors won every fight between them and a Rakaren soldier.

Comela spotted the enemy commander and tipped her flying sword downward. She hopped off her weapon and hefted her spear, intent on demanding surrender from her opponent with its point against her throat.

The Rakaren commander drew an ironwood sword of her own and met Comela’s spear, but swiftly found herself outmatched by my daughter’s speed and skill.

“Give up!” Comela demanded. “You can save the lives of your troops by surrendering now.”

“I’ll hold this pass with my life if that’s what it takes!” The Rakaren commander snarled. She was far more zealous in her defense than any of the other commanders we’d run into.

“Then that is exactly what it will take,” Comela declared. Golden light flared at the tip of Comela’s spear, signaling the activation of Star Dragon’s Descent. I’d seen Nela activate the spell in the middle of combat before, but I hadn’t realized Comela had reached that level of mastery as well. A beam of golden light cut through the enemy commander’s stomach, cutting her legs free from her torso in an instant.

The enemy commander let out a choked gasp, staring in horror at her smoldering stomach before she collapsed to the ground. Her legs were quickly dissipating into motes of white light, and her top half would follow a moment later before her wisp burst free of her body.

With her dying gasp, she reached for a transmission stone around her neck and activated it. “Attack... Mountainpass.”

She let out her last gasp before she turned into white light, and Comela pulled out a soul jar to capture her wisp. “She looked like nobility,” Comela explained. “She could be a valuable hostage when she manifests a new body.”

I spoke a few words of approval at how quickly and efficiently Comela’s assault had gone, but bent over and picked up the transmission stone the enemy commander had been holding.

“Did you hear that?” I spoke to whoever was on the other end. “We’ve conquered Mountainpass.”

“And who are you?” A female voice on the other end spat.

“The Hearthwood Clan,” I replied honestly. “This region is now under our protection. You’d best look elsewhere if you want to cause trouble.”

The voice on the other end let out a cold harrumph. “Your little up-jumped forest tribe has caused us more trouble in northern Deania than anyone else! We were planning on saving you for after our alliance has taken Deania’s capital, but I suppose we can move up the date of your destruction if you’re so eager to become wisps doomed to labor your next seven lives away in our mines.”

“You’d best send true mages then,” I replied. “Because these mage acolytes of yours won’t be able to do the job even if there’s ten thousand of them.”

The person on the other end of the transmission stone broke the connection, and I pocketed the stone on my end.

“Is antagonizing them like that truly wise, father?” Comela asked hesitantly. “We’re practically daring them to attack us!”

I rubbed the top of my daughter’s head affectionately, smoothing out the silky strands of hair disturbed by the battle. “That’s what I’m counting on.”










CHAPTER SIX










I HAD THE soldiers of the Hearthwood repair Mountainpass back into a fortified and defensible structure once again. We sent most of Argona’s artillery back to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage, but we kept a couple to help guard Mountainpass. We also started setting up outposts inside the pass itself, reshaping the narrow gulf between mountains and laying some of my explosive shells as landmines throughout the area for the next group of Rakaren soldiers to pass through it.

I plastered a few zeal gathering talismans around the settlement to help boost the zeal concentrations in a few select areas of the fortress to be more similar to what the soldiers of the Heartwood were accustomed to, though any zeal the talismans built up was quickly depleted with so many elves cultivating in so tight an area, and the zeal gathering talismans couldn’t replenish zeal as quickly as ley lines and a nexus could.

“Patriarch!” One of the Hearthwood soldiers signaled me from the wall. I flew over, wondering what they intended to report. Instead of explaining, they simply pointed toward the distant pass.

Sure enough, that sight was explanation enough. There were twenty banners there, marching through the pass. Every one of them marked a hundred Rakaren soldiers. Hovering above them were three figures. Though they were only the size of ordinary elves, they stood as large as mountains under mage sight, revealing their power as true mages.

Comela arrived seconds after me. She activated her farsight spell and stared into the distance. I pointed out the three true mages for her and she grimaced.

“With the defenses we’ve built, we should be able to hold against two thousand, even if they’re all mage acolytes,” Comela replied. “A few blasts from our new artillery will even the odds. More if we can trade favorably at one of the mountain pass choke points. Those three true mages are the real problem, though. If we can’t deal with them, then they alone could take over the fortress. Should we retreat, father?”

Comela turned to look at me, and her question was clear, though she hadn’t spoken it. She meant to ask me if I could handle those three true mages.

“We’ll be fine,” I assured her.



***


Comela and I finished setting up the traps in the mountain pass ourselves, working hastily to have them in place for our first group of visitors. A few rock slides would make trouble for them while they traveled, and I stashed a couple of explosive surprises along the track. They weren’t necessary for our victory, but they would help build the story I wanted the Rakarens to believe. I wanted them to think a small forest clan had won through a serious of devious tricks and slight underestimations of our ability. That would fit perfectly with my goal to deal with the Rakarens in a more permanent fashion.

We heard them trigger the first rock slide before anything else. Their true mages stopped the rocks from taking out their entire army, but they met a few casualties because of it.

The landmines were worse, thinning their numbers and making our enemies fret with every step. Truth be told, the work was rather monotonous to me, as I’d already done much of this while defending the Hearthwood. This was my daughter’s first taste of actual war though, so I paid careful attention to her emotional state as we took the lives of our enemies.

I watched her expression tug ever so slightly into a frown when a cacophony of explosions echoed through the mountains, signaling that our latest explosive trap had gone off and wreaked chaos through the Rakaren line.

Comela caught me watching her, and she quickly steadied her face, but she knew I’d seen the slight change in expression.

“This isn’t the most honorable way to fight,” Comela sighed.

“No, it isn’t,” I agreed. “But it’s efficient. And it’s how I won the Hearthwood,” I gave Comela a fatherly pat on the back. “You’ll learn there are times to be soft, and times to be ruthless.”

Comela nodded and turned her gaze away from the wisps flickering through the air on our side of the mountain pass. The explosions had quieted after just three booms, which meant the army had probably stopped and discovered the rest of the traps we’d hid in that location.

I detonated a few explosives we had set to trigger a rockslide nearby, but the true mages unfortunately stopped the tumbling rocks as well. If nothing else, when they finally made it all the way through the valley, the true mages were bound to be exhausted. Using large-scale shielding spells wasn’t easy, especially if you were trying to protect several thousand elves.

Hours later, the Rakarens cleared the narrow mountain pass and arrived at our first fortified location. They’d already lost a fifth of their number and were carrying twice that in wounded.

“Fire the cannons!” Comela commanded from the walls of the forward fortress. We only had about a hundred troops here, just a tenth of our total force. However, this region of the mountain pass could barely take three elves walking abreast, and we didn’t even plan to confront them here.

The Rakarens were arrayed in a long line, and at Comela’s order, twelve cannons all fired at once. With Rakaren elves packed so together, the iron-laced artillery devastated their line. Comela winced at the sudden slaughter, but took one glance at me and steadied her face and her grip on her weapon. She watched the following two rounds impassively, which dealt similar levels of devastation.

The three true mage’s appeared, one after another. Each of them looked haggard and worn from the demands of their recent journey, but they still erected a shield between their army and our artillery. With their subordinates protected, the three true mages flew forward to take out our cannons.

We’d strategically positioned each of them on a ley line, so I could get to each one with Unearthly Movement and pull it back into my Dimensional Storage. While I did so, I kept an unnoticeability shroud over me, along with the Cultivation Concealment technique just in case they had a mind mage with them that could see through my unnoticeability spell.

The plan went smoothly, and all the cannons were safely back in the Hearthwood before the three true mages could even cross half the distance to us. That left their targets safely tucked away, but the true mage’s themselves exposed.

“Fire the crossbows!” Comela shouted, and a volley of iron-tipped crossbow bolts shot through the air. They broke through several defensive spells on the true mage’s bodies, piercing them with their iron-tipped loads. Comela’s crossbowmen didn’t let up and fired a second volley. But true mages were made of tough stuff. One of them had an earth aspect aura that let them cover themselves in mud to avoid further fire while they tried to suppress the effects of the iron bolt stuck in their side.

The other two had a powerful healing potion and an impressively fast movement spell, allowing both of them to escape out of harm’s way once they were hit and work on suppressing the iron infecting their bodies.

I’d gotten a good measure of these Rakaren true mages, and I wasn’t particularly impressed. By my estimate, they seemed weaker than the average true mage in Deania, and I bet any one of the true mages in the capital could give them a tough fight. By now, I was certain I could defeat all three of these true mages, even if they attacked together in peak condition.

I debated finishing them off right now while they were weak and wounded, but there were too many eyes on us still. I needed the Rakarens thinking they’d almost retaken this pass, after great losses, and if they just invested a little more, they’d take it.

So I allowed the three true mages to escape. They limped back to their troops and their entire group camped there for the night. Comela and I flew over the mountain range and shot a few flaming arrows at their tents while they slept, just to keep them from being too well-rested when they finally left the pass the next day. All in all, we had some quality father-daughter bonding time.



***


The following morning, just over a thousand exhausted and battle-worn Rakaren soldiers trudged out of the pass, ready for battle. They took one look at the newly fortified Mountainpass fortress and started heading back the way they came, at least until their three true mages started barking orders at them.

Our walls were twice as tall as they had been when the Rakarens had been running the place. They were four times as thick and arranged in a pointed star formation instead of round circular walls. That change in design had been my idea, taken from a star fort back on earth. The change made it easier to cover all directions with cannon fire, and it turned out to work surprisingly well with a few mage acolytes who had particularly flashy spells in their arsenal as well.

The three true mages started barking orders, which was enough to get the mage acolytes and heartwielders turned around and headed back in our direction. The earth aspect true mage, in particular, was waving her hands, likely promising to knock down our impressive walls with a single spell of her own.

She had little chance of succeeding at that. The insides of these walls were laced with my Stone Obelisk spell. That meant all the zeal in them was mine and thoroughly compelled to work for my interests. Any knocking against these walls would force this true mage to funnel her own earth zeal into the walls and push mine aside. The trouble was that was a bit like a magical game of tug-o-war, and I was confident I had more magical pull in one finger than she did in her entire body.

Rakaren True Mage (Mid True Mage, level 25)

The other two were both only at the early level, which was common among true mages. Many true mages from smaller clans or provinces didn’t even know how to continue getting stronger after they reached the true mage rank. That was simply the peak of their clan's understanding, and without moving to a more learned location, they’d progress no further so long as they lived. And even those that went somewhere like the capital of Deania to grow as a true mage, there was no guarantee they had the dedication or resources to make progress through the true mage realm.

“Do you want to fight them now, father?” Comela asked. “Or shall we soften them up first?”

“Soften them up,” I chuckled. “I’d like to go as long as possible without revealing I’m a true mage.”

Comela turned to her subordinates and hefted her spear. “Crossbows! Let’s hit them like we did last time!”

Comela’s subordinates fired a volley of iron-tipped crossbow bolts, just as they had before. This time though the enemy true mages were both farther back and no longer so easy to surprise. They recognized the iron projectiles and knew how painful getting hit with them had been, so each of them was careful to activate evasive measures and avoid getting hit.

The bolts carried on past the true mages into the army below. Someone among the Rakaren soldiers had been clever enough to build a set of massive wooden shields. Unenchanted and made of ordinary wood from only the scrappy bits of pine that grew in the shadow of the western mountains, they were crude and heavy things.

Despite their hasty and slapdash appearance, they worked. The physical barrier did more to block the pieces of iron shrapnel than any spell could, and the remaining Rakaren soldiers cheered as they survived our first volley. Then the cannons roared again. The wooden shields were effective against the thrown bits of shrapnel from the cannons as well, but not to the degree that they’d mitigated the crossbow bolts.

“Looks like we’re going to fight them the old-fashioned way,” Comela said to me. “That’s fine though, the only thing they’ve got on us are those three true mages. They probably expect their spells to win them the day.”

“Unfortunately, they’re going to be disappointed,” I chuckled. “Lead the troops. I’ll deal with the three true mages.”

Comela jumped down to lead the troops, and I watched her commanding figure catch the eye of one of the three true mages.

I took a moment to figure out how I was going to deal with these three. A big flashy spell would draw their attention for sure, and most likely break the Cultivation Concealment technique I was using to hide as a true mage.

After a bit of internal debate, I realized what I wanted most was to test out my World Titan Fiendbody. I’d been strong before, but now I felt like my body was made of steel in a world made of cardboard. I bent over towards the stone wall beneath me. Already overflowing with zeal, ready to heed my command, the stone curled upwards to meet my fingers. When it did, it nestled itself against my palm and gathered into a small sphere the size of a coin.

That would be enough for a discrete little test. I targeted the true mage eying Comela. Even now, the true mage was charging a spell and pointing her fingers at my daughter. Wind blew around her fingers in deadly gutting arcs, summoning a gale that would rip our entire line apart, and likely Comela with it.

Then I threw the stone.

It left my hand and not a sound was heard. The little rock flew propelled with all the strength of my World Titan Fiendbody.

An instant later, the true mage’s air aspect spell gutted out, and she was rocked backward and sent tumbling through the air. The blow landed so quickly it appeared to be invisible, and both sides glanced at the downed true mage curiously as she tried to sit up. She glanced down at the center of her stomach in alarm. There, just below her navel, was a hole the size of a coin. Something had passed clean through her with such speed no one had seen what it was or where it came from.

Enemy slain! +200 points.

While the true mage was just falling, a massive boom echoed out from where my arm was. I realized I’d thrown the rock so fast it had broken the speed of sound, and I hastily sunk into a nearby ley line so the enemy true mages wouldn’t see me.

When I reappeared, the two remaining true mages were staring dumbly at their downed companion. The true mage struck by my rock let out one last dying gasp before she burst into motes of white light and her wisp took off into the air and started flying away from the battle.

Moments ago, one of the two true mages had been trying to topple the walls only to find them far sturdier to her earth magic than she thought they should be. The other true mage was working an offensive spell to wipe out a swath of the Hearthwood soldiers defending the fortress. They both dropped what they were doing and activated their mage sight to scan the surroundings.

I sensed the faint rustling in the earth around me, but I’d shrouded myself with mind magic, not with earth. Their eyes passed over me as though I wasn’t even there, and one of the true mages turned to the other and hissed. “They must have a powerful wizard-realm weapon hidden somewhere in the fortress!”

“Should we retreat?” The other true mage asked worriedly.

“There’s no way something like that can be more than a single-use. Probably a talisman or disposable treasure of some sort. At most, it’s something that takes days to recharge. And if that's true, it would mean retreating now would be throwing away our one opportunity,” the other true mage answered. Her words seemed to comfort her as much as the true mage she was speaking to. Both true mage’s turned back to the fight, confident that the danger had passed and they would soon wipe out this pesky Hearthwood Clan just as they had originally envisioned.

The other true mage agreed with her companion’s analysis, though the only weapon the Hearthwood had hidden was me.

Still, if they thought I was a secret weapon, I’d be happy to play that part. Under the cover of my unnoticeability spell, I made my way to the area just behind Comela. The two true mages looked like they intended to target her because their companion died while trying to attack her. I couldn’t say that was the smartest move they’d made today, but they were true mages on a battlefield between mage acolytes and had the hubris to match.

Well then, perhaps this supposed secret weapon had another shot or two left in it after all. I reached towards the ground and plucked an ordinary rock. It reshaped itself in my hand to be the perfect size and I hefted my arm back, taking careful aim at one of the two remaining true mages.

Like before, the rock shot forward in an explosive burst of motion. I knew everyone would be paying closer attention this time, so I ducked into the ley line I stood upon as soon as the blow was struck and reappeared atop the fortress walls where I’d been standing initially.

I caught the tail end of the deafening explosion from the supersonic stone. The second true mage stared numbly at her second fallen companion, then glanced back at the direction the sound had come from. An icy shiver ran through her body and without another word she activated her flying sword and started fleeing the battlefield with all haste.

Her back made an excellent target. For a moment, I put myself in the shoes of the Rakaren queen or whoever commanded their forces here in Deania. How would they react to the news of a small forest clan holding a powerful weapon that could kill true mages in one blow?

They would want to take that weapon for themselves, certainly. And they’d be far sooner to act if the news came from a true mage rather than a couple of fleeing and battle-worn mage acolytes. Acting sooner would boost their odds of sending a huge number of their available forces, rather than waiting for a wizard to become available and attend to the task.

I reluctantly let the third stone drop from my hand and allowed the desperately fleeing true mage to escape with her life. Her cowardly flight didn’t go unnoticed by her soldiers, and those with flying swords of their own hastily turned tail to join their leader in retreat.

That sent ripples of unease through the Rakaren line, and their morale reached an all-time low. Despite her inexperience, Comela had the instincts of a good battlefield commander and she sent the Hearthwood’s soldiers on the offensive.

“Rout them!” Comela shouted, leading the charge with a beam of fiery light emanating from the tip of her spear.

Once again, the Hearthwood soldiers were more than a match for their Rakaren equivalents, and soon the Rakaren officers were ordering a general retreat... only to find that Comela had already split off her left flank and had them block the other side of the pass.

This flanking force was a small group of no more than thirty elves, but all of them were peak mage acolytes, and some of the deadliest warriors under Comela’s command. I recognized Ullua herself leading them. Atilla was there as well, and I quickly realized all thirty of these elves were veterans from the battle for the Hearthwood and were some of the most likely soldiers to become the Hearthwood’s next generation of true mages.

This was too much for the Rakarens, and any mage acolyte with a movement spell broke ranks and fled into the ground or up the sides of the mountains. They wouldn’t get far, and they’d likely be stranded on the Deanian side of the mountain range, but they would survive.

“Circle up!” One of the Rakaren officers ordered a note of desperation in her voice.

Some Rakarens heeded that order, but quite a few had another idea. They tossed their weapons to the ground and fell to their knees. They raised their hands high in the air and begged for mercy.

“We submit!”

“We surrender!”

“Mercy, please!”

Comela held up her open hand, instantly stopping the advancing Hearthwood soldiers. “Spare the ones who surrendered. Slay the others,” she spoke loud and clearly so that all the Rakarens could hear her.

Hearing that order was enough for the remaining Rakarens to fall to their knees as well. They collapsed to the ground and threw their weapons aside. A small core group of Rakaren soldiers remained standing, and I respected their dedication to their cause and their desire to fight to the last breath. It was brave, even if it was stupid. I’d have to get Comela to bottle their wisps when they died so we could get soldiers like that for the Hearthwood.

Comela ordered the Rakarens to crawl away from their armaments in small groups, where the Hearthwood soldiers deftly stripped them of their clothes and armor to reveal any hidden weapons the Rakarens might have stashed away. Satisfied that their surrender was honest, the Hearthwood soldiers deftly hauled the captives back to the fortress.

Battle Won! +3000 points.

In all, about a third of the Rakarens had fled, a third had been slain, and a third had been captured. Comela set to interviewing the lot of them and I was surprised to find quite a few had connections to nobility, merchant families, and other large Rakaren organizations that would pay for us to return their people unharmed.

“Should we ask for zeal crystals, father?” Comela asked. “Or perhaps any bits of iron they can dig up?”

I shook my head. “I can get plenty of both through a little work on my end. Write a letter back to the Heartwood and see what we need most, but I have a hunch it’s going to be seeds for rare medicinal plants, formulas for enchantments, new talisman designs, spells of any aspect, and techniques as well. I know I would be greatly pleased if we could get some more true mage level techniques.”

Comela agreed and left to pen the letter and issue a new set of orders to prioritize prisoners with valuable connections to organizations that could provide the kinds of things we were looking for. She also had all the prisoners write down their own spells and abilities, meager as they were.

There was some danger in that, as a malicious individual recording a spell could include a hidden flaw that would damage the wielder upon casting it. But anyone more skilled at manipulating zeal than the malicious spell-maker could catch the trap. I’d have to go through the spells myself or pass them off to some of my women before adding them to the Hearthwood’s spell library.

I spent a few hours constructing a very large jailhouse at Mountainpass. We had nearly three hundred prisoners, and I expected we’d have more by the time we finally left this place. Fortunately, staying among orcs and touring Moonbow city had given me an endless source of ideas for immobilizing and imprisoning elves, and my daughter looked at me with an embarrassingly impressed look of wonder as she examined at my many strange designs.

“A bit of steel in the collar and any zeal they try to use gets funneled away through the enchantment?” Comela asked.

“That’s right! To be honest, it’s just a rather wasteful enchantment that glows pink and lets any jailers looking know that one of their prisoners just tried to cast a spell,” I explained.

“Fascinating. I bet it increases the zeal concentrations in the jailhouse as well. Maybe I’ll have the troops hang up a few zeal gathering talismans around here so the soldiers can cultivate whatever energy the prisoners let off,” Comela suggested.

“That sounds like a clever idea, and it gives me one of my own,” I drew a few symbols in the dirt that reminded me of Dean’s nexus seal. The nexus seal essentially tapped the extra power of the ley lines and turned them into zeal crystals. I was already tapping the extra power off the elves’ cultivation bases. Maybe I could have them generating zeal crystals for us while they were sitting around as prisoners? Doing so would require a bit of nifty work on my end, and some sort of incentive to keep them cultivating despite their predicament...

I spent some time cultivating while I thought about how to go about such a thing. Comela and the Heartwood’s soldiers gave me the best spot in the fortress for cultivating, but taking in energy through slow and steady meditation seemed horrifically slow. Thankfully, the two dead true mages had at least a couple of potions on them that they’d been saving for important breakthroughs. I took them all and used them with my World Titan Fiendbody as I pushed myself closer towards the silver rank.

I also experimented with my aura a little more, letting it come out into the open while I was alone. In this confined space it obeyed my orders well enough, even if it was reluctant. I’d sensed its presence during the battle earlier. It had wanted to spring forth and lash out at the enemy army with reckless abandon, but I hadn’t allowed it to do so.

With just one wizard-realm monster to draw upon, Dean’s orb was quickly reaching the limit of its usefulness, and without a steady stream of high-quality zeal cultivation was frustratingly slow.

I turned my attention to my Everlasting Jade plate armor. I’d used it in a few fights, but mainly it’d become an emergency defensive measure. Still, I knew there was more to the armor I had yet to unlock though, so I continued working on it. Thanks to my time in space, I had plenty of raw iron to work with, so I incorporated more of that into the Everlasting Jade armor. I also discovered that when I put more earth zeal into the Everlasting Jade itself, I was able to get more Everlasting Jade. The process required an immense amount of earth zeal, but I was able to slowly expand the quantity of material I had to work with.

Eventually, I’d turn the plate into a full suit of armor that could cover me from head to toe. For now, what I had were jade plates anchoring together bits of iron, steel, and adamantium. I began crafting shoulders and arms for my armor, along with the beginnings of what would become a helmet.

While I waited for my body to keep up with the pace of my practice, I spoke to some prisoners and got a better grasp of the Rakarens as a people. On the whole, they were essentially one of Deania’s great clans that had hung onto a piece of territory and start calling it a nation. They were far smaller than the Deanian royal family but had always been jealous of the wealth and power the Deanian royals possessed.

It was rather sad, really. They’d nursed a petty, envious grudge for generations. When the Cult of the Unblinking Eye showed up and offered them a piece of Deania, secure in knowing that they could take whatever they wanted of northern Deania with the Songstone Clan out of the picture, the Rakarens eagerly joined forces as another hyena taking a bite of a wounded rhino.

Because they were only as strong as one of Deania’s great clans, the greatest force the Rakarens could muster would be a couple of wizards, and all of them were needed at home to ensure the security of their nation. They were only a credible threat at all because of the current political climate.

“Too frightened to fight alone, but with Tivana in check by another power and five other nations to draw attention away, you Rakarens are perfectly happy to pick a fight,” I shook my head at the prisoners. These Rakarens really were cowardly opportunists, and some of the prisoners had even admitted as much.

Between cultivating, building the jailhouse, redesigning the enchantments on our prisoners, collecting information on our enemy, and working on my armor, the next several days passed in the blink of an eye. I didn’t get a wink of sleep, but my new body didn’t seem to need anything more than a moment of meditation to be fully rested and ready to get back to work.










CHAPTER SEVEN










THOUGH I WAS far from a lookout point, I was the first to sense the approach of new enemies. I’d been experimenting with ley lines and was just now getting a sense for fluctuations in them from the presence of earth spells cast by other true mages. They were using a mind magic spell very similar to my unnoticeability spell to approach undetected, but between Master of the Inner Castle and my sensitivity to earth zeal I saw through their sneaking easily.

I flew out of Mountainpass fortress and got a bird's-eye view of our enemies. They were traveling far faster this time, with more true mages in their number. I counted ten at the true mage level under mage sight, and five hundred mage acolytes. Despite the smaller number of soldiers, I could instantly tell each mage acolyte in this group was at the peak of the mage acolyte realm, and any of them could stand toe to toe with a tribal chief from the Hearthwood before my arrival.

These days, I figured they might just be able to give my soldiers an even fight.

I flew down to the watchtowers and pointed out the approaching enemies to the elves waiting there.

“Patriarch! I didn’t realize you’d be checking in on us,” she was an unfamiliar face and seemed nervous around me, like she’d heard too many stories of me as someone larger than life. She grew especially nervous when I pointed out the enemies coming our way.

“I-I’m sorry, patriarch. Are those enemies?” She stuttered. “I can only make out faint clouds of dust in the distance. I’ll practice my farsight spell every day from now on so I don’t fail you like this again!”

I told her I wasn’t upset or think she failed me, as my eyes were far better than hers. Despite my assurances, she continued to offer her apologies and promised to train harder.

After warning the lookouts to monitor the army making its way through the pass, I warned Comela as well, who quickly spread the word to the rest of the army.

“They might have caught us by surprise if not for your warning, father,” Comela said thankfully. Once she’d put on one of Argona’s simplified anti-mind magic pendants, she too could see through the approaching group of true mages and five hundred mage acolytes.

“It doesn’t look like our traps have had any effect this time,” I gestured into the distance. There hadn’t been a single explosion ringing out of the mountain pass, nor had the approaching group triggered one of the surprise rockslides. A closer investigation determined that both had almost happened, but with ten true mages ready and prepared for such tricks, the explosives were disarmed and the mountainsides were kept stable by sheer magical power.

“Then this is going to be a much tougher battle. I hope my soldiers haven’t grown complacent with so many easy victories,” Comela said. “Perhaps we should withdraw?”

“Nonsense,” I said. “Whatever you can’t deal with, I will,” and that was a promise.



***


The ten true mages and five hundred mage acolytes approached the walls of Mountainpass under the cover of night. I expected them to target the jailhouse and free their imprisoned comrades, but to my surprise that wasn’t their objective at all.

“Fan out. We need to secure this secret weapon for the queen,” one of the true mages ordered in a hushed whisper. Then in an even quieter voice, she added, “The mage acolytes are here to conceal our actions. A couple of them have spells strong enough to pass as true mage abilities. They’ve been instructed to use those flashy spells as soon as we engage.”

How very ruthless of them. The five hundred mage acolytes might be elite forces among mage acolytes, but to these ten true mages, they were still just disposable pawns. I turned my ears back to the conversation as the true mages spoke in hushed whispers. Their voices were so quiet they were drowned out by the buzzing of insects and the rustling of grass, but my senses were inhumanly keen and discerned these faint whispers despite the distance.

“Keep watching the battle with your mage sight and identify the weapon as soon as it is activated,” the leader of the attacking group of true mages instructed. “This Hearthwood Clan has a few mind mages in its ranks, thanks to a defector from the cult earlier this year. Our helper from the cult will help us see through any mind magic concealment abilities.”

A few heads turned to one cloaked and hooded elf with a golden eye clasp holding her hood over her head. Unbeknownst to the true mage, I turned my gaze to her as well. I couldn’t have her breaking my unnoticeability spell early, so I marked her as my first target.

Across the fortress, I heard Comela issue her first order. “Ignore the true mages for now. My father will take care of them. We just need to hold the fortress against those five hundred elite Rakaren soldiers.”

“Can the patriarch really fight against ten true mages at once?” One of the mage acolytes under Comela’s command asked in a hushed whisper. “I know I couldn’t fight ten mage acolytes at once.”

Comela bit her lip and hesitated for a moment before responding. “My father isn’t the type to bite off more than he can chew. If he claims he can handle this many true mages, then I’m certain he has some trick to drive them off.”

I applauded my daughter’s faith in me, but I intended to do more than just drive them off.

I activated my Mind Trap spell, then reached to the ground beneath me and quickly collected a handful of stones, the perfect size for throwing. I stuffed a couple in my pockets, then activated my Eternal Jade armor.

Now mostly completed, the armor hung snug against my frame, only missing gloves and a helmet. I pulled my arm back and was surprised at how little the armor restricted my movements, as though it was bending with my arm instead of staying stiff.

I unleashed the first stone at a true mage too far away from the others. The stone’s path would take it past the shadow of the walls and with luck the only person to see it would be the mind mage.

The stone left my hand and an instant later a true mage plummeted from the air, hit by another perfect throw. To my surprise, she ended up getting back up with little more than a massive welt in the center of her stomach. My projectile was slowed down by some sort of shielding spell combined with extremely heavy armor over their center of mass. It looked like my enemies adapted beyond the point of dying to a few thrown rocks.

I waited for a heartbeat before sinking into the ley line beneath me. The mind mage scanned the ground around where the sound of the supersonic stone had rung out. She swiftly identified me as the culprit and narrowed her eyes as she dispersed my unnoticeability spell. Then, once she realized I wasn’t wearing an anti-mind magic pendant, she focused on channeling a more destructive offensive spell that would rip my thoughts to shreds and render me immobilized.

That was her last mistake. The instant she cast the spell, she triggered my Mind Trap spell. Though I was only a late mage acolyte in terms of mind magic, Mind Trap was a devious spell that could hurt even those levels above me by redirecting much of the energy from their own offensive attacks back at them.

By the looks of it, this mind mage had a very sinister spell indeed aimed at me, because her face went slack and her eyes grew distant. She plummeted from the sky, limp as a rag doll as her mind went completely blank and she crashed headfirst into the ground.

The force of her impact dug a little burrow. As a true mage, her body was resilient enough to shrug off such a hit, so I was certain that she’d get back up the moment her spell wore off. At that point, she’d be more worried about her pride as a true mage than getting a concussion. Her sinister cultist’s robes flopped open revealing frilly pink underwear entirely unbecoming of a true mage from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

Only after having a merry laugh did I sink into the ley line beneath me to appear behind the group of true mages.

I was entirely unnoticed, so I tossed a stone sphere to my offhand and hurtled two rocks at once at two different true mages. The aim of the stone from my left hand was slightly off, but it still struck an enemy’s flying sword and shattered the hilt, sending them plummeting towards the ground. 

The right one struck another true mage in the back. Like the first she had armor and a defensive magical barrier designed to protect against small fast-moving projectiles, but I still heard something crack in her spine as she tumbled forward and slid off her flying sword. She plowed face-first into the ground and would be out of the fight until someone could get a potent healing potion into her.

Only now were the true mages realizing that the secret weapon they were after was behind them. They turned and I plucked an ordinary stick out of my Dimensional Storage and waved it menacingly. I dropped my unnoticeability spell, but not the Cultivation Concealment technique.

“I’ll blast you again!” I taunted. “Just you wait...” I made a big show of trying to stuff a rock through one end of the stick.

“Close the distance!” The leader of the enemy true mages shouted. “The weapon won’t be effective if we get right next to him!”

That was a logical conclusion, and exactly the one I’d hoped they’d make. After all, if they kept to a distance and flung spells at me from afar, I wouldn’t get to test my World Titan Fiendbody.

I jumped away from the fortress, hoping I could draw the true mages too far away from the battle between the Hearthwood soldiers and the Rakaren elite mage acolytes for the true mages to affect the battle.

My leap carried me back a dozen paces, and a couple more quickly had me a safe distance away from most of the Mountainpass fortress defenders. The true mages eying me were quick to pursue.

“The weapon-bearer is getting away! Don’t let them escape!” The leader of the group of true mages hissed.

To my surprise, my jumps turned out to be rather fast for this group of true mages, and they had a tough time keeping up, even in the air. My pursuers had trouble keeping up with me, even as they flew through the air and I bounded over the ground. They only started gaining on me when I started traveling in a straight line without turning or veering behind obstacles or hills.

I started slowing myself when the narrow pass between Deania and Rakaren widened enough for a good fight.

“Circle that one!” One of the true mages shouted when they realized they’d finally caught up to me. “Don’t let them get away with the weapon!”

I held up the stick that they all thought was a powerful weapon capable of slaying true mages. “Looking for this thing?” I shouted. The true mages flinched whenever the stick’s tip swung in their direction. “I hate to break it to you, but this is just an ordinary stick.”

“Lay the weapon on the ground!” The leader of the true mages commanded. “Then back away slowly. Do this, and we’ll allow you to bargain the secret to operating the weapon for your life.”

Casually, I tossed the stick on the ground. “I’m afraid you’re all about to be disappointed,” I chuckled. Two of the true mages flew down and gingerly picked the stick up off the ground while the remaining six closed in tight around me. One of them was wearing a badly torn set of clothes and was sporting a nasty bruise on her stomach from where my thrown stone had nearly killed her.

“Good, we have the weapon. Now we can kill this one as painfully as possible!” The bruised elf picked a rock off the ground, looking like she intended to give me a bruise to match hers.

“Wait! Look at him! He’s not an elf, that’s a chaka! There must be something special about the weapon that requires one of their kind,” the true mage’s leader said as she examined the stick and failed to see the so-called weapon as anything more than an ordinary wooden stick. “Grab him. We’ll haul him back to Rakaren Queendom, extract vitality out of him, then get the secrets to operating the weapon before we turn him over to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye for a nice reward.”

I cleared my throat to get their attention. “As I was saying,” I pointed at the stick. “That isn’t the weapon. I am.” Then with an explosion of movement, I jabbed one hand forward, fingers extended.

As though my hand was a blade, it stabbed right through the chest of the bruised elf. The defensive enchantment that had blocked the stone I’d thrown was little use against a physical blow like this, and the elf stared down at my arm, mouth gaping.

The elf impaled on my forearm dissolved into motes of light, and I swung my fist around at my next target. My closed hand collided with the head of another true mage, shattering her skull instantly and reducing her head to a mass of gore. Such a devastating wound made her body lose cohesion immediately, and her wisp appeared in the air before the elf on my arm even finished dying.

The two elves closest to me just started bringing their hands up when I whipped a leg backward and took both of theirs out from under them. Bone cracked as I knocked their limbs aside as easily as snapping toothpicks.

This was almost... too easy.

Less than a second had passed and already half the true mages were dead.

The other four reacted better than their predecessors, putting some distance between themselves and me. They’d willingly gotten within arm’s reach of me though, and I wasn’t about to let that advantage slip away now that they knew better.

“He’s a body cultivator!” One elf shouted once she recovered her shock at the sight of my prodigious strength. “He must be at the Silver Realm!”

Someone shot me with a bolt of lightning, offering themselves up as my next victim. I bent my knees and rocketed forward like I’d been shot from a bow. In the blink of an eye, I crossed the thirty paces of distance she’d made for herself. I curled one hand into a fist and punched. The lighting-wielding true mage exploded into a fountain of red before fading to motes of white light a second later.

There were only three true mages left now, and they were now aware of what I could do. All three were rapidly spreading out, trying to put some distance between us. Among the three, I recognized the earth-aspect true mage who’d arrived at Mountainpass for the first attack. She glanced between her companions, then looked at me. Without wasting another breath, she fled a second time.

“Coward!” The true mage leader shouted at her back. “We can all flee together if we just immobilize him long enough to get away!”

But the earth aspect true mage wasn’t listening. She was fleeing like her life depended on it. Which it did.

The two remaining true mages turned towards me. Their leader splayed her fingers in my direction and a line of purple light shot from each fingertip. They formed into arrows and shot towards the ground at my feet. I crouched and jumped over them, but they trailed after me through the air.

As I ran, I scooped up a stone from the rocky path, tucking it into the folds of my hand.

“Help me!” The true mage leader shouted to her one remaining subordinate.

“Yes, princess!” The other true mage shouted.

The remaining true mage grit her teeth and flew towards me, summoning a pair of crimson blades crafted from force magic. Both blades shot towards me, but I felt no threat from them. When they approached, I punched against their flat sides with my free hand, shattering the flat planes of crimson light into glowing fragments that scattered around me like a physical blade that had been broken before they faded into nothing.

Then I wiped my hand around and threw the stone at the crimson blade wielder. The stone smashed into invisible defenses with enough power to throw the true mage backward and slam her against a nearby tree. The purple lines of light followed behind me, but now that I was unhindered, I quickly caught up to the true mage the other had just called a princess.

Instead of shoving my fist through her chest, I wrapped my hand around her neck and squeezed. “You’re lucky your subordinate called you princess,” I said coldly. “Normally I don’t take kindly to those who threaten me or mine, but I’ll make an exception for royalty.”

Enemies Defeated! +3000 points!

The Rakaren princess was helpless in my grasp. She pawed and scratched at my arm with her hands, channeling a second spell to defend herself. She cut that short when I started squeezing tighter.

“None of that now,” I commanded.

The princess in my grasp quickly realizes what a predicament she was in and that I had complete control over her. Her arms fell to her side, limply, and she stared at me with a terrified expression.

While holding the princess at arm’s length, I used a few soul jars in my Dimensional Storage to capture the wisps of the true mages still nearby. While I waited for the wisp of the last elf I killed, I stood over her body and was surprised to find it wasn’t dispersing into white light.

“My... retainer,” the princess in my hand gasped. “Save her... please,” the princess begged.

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re hardly in a position to be making demands. We’re members of enemy nations, and this one tried to kill me.”

“P-please,” the princess begged.

“I will, if you promise to do something for me,” I said asked, and the princess in my grip eyed me like a rabbit eying a wolf.

The princess looked at me with wide eyes, likely expecting me to ask her to sacrifice herself to a horde of devils or something equally terrible.

“Call for help,” I instructed. “Sent a call back home to Rakaren for everyone you can get a hold of.”

The princess looked at me in confusion, but she reached for a transmission stone at her hip. She plucked it out of her bag of holding and held it aloft.

I’d been stroking my chin in thought the entire time I was on the World of Struggle and Strife trying to dream up some clever scheme that would let me deal with the enemies plaguing Deania and take at least a little pressure off Princess Tivana. In all that time, I hadn't come up with anything useful. But suddenly the solution had fallen right into my lap.

I quickly scrapped my old plans and started planning new ones that would allow me to embrace this new opportunity before me.

“You want me... to call home?” The Rakaren princess asked in confusion. “But...”

“Do it,” I commanded, then coached her on the story she was to give.

The Rakaren princess activated her transmission stone, and soon I heard an unfamiliar voice on the other side of the rock.

“Princess? Was your mission successful? Did you manage to secure the weapon for your mother?” The voice on the other end of the stone asked eagerly.

“No... the mission went poorly,” my captive princess explained. “Our enemies had someone much stronger than anticipated. I’ve been captured. Most of my true mages are dead, save for those that have been captured as well.”

“How are you getting this message through?” The voice on the other end of the stone asked.

“I snuck a transmission stone into my cell,” the princess said at my instruction. “I’d hoped to use it to plea for rescue.”

“Where are you being held?” The voice on the other end of the line asked.

“Mountainpass for now, though it’s a much more secure fortress than when we held it. But I don’t think I’ll be here forever. I’ve heard our enemies call themselves the Hearthwood Clan. There's a forest nearby with the same name, so I expect they'll take me there.”

“The Hearthwood Clan...” the voice on the other end of the line grunted. “I’ll look into them.”

“This is important,” the Rakaren Princess insisted. “I need all the help you can send my way.”

“For you, princess? I’ll pull every favor I can to get every true mage loyal to us to join hands and attack this Hearthwood Clan. But, I expect a large favor in return,” the voice on the other end said with a greedy tinge to their voice.

“Get my mother and her sisters if you can!” The princess said. “The enemy is powerful! Very strong, I think he’s a sil—“

I snatched the transmission stone from the princess’ grasp. “Now princess, you weren’t supposed to call home. I think I’ll take this transmission stone off your hands.”

“Who is this?” The voice on the other end of the stone demanded. “Are you aware you have the crown princess of the Rakaren Queendom as a prisoner!? Your head will be on a stake before the next moon!”

I let out a low, sinister chuckle. “No, I don’t think it will. You’ll never find me, or the Hearthwood Clan. And even if you did, you wouldn’t dare attack us.”

“We’ll see about that...” the voice on the other end of the line growled, then cut off the connection between the stones.

Satisfied, I pulled a vitality potion out of my bag of holding, uncorked it with my teeth, and poured it down the wounded retainer's throat. Once it had done enough work that the remaining true mage wasn’t likely to die on the journey back to Mountainpass, I tossed the retainer over the shoulder that didn't have the princess and headed the way I’d come.






CHAPTER EIGHT










COMELA WAS THE first to greet me upon my return. The battle at the fortress had apparently long since concluded, with all the Rakaren elves either dead, captured, or fleeing for their lives.

“Welcome back, father! I see you successfully drove off the true mages!” She seemed giddy with excitement, and I watched her wipe away tension from between her brows.

I laughed. “I did more than drive them off,” I hefted the two true mages tossed over either shoulder. “Did you know this one is a princess?”

“Really?” My daughter glanced at my war prize curiously. “She doesn’t look as finely dressed as Princess Tivana,” Comela said. Our prisoner shied away from my daughter’s gaze.

“I got a lot out of her,” I patted my princess prisoner on the rear. “I’ve confirmed that the Rakaren Queendom is a small nation, only about the size of one of Deania’s great clans. They’ve got a couple of wizards, including their queen. Nothing special.”

“Only you could talk about a wizard and say they’re nothing special,” my daughter laughed. “Too bad the Songstone Clan isn’t around,” Comela’s expression turned mournful, as though she was longing for the memory of the clan she descended from, which was destroyed long before she took her first breath.

“The Songstone Clan is not around. But we are,” I told my daughter. “We always planned to fill their shoes. Now’s our chance to do what they would have done.”

“Yes, father,” Comela agreed firmly, as though my words had been an order from her commanding officer. In a way, I suppose they were.

I headed down to the jailhouse and locked the two true mages in the elf-suppressing collars I made. I still didn’t like the fact that the design was essentially plundered from what the orcs used, and couldn’t help but think there was something more efficient. I spent an hour figuring out how to wire a few collars together and tap them for zeal. That way I could channel the energy pulled off our two latest prisoners into certain rooms for the benefit of the soldiers.

The other two true mages who I’d knocked out of the fight early were both still alive. One of them still had a broken back, but elves were remarkably resilient after reaching true mage so she’d be fine with a few days’ rest, even if she had a zeal-restricting collar around her neck during that time.

The mind mage was a bit more difficult to handle, as she only needed a few tiny scraps of zeal to make trouble. The Hearthwood soldiers were very hands-on with her, as the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was the reason for all the Hearthwood’s past suffering and they were also the masterminds behind the war with Deania.

When the mind mage was thoroughly disarmed and disrobed, she was paraded around the fortress for a while to raise morale before being locked away in a special prison where more than a dozen guards could keep a close eye on her and monitor each other for any influence from mind magic. The prisoner was outfitted with no less than five zeal-restricting collars, one around her neck and the rest around each arm and leg. Between the lot of them, Comela figured even a mind aspect true mage wouldn’t be able to scrape together enough zeal to do anything.

Satisfied that the four surviving Rakaren true mages were dealt with, we started gathering up leftover belongings. The ten bags of holding each of the enemy true mages had possessed were now mine, but many of the items were useless to me at this point. Mostly, those items were potions and cultivation enhancement pills meant for mage acolytes. They wouldn’t do anything for me, as even my mind spellheart was at the very peak of the mage acolyte realm. Most of the items were the same, weapons, jewelry, and trinkets all beneath my notice.

So I divided up the potions, weapons, and items. I planned to pass the best item off to my daughter, but I would downplay her gift's value, which had been one of the Rakaren princess’ prized possessions. I rewarded every officer among the Hearthwood’s soldiers just so Comela didn’t feel like I was giving her any special treatment.

“And last but not least,” I announced after handing out prizes to the Hearthwood’s officers. “Comela, for your victory in two defenses of this fortress, I gift you with this shiny wrist bangle.”

I thought I was going to need to use the Universal Analyzer to figure out what it was, but the princess was forthcoming about its identity.

Rakaren Royal Charm

This item was enchanted long ago and eventually found its way to the Rakaren royal family. After extensive trial and error, this item was discovered to dramatically increase the probability of its bearer reaching true mage and progressing through the true mage ranks.

I tried the wrist bangle on myself, gaudy and bright purple though it was. Alas, the wrist bangle seemed to interact specifically with something innate to elves and didn’t function with humans. So I sent it to the next best place and put it on my daughter’s wrist.

“I’m told it will help you cultivate a little,” I said with a shrug. “Wear it and you might reach true mage one day.”

“Yes, patriarch!” Comela saluted, looking at the wristband like it was a mountain of gemstones. If she’d heard how much the item would actually help her, she would probably have fainted on the spot. I chuckled and decided I’d let Comela figure out what a prize she’d just been given on her own.

While I was playing with the collars in the jail cells, the Hearthwood elves had also been working hard. They looted the battlefield and the belongings of the captives, sorted out what was valuable, and shipped everything back home through my Dimensional Storage. I let them keep a small share of the war booty to fuel their own cultivation, as the common soldiers hadn’t been rewarded by me as the officers had been.

I looked at all the items that passed through my Dimensional Storage, but nothing caught my eye. Most of it would go into the Hearthwood Clan’s treasury. Someday, I might have need of something there, though more likely they’d be given out as gifts or rewards to members of my clan.

“Now for a less pleasant announcement,” I decided after the prizes from battle were won. “We’re abandoning Mountainpass fortress.”

There were audible gasps from the officers, Comela included.

“But father, you already drove off their true mages? What more could they possibly throw at us?” Comela asked.

“A lot more true mages,” I chuckled. “I’ve chatted a little more with our royal guest. It turns out the Rakarens have around three hundred true mages in their nation in total. Now, little more than a dozen of those are members of their royal clan, but all of them pay homage to the Rakaren royal family.

"Their queen can’t leave their nation without making their homeland vulnerable, but I imagine she’ll send quite a few of her faithful vassals in our direction. I imagine she'll have the influence of a hundred true mage matriarchs away from their clans to fight for her. Are you ready to fight a hundred true mages?”

“I doubt they could send so many of the true mages in their country at us...” Comela said, trailing off. “Then there'd be nobody to fight off monsters, power wards, or craft items of great value. But... you’re right. That’s not something we could handle.”

I nodded. “Good. Then we’ll take our prizes and retreat to the Hearthwood. Cease all work on Mountainpass Fortress for now, because we’ll likely have to take this fortress again by the time this war is over.”

“The soldiers won’t be happy that we’re knocking down the walls they spent the past week building,” Comela chuckled. “But they’ll be happy to be heading home. Especially with so many valuable prisoners in tow.”

Many of the Hearthwood's soldiers had manifested from Corpse Collector Company elves that had died at the hands of the Hearthwood’s tribes. While their old memories were gone and they’d been raised better in this life, they hadn’t completely shed their eagerness for loot and taking captives. As a result, many of them spent their spare time gloating over the prisoners and were perfectly happy on prison guard duty.

Despite those proclivities, Comela and the other officers were all skilled hands at keeping the Hearthwood's troops disciplined, and they kept everyone in line. I took the time to install a few key weaknesses in the defenses of Mountainpass fortress before we headed off. There were still some townsfolk living in Mountainpass, having been the subjects of the Rakarens when their town was turned into a military installation. They volunteered their services in the Hearthwood, and there were enough skilled workers among them I was inclined to let them tag along, even if they slowed us down.

So Mountainpass was abandoned and would be completely empty when our enemies came upon it. That being said, we didn’t plan to just let the Rakaren force that came looking for their princess to take the pass and the fortress for free. We set traps, hid explosives, and filled the food with a slow-acting poison. Hopefully, by the time they recognized what was killing them, they’d have already been eating poison for weeks. Eltiana and Sava would have been proud.

We made our way to back to the Hearthwood in glorious retreat, with a line of prisoners to show for our victories. I sent word ahead of time and Mac put together a jailhouse in the Hearthwood similar to the one I designed for the fortress. I set Argona to figuring out how to put magic drained off some eight hundred imprisoned elves to good use, and she added a few requirements for the design I sent to Mac.

Before long, we were back home, and I was back in my castle, waiting for the enemies I’d called to my doorstep.

[Welcome home, Theo.] Mac said cheerily.

I groaned.

[What, is my greeting not good enough for you? Do I need to ask for tales of your glorious deeds and heroic actions in battle? I saw you won quite a few points while you were away.]

“It’s not you, Mac,” I sighed. “I’m used to coming home and falling into the warm and loving arms of a harem of beautiful women. But they’re all still on the World of Struggle and Strife. I'd hoped to at least be greeted by a few of my kids.”

[Melise is here, as are your daughters.]

I perked up.

[But they’re all busy, and none of them have time for you. So you get me! Though I’m afraid my hands are more cold and mechanical than warm and loving.]

Though I’d never admitted it, Mac’s familiar jovial prodding was a comfort to me as well. I settled into Castle Mac, setting myself to the familiar task of preparing the Hearthwood for unwelcome guests.

“Bring up The Wanderer’s assets for me, Mac,” I said. “Let’s see what we can get that will be useful in a fight.”










ASSETS OF THE WANDERER

Crafting Rooms

Alchemist’s Laboratory: Level 4. Cost to upgrade: 1400 points



	Substance Analyzer

	Substance Replicator






Drafter’s Study: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 800 points

Smith’s Workshop: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 800 points

Resource Gathering

Hydroponic Farm: Level 8. Cost to upgrade: 5000 points

Mana Generator: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 1000 points

Combat Training

Cultivation Chamber: Level 4. Cost to upgrade: 2000 points

Training Grounds: Level 2. Cost to upgrade: 1200 points

Simulation Chamber: Level 1. Cost to upgrade: 800 points

Settlement Buildings

Throne Room: Level 1. Cost to upgrade: 600 points

Follower Reincarnation Chamber: Level 1 Cost to upgrade: 2000 points



	Egg Incubation Chamber. Cost to upgrade: 200 points.

	Wisp Maturation Chamber. Cost to upgrade: 200 points.



Personal Chambers: Level 4 Cost to upgrade: 800 points 



	(Currently containing the Cult of the Unblinking Eye Archreaver known as Tim)



Medical Bay: Level 2. Cost to upgrade: 600 points

Monster Rooms

5 Monster Dens Cost: 250 points each



	Two in use by the Claw Tamer Tribe

	One empty, previously containing the Blightstone Elemental

	One Containing an Axe-Beaked Salamander

	One containing four Stone Watcher Basilisks



Utility Rooms

Scanner: Level 6 Cost to upgrade: 800 points



	Universal Analyzer



Teleportation Array: Level 3 Cost to upgrade: 1500 points

Dimensional Storage: Level 2 Cost to upgrade: 800 points

Security Buildings

Defenses: Level 3 Cost to upgrade: 600



	Town Walls: Cost to upgrade: 500 points.

	7 Sturdy Sentry Towers: Cost to upgrade: 175 points

	6 Level Reducing Sentry Towers Cost to upgrade: 500 points

	3 Obstacle Rooms in Dungeon Cost to upgrade: 400 points



Ship Camouflage: Level 2 Cost to upgrade: 600




“And tell me how many points I have to spend, please,” I asked Mac once I reviewed the list.

[Quite a few.] Mac replied. [Now, you know what I want, and I know you’re going to refuse me, so I suppose I’ll just show you the numbers.]




Total points: 22,500




I let out a low whistle. “I don’t think I’ve ever had so many points to spend before.”

[You did.] Mac said dryly. [Briefly.] Mac mumbled something about me spending as much as I wanted on a World Titan Fiendbody, but refusing to spend even a few points on a cleaning drone for him.

I sat awhile in thought, considering how to put these points to the best use. I was expecting a large array of true mages. I was confident the Hearthwood could handle the full might of the Rakaren forces, but I didn’t just want to handle them. I wanted to destroy them and have enough forces leftover in the Hearthwood that we could help Tivana defend the rest of Deania.

A pang of guilt shot through my heart at the thought of my princess. She’d been depending on me to get the orcs off her back, and I’d failed. Getting rid of these Rakarens was the least I could do.

“Do we have anything new?” I asked Mac. “I’m going to prioritize things that can help protect the Hearthwood, and hopefully all of Deania.”

[Hmm, I was going to save this one to smugly inform you about it after you thought you’d settled on the best options, but I finally reworked the dungeon core you captured into something useful.]

Long-range Golem Control Center. (Cost: 35,000 points)

-32,500 points for having a dungeon core and infrastructure in place manually.

Cost for upgrade: 2500 points.

“What does it do?” I asked Mac curiously.

[It extends the range at which I’m able to take control of golems. Really, it should be pretty self-explanatory based on the name. Normally, we can only use them to fight a short distance from Castle Mac, but with this room, we’d be able to bring the golems out as weapons anywhere across most of northern Deania!] Mac said proudly. [Argona has been very excited about this project. So before you think it’s something I requested and decline it out of habit, just know that if you reject this proposal, your adorable little girl will have her heart broken and hate you forever.]

“That would be useful,” I muttered. “And it would allow me to get intelligence on our assailants well before they reached the Hearthwood. We could even set traps remotely and keep a step ahead of their forces. I’ll take it, Mac.”

Long-Range Golem Control Center purchased. -2500 points and one dungeon core.

Mac had a few other proposals for me, which I reviewed one after another. After that, I asked for the other new rooms we had available to us.

[You have indeed unlocked a few new rooms.] Mac said. [A couple of them would even synchronize with any efforts made to increase the power of our golem fighting force.]

Automated Fabrication Station (Cost: 500 points)

This room allows The Wanderer’s human interface unit to directly manage the construction of specific items or structures. Points can be used in their creation, or raw materials can be used instead.

[Basically, it would allow me to mass produce bodies for earth elementals. After a bit of post-processing by either you, Argona, or someone else in the Hearthwood, we could turn those earth elementals into earth golems. This way, we could produce and sustain a large army of golems.]

“That would be rather useful if we’re planning to make heavier use of a golem army,” I muttered. “I expect any large-scale patrolling force protecting northern Deania on our end would suffer heavy losses. Using disposable soldiers that we can replenish quickly might mean the difference between being able to have a military presence in northern Deania and not having one. They question is, will it be noticeably faster than me having a team of elves build rows of mud-men like I did before?”

[The initial room isn’t all that powerful, but I know once we upgrade it to level 2, the number of golems I could manufacture at once would double.] Mac explained. [Not to make fun of you fleshlings, but the bodies I design and produce will be mathematically optimal. Far better than anything you can produce by hand.]

“You’ve sold me, Mac,” I agreed. “Buy the room and upgrade it to the third level.”




Automated Fabrication Station purchased. -400 points.

Automated Fabrication upgrade to level 2 is now scheduled. -600 points.

Upgrade to level 3 scheduled. -800 points.

[The next item of interest is a dedicated server. Essentially, this will massively increase the limit on the number of golems I can control at once. I’ll finally be back to feeling like my old self! We'll also need it if I'm to use these golems for patrols over a large area.]




Dedicated Server. Cost: 1000 points.

Purchase?

Dedicated Server now under construction. -1000 points.

“Any other recommendations, Mac?” I asked my robot companion.

[For our defenses? There are a couple you’ll find interesting. Let me list them for you. But I warn you, we’ll need to upgrade the level of the defenses if we want any more of the most direct defenses.]

Laser Towers

Similar to the Level-Reducing Sentry Tower, this defensive structure allows The Wanderer’s human interface unit to repel surface threats with destructive beams of light.

Turret Towers

Similar to the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, the turret towers fire various types of projectiles based on what ammunition you can provide, though ammunition can be generated with points.

Time Dilation Towers

Can trap a target in an area of dilated time, slowing them down relative to the world around them. Ideal for slowing enemies down.

Explosive Projectiles Tower

Shoots exploding weapons that have a wide area of effect. Ideal for dealing with large numbers of weak enemies.

Teleportation Towers

Operates on the same principles as a teleportation array, but can do so from a distance. Ideal for teleporting powerful enemies into danger or wounded allies to the Medical Bay.

“You really want to turn the Hearthwood into a game of Tower Defense,” I chuckled, knowing mobile games were one of Mac’s obsessions.

[I’ve never heard of such a thing.] Mac insisted. He detected my skeptical expression through the camera overhead. [Really! I swear I’ve never heard of it.]

“Alright then, I suppose I’ll have to decide how many of each tower we need and where to put them,” I teased.

[No need for that!] Mac interrupted hastily. [I’ve already calculated their optimal locations and numbers. Here.]

Upgrade defenses to level 4? Cost: 600 points.

Schedule upgrade for defenses to level 5? Cost: 800 points.

Upgrade all sentry towers to Fortified Sentry Towers? Cost: 1200 points.

Purchase three Fortified Level-Reducing Sentry Towers? Cost: 1500 points.

Purchase ten Fortified Laser Towers? Cost: 2000 points.

Purchase ten Fortified Turret Towers? Cost: 2000 points.

Purchase four Time dilation Towers? Cost: 2400 points.

Purchase two Explosive Projectiles Towers? Cost: 600 points.

Purchase one Teleportation Tower? Cost: 900 points.

I hit the accept button as Mac started flashing a series of battle simulations in front of my eyes. He really had this all figured out, probably before he even knew we’d need to defend the Hearthwood again.

Purchases approved. -22500 points.

Total points: 0

I glanced at the camera with accusation in my eyes. “You had that all rather well planned out, didn’t you?

[I know how you get when you spend points.] Mac said smugly. [Once you use them, there aren’t any left for me. Now you know how I feel. At least I didn’t show you all the other amazing and interesting new rooms you unlocked before you spent all your points. Then you never would have agreed to approve my incredible defense plan!]

I sighed but smiled as I did so. I’d rest easy knowing the Hearthwood was well defended, and it wasn’t like I didn’t intend to earn more points. In fact, I was betting quite a few were headed right to my doorstep.

I spent the next couple of days talking with the leading figures of the Hearthwood. It had been some time since I’d last been here, so the projects I’d seen in motion were completed or near completion.

The freshwater storage reservoirs I’d ordered constructed were now completed, and the buildings in Castle Mac now had running water independent of anything the Hearthwood provided. Somebody had the ingenuity to add a few enchantments to heat or cool the water too, and they were rapidly catching on.

Many of the buildings weren’t connected yet, particularly those located high in the trees, but every elf who experienced the joys of having a tap of fresh running water in their home soon grew attached to the concept.

The transmission stone network was also completed, and there was a room available for use by anyone in the Hearthwood, though Castle Mac had a priority line that would prioritize me over any other messages. Quite a few elves had left my happy town in the center of the forest to resettle Queenshold or the old tribal grounds of the various groups throughout the Hearthwood. The improved roads and the pacification of the monsters in the Hearthwood’s southern regions made the distance seem much smaller than it had been in the past, and communication through transmission stones was spreading out of trade deals and into social calls.

I delegated the unpleasant duty of telling all the Hearthwood’s people to report back to the Hearthwood for safety and sanctuary. We expected the Rakarens to attack any day now, and while I was certain we could break their advance upon our defenses, we couldn’t defend the entire Hearthwood.

The Shadowblade Beast and its family had been quiet as of late, still hunting the northern regions of the forest, though they’d moved their hunting ground slightly further north now that we were taking up more of the Hearthwood’s southern half and the necromancers just across the mountains were too busy to watch their border.

Xoreda and her circle of necromancers were fighting just as hard as Tivana was in the south. Unfortunately, the two allies weren’t able to lend each other much aid. The Circle of Necromancers was doing everything they could to fight off the Golden Sword Society and the Lifekeeper Sanctum to the northeast, along with dealing with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye's efforts to destabilize their country from within.

The lack of undead armies on Deania’s side had struck a massive blow in the manpower Tivana had hoped to have, as mind magic was still an insurmountable power at dazing and defeating large groups of elves. Even with the anti-mind magic pendants, Argona was making, we could hardly keep up with the number of mind mages the Cult of the Unblinking Eye could field.

Ever since the Shadowblade Beast had appeared in the Hearthwood, I'd been tracking its whereabouts. Now, there was a team of elves dedicated to that sole purpose. When the Sky-Touching Kilobeast appeared, I expanded that department of the Hearthwood Clan to have a group watching the Sky-Touching Kilobeast as well.

My trick of luring it over the mountain pass seemed to have worked, and it hadn’t made its way back to the Hearthwood. The Circle of Necromancers had even lured it into the space between them and their two enemies, creating a no-man's-land and narrowing the border they needed to defend.

“This is the most fortified the Hearthwood has ever been,” Comela explained to me as she went over the more manually constructed defenses and we hashed out a plan for how they’d work with what I’d built with The Wanderer.

“Not just fortified,” I flashed my daughter a schemer’s smile. “Baited and trapped. An army that walks into our forest won’t be walking out.”










CHAPTER NINE










THE FIRST SET of earth elementals rolled off the fabrication bay, and Argona watched them with wide eyes.

Mac built three of them at a time, though we suspected the Automated Fabrication Station could handle more. In addition to the mechanical arms and conveyor belt systems I was accustomed to, the Automated Fabrication Station could also utilize the mysterious blue light The Wanderer favored to aid in any construction efforts.

“Incredible!” She threw her arms up in the air as the new golems started twitching. Mac had set the process up so that converting the earth elemental to golems took nothing more than a twitch of magic. It was basically like flipping a switch, and even Argona could do it with a first layer earth spellheart she’d picked up a few weeks ago.

“It is indeed very interesting. I imagine this will give us a much wider range of tools and equipment once we’re no longer using it to build an army,” I said. “But it will be interesting to see if Mac can control all these golems.”

Argona activated the spirit art in the elemental’s body, then the series of enchantments that would turn it into a golem. The mass of clay and stone tremored and shook for a while, then went still and steady.

All three were identical in design and were much more rugged than their natural counterparts. They looked humanoid except for their impossibly muscular torso, and portions of their back and arms where a variety of weapons could be mounted. For now, the golems were bare-handed. We wanted this first batch to look as much like natural elementals as possible.

“Mac?” I asked one of the three golems. “Are you in there?”

The golem had no mouth, so I expected Mac to answer in my head. Instead, the golem strode over to the side of the room, where a broom rested against a nearby wall. Without another word, Mac started sweeping the floor around our feet, where we’d tracked a bit of mud in on our shoes. Seeing such a hulking brute sweeping the floor was comical, and both me and my daughter shared a laugh.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I grinned and walked outside to dust off my shoes. Argona and I watched the next few dozen golems come off the assembly line one after another, each constructed to be identical to the first three.

We were on a tight schedule, so we didn’t waste any time putting the golems to good use. Their heavy construction made them slow, but I discovered I could get them into my Dimensional Storage if we had them curl in on themselves and deactivate. While they were off, they didn’t count as alive and could be stored away just fine.

Mac said he could control the golems even from as far away as Mountainpass, so I took a couple dozen golems all the way there and tucked them away. They'd burrow themselves away in discreet locations, spying on our enemies and sabotaging their supplies with all manner of insidious devices cooked up by either me or Argona.

Back home, Argona loaded my Dimensional Storage with all the golems being produced out of the Automated Fabrication Station and I flew around northern Deania setting them down. Most of these golems were only as strong as heartwielders or mage acolytes, depending on the value of the materials I gave Mac to put into them. Still, such powerful monsters would scare the local populace if they didn’t realize they were golems. And to be honest, I feared so many powerful golems would frighten the locals even more than earth elementals of that level.

So Mac had them steer clear of any large settlements. Most settled down along roads and other paths to become glorified boulders with a set of eyes that could report back to the Hearthwood. I was especially interested in any movements from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye members that had infiltrated the Sakaku Clan. Right now they seemed to focus on dealing with the Circle of Necromancers, but it would only be a matter of time before they turned their attention to the Hearthwood.

Back home, towers went up one after another. Another batch of wisps hatched, leaving us with a whole host of new elves to train at a rather awkward time.

“What are the blue lights all over the forest?” One freshly manifested elf asked curiously. She was previously one of the Sakaku Clan’s wizard-realm matriarchs, which was why I gave her to Argona as an assistant. She had a few memories about working with enchantments, either inherited or retained from her past life, so Argona quickly brought her up to speed.

“That’s my father’s and Uncle Mac’s doing,” Argona explained. “They’re fortifying the Hearthwood through magical means none of us really understand yet.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Mac has you calling him uncle now?”

Argona blushed. “He asked me not to call him that in front of you. I just mentioned my other uncle on my mother’s side and Mac said he could do better.”

I nodded in understanding. Eltiana’s brother strutted around the Hearthwood like a peacock. I’d heard a rumor that he’d broken down and begged his sister to let him use my Medical Bay for his ascension to mage acolyte instead of performing the much more painful self-impalement ceremony, and ever since then he’d been thinking he was the greatest man alive.

Danori, Nela’s male relative who’d arrived at the Songstone Clan with Yulli, had an ongoing competition with him and was desperately trying to reach the mage acolyte as well to keep up with his long-time rival for female attention.

It was all rather amusing, and their petty and public disputes were a source of endless gossip for the residents of the Hearthwood. Not that either of them dared show their faces while I was walking the streets.

“I see. And we just accept these strange phenomena?” Argona’s new assistant asked curiously.

“Someday I’m sure my father will explain it to me,” Argona shot me a glance.

“Right you are,” I agreed. “That will come the very day after I can explain them to myself.”

Argona put her assistant to work managing the golems. As someone who had recently been a wizard, her instinctual control and understanding over zeal was a league beyond what any heartwielder should possess, and if she cultivated her power back quickly enough, she’d likely regain many of her old abilities and memories.

I received word from Mac that his golems had encountered Rakaren scouts near Mountainpass, so I eagerly awaited his reports of the force they were sending our way. If we were lucky, my royal prisoner called in enough favors to get most of the Rakaren Queendom’s military might to attack us. If things went well, we’d be able to cripple their forces enough to stop further aggression in Deania from them.

As time passed and I spent more time in the Cultivation Chamber shoring up my cultivation by practicing my Sword Storm blades and pushing my World Titan Fiendbody closer to the silver rank, I realized the planetary alignment was getting closer. My women would be back by my side, but the orcs would start their invasion in earnest and this conflict would become a hundred times more dire for the Deanian Queendom. If only I’d managed to secure the peace treaty Tivana had wanted from me...

Realizing it was no use moping, I spent what time I could spare in the Smith’s Workshop, hammering out new iron weapons. With the additional tools I got from upgrading the room keeping up with the Hearthwood’s use of iron was still fairly easy. The immense strength in my arms and my increasing skill meant I could make an arrowhead with four blows of a hammer, each perfectly placed and done in the blink of an eye.

My iron aura came out to play while I was in the Smith’s Workshop. The Sutra of the Living Earth had a peculiar love of the room, and that interest had redoubled after combining it with the Pith of Iron aura fragment.

With no elves to hurt in here, this was one of the few places I let it be free, so it stretched its worm-like body. I practiced the Sword Storm spell some more and found it easier than ever. So easy in fact that I was nearly at the point of being able to reshape molten metal with my will alone. That discovery increased the rate at which I built new Sword Storm blades tenfold and also gave me the advantage of being able to practice while I crafted.

It took me ages to go through all the iron I had stashed away from my time in outer space. The landing craft I'd hit the ground within southern Deania alone was more iron than I'd ever pulled out of the nearby stream. But eventually, I worked everything into usable iron, steel, or enchantable equipment.

Of all my weapons, Spell Eater was my most heavily used, and the most overdue for an upgrade. I’d crafted it when my understanding of zeal manipulation and enchantment was nowhere near my current level, and it showed. I could cultivate a little earth zeal through a leaky enchantment in the weapons handle, and it was physically stronger than any other weapon I could hold thanks to funneling magic through that, but how much was that worth?

Additionally, when I designed Spell Eater the first time, I’d been limited by the quantity of iron I had. That was no longer the case. I had more iron than I could turn into weapons and could make as much steel or adamantium as I needed.

So I set my old version of Spell Eater down on the table with a pad of paper and wrote down what I liked and what I didn’t. I carefully went through the process to determine what I could do with the resources at hand that would be beneficial in my weapon. It turned out I could do an awful lot, so I figured out what would work best.

I liked having the weapon be magically sturdy. I was immensely strong these days, and the last thing I wanted was my weapon holding me back because if I struck at full strength I’d break it in half. I’d add more steel to the handle, along with additional adamantium and more protective enchantments. The weapon would be as thick around as my wrist and impossible to wield for a normal person, but the weight was of no consequence to someone as strong as I was.

I also added blades to the side of the main point until I had six of them, so the weapon looked less like a spear and more like a halberd with seven shabby bits. One would cut through force barriers, another would cut through hard shells with explosive force. Others specialized against elemental defenses like fire and water. One drained vitality from any flesh it hit, and another injected different aspects of zeal into whoever it struck, throwing their magic into chaos.

I also added room for detachable blades. I was good enough now with Spell Eater to control it like a Sword Storm blade, and I’d do that if I wanted. But I wanted to detach weapons from it so I could be able to attack from multiple directions at once.

After a great deal of trial and error, I even figured how to cast Twisted Step on the weapon, which would make blocking it far more difficult. I’d encountered an elf with a spell like that on her sword back in the capital, and it had made her a frustrating opponent.

I did just as much work on Spell Eater’s blunt end as I did on its point. The back end held most of the utility enchantments, like storing and ejecting zeal. I kept the ability to tap it for earth zeal, this time adding the power to collect mind zeal as well for my other aspect.

I also added a feature that would allow me to automatically collect aura fragments from anyone I finished with Spell Eater. That had been a rare and difficult enchantment to acquire, but Comela had gone to great lengths to extort it out of the Rakaren prisoners and hand it over to Argona, who passed it on to me.

Spell Eater got the enchantment, and my aura fragment was swimming through the air as it watched me work, and it seemed particularly interested in the arcane patterns. I’d almost think it was trying to memorize them and glean its secrets for itself.

Upon completion, Spell Eater was twice as long as it was before and five times as thick. It would be an unwieldy weapon for an elf, but it fit just right in my hand. I activated it and watched multicolored light shoot through the enchantments lining the shaft of the weapon and let out a low whistle at the sinister glow it cast around the room. This weapon would fill the hearts of my enemies with fear on sight.

I was admiring my handiwork and planning on giving it a practice run on the training grounds and in the dungeon below us when I received a message from Mac.

[Theo, you wished to be notified when the Rakarens made their move? Well, they have. Most of the traps the golems set in Mountainpass were disabled. They’re traveling far faster than expected.]

“How fast?” I asked curiously.

[Faster than would be possible on foot. It seems the Rakarens aren’t wasting time bringing in mage acolytes or heartwielders anymore. They’re sending in a force entirely made of true mages.]

“The true core of any nation,” I agreed. Mage acolytes could be found even in the most remote locations, but they stuck to small local affairs. To organize a nation, a leader needed true mages. They could teleport around the country and even if they never drew a blade as long as they lived, their lifespans were long enough to accumulate wealth and power that would invariably put them in a leadership position in whatever region they dwelt in. “So how many true mages did they send?”

[By the looks of it... all of them.] Mac declared.

I took in a deep breath, hissing between my teeth. “That many?”

[Over a hundred and fifty.] Mac replied. [That’s well beyond what their royal clan is known to have, so they must have called on every subject and vassal faction they could draw upon. I can’t tell with the golems, but I wouldn’t be surprised if at least one of their nations’ wizards was among the force.]

I eased the nervous expression on my face. I’d faced greater foes than this and come out ahead. Belrar of the Yellowmountain had come at me with a bigger army. As had Tim of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. And where were they now? Dead or my prisoner. The Rakarens would be the same.

“Well then, it’s time for me to welcome our guests.”



***


Our opening move was a retreat.

The Rakarens advanced, and Comela led a small force of mage acolytes to the edge of the Hearthwood. The traps Mac had set with his golems delayed and harried them, but with so many true mages traveling together, they quickly defeated even our most creative efforts at causing them trouble.

I did happily note that there were some signs they’d eaten the poisoned food back in Mountainpass. While the poison could kill a mage acolyte outright, true mages were only inconvenienced by its effects. Like having a terrible cold or drinking far too much the night before.

Still, every advantage helped, and Comela reported the true mages were slower than expected at dodging or blocking her iron-tipped crossbow bolts.

Mac had extended his tunnel networks to span most of the Hearthwood once again and using The Wanderer and the various rooms it provided as passages, my mage acolytes were easily able to escape the grip of enemy true mages.

“They were furious when we shot them,” Comela reported happily. “I got an arrow into one of the true mage’s rears!”

“Impressive!” I congratulated my daughter. “Few mage acolytes get to speak harshly to a true mage, let alone stick one with a crossbow bolt.”

We went over all relevant tactical information. Comela was one of three squad leaders who’d be harassing these invaders, just as I’d done in the past with the Corpse Collector Company.

Truthfully, these hit-and-run attacks weren’t meant to be nearly as effective. They were merely supposed to look as though we were trying our best to defend our homeland against an overwhelming and powerful force. They were never meant to succeed, just make them think that they could handle us.

Comela saw the forces arrayed against us and was worried at first, as were Ullua and Katiana as the other squad leaders. But at this point, all three of them had seen my plans in action and I assured them all that we could deal even with a force of a hundred and fifty true mages. I didn’t let on to the fact that there might be a wizard among them, but I figured that would be a problem for me and Mac to worry about.

Anya the Seer was nowhere to be seen, surprisingly. It was like she’d simply stood up and vanished. She hadn’t been present any time I looked for her either, so I guessed that she simply didn’t want me to even attempt to ask her to defend the Hearthwood on behalf of my clan.

She had left Melise behind though, which meant there was one true mage loyal to the Hearthwood Clan able to fight at my side.

Kysalian was here as well. At the wizard realm, she’d be even more useful, though I doubted she would fight for us unless we promised her an important favor or put in more effort to help her master’s recovery process. It might have been possible to rope her into the fight, but I wasn't counting on it.

“Sad that it’s just the two of us,” Melise said as she ran her fingers over the back of my hand. “I wish we could have had this alone time during more peaceful days.”

I laughed at Melise’s subtle message and wrapped my arm around her waist before pulling her into a kiss.

“Me too, Melise,” I said. “The things I’d do to you... I’ve learned that true mage bodies are a lot more flexible than mage acolyte ones. When this is all over, I want to test out a few of the positions Dean left for us in his book.”

Melise’s cheeks went red, and she smiled up at me. “I was looking forward to showing you my new spells, but if you’ve got new techniques to show me...”

[Ahem.] Mac said into my head loudly enough to shake me out of my brief moment of intimacy. [I’ve seen you go at this for days before, so I just want to remind you that we expect to be fighting an entire nation’s worth of true mages before the hour is up.]

I let out a long sigh but realized Mac was right. There would be time enough to catch up with Melise once we’d dealt with these Rakarens.

“Let’s go wait for our guests on the balcony,” I said as I grabbed Melise’s hands.

I pulled her through the stairs of Castle Mac to the fortress’ tallest tower. There were a hundred flights of stairs from the tower’s highest floor to its lowest, though much of that extended underground. Melise followed me up every step. Bounding over four or five at a time proved too slow for the two of us, so I simply jumped up a dozen flights of stairs at a time with Melise in my arms.

[The railings were most certainly not designed with that in mind.] Mac grumbled as a botched landing nearly tore one handrail off the wall.

We made it to the balcony and found the shops around the Hearthwood tidying up around us. We’d ordered everyone to move anything important either into the castle or down into the dungeon. We didn’t expect the fighting to extend much below the surface this time, but Mac still had the dungeon divers clear out the monsters from the upper lairs.

All the heartwielders and freshly manifested elves would stay there for a few days until this was over. Even most of the mage acolytes without combat training headed down there.

The surface was populated entirely by members of the Hearthwood’s army, most of them highly trained elite. I wasn’t the only one Comela had gotten Argona to give the aura fragment collection enchantment to, and no small number of mage acolytes were eager to get their hands on an aura fragment of their own, even if they had to kill a true mage for one. Few in the Hearthwood were ready to push for true mage, but that wouldn't stop them from trying as soon as they had the materials in their hands.

Mac activated the many defensive towers we had stationed throughout the Hearthwood. They remained innocuous, and we hoped the invaders would ignore them as nothing more than mundane and defensive in nature. We knew they’d become a priority target once their magical power was revealed, but we hoped the upgrade from sturdy to fortified meant these towers would be much harder to destroy.

Not a moment too soon, the last of the heartwielders filed into Castle Mac and the dungeon below us. My superhuman eyes caught sight of the first true mage hovering over the trees and scanning the forest floor. Her eyes alighted upon our settlement, which was too large to even hope to hide, despite the massive trees around us.

She was on the opposite side of the Hearthwood, and to cut her off I'd need to dive into a ley line and hope I timed things right to appear nearby. But as she turned to tell her comrades of our location, Comela pulled the trigger of a crossbow under the cover of a nearby hidden bunker.

Her bolt flew swiftly and silently into the scout’s neck, and the true mage’s eyes went wide when she realized she’d been hit. A dozen more bolts followed soon after, and the true mage writhed on the ground as she was piled upon by three dozen mage acolytes.

Despite the vast difference in numbers, the true mage was still strong, and I watched one of her spells take the lives of two of my mage acolytes.

Once I saw my daughter and her team engaging the true mage, I used Unearthly Movement to back her up. I thought I was going to have to dive in myself, but in the end, Comela dealt the final blow and finished her off. The true mage’s wisp fluttered through the forest, and several mage acolytes held the aura fragments they’d obtained close to their chests like they held their own futures in their hands.

Few of them actually walked away with an aura fragment. The scout had only cultivated to three layers of true mage, so there were only three fragments to be had in total. Still, there would be plenty more opportunities to collect aura fragments.

“One down,” I muttered. “If every exchange is as favorable as that one was, we’ll win this battle without even dipping into The Wanderer’s powers.”

True mages were powerful, and even the elite mage acolytes of the Hearthwood didn’t stand a chance against them under normal circumstances. Even nearly forty against one, with the element of surprise on our side, we’d still lost two of our soldiers. Those odds would be much worse once the true battle was underway.

We’d hoped to pick off a few more scouts, but the one Comela’s team had killed must have set off some sort of distress signal, because moments later brilliant flashes lit up the sky overhead, like fireworks going off in different locations throughout the Hearthwood.

Likely one for each scout they sent out. Which meant that they could tell by the area where no flare went up that their missing scout had gone down about where Comela was.

I debated trying to cook something up that looked like a flare, just to see if I could throw a wrench in their system. I mentioned the idea to Melise, and she worked a bit of sunlight zeal into a beam of light that flew up into the air. It somewhat resembled the lights shining around the forest, and at the very least would make whoever was in charge of the scouts scratch their head for a while.

Melise and I shared a little laugh as her imitation signal went up into the air. The true mages spent nearly an hour regrouping, which was plenty fine by me. I recalled Comela to the castle, as she was already further afield than I would want her. I was worried she might get too eager to seize an aura fragment and risk her life unnecessarily trying to take down an enemy true mage.

“Patriarch. Matriarch Melise,” Comela saluted the both of us. “You ordered me to see you?”

“Right, Comela,” I began. “Right now, I’m speaking as your father rather than as the clan’s leader, so you may be at ease,” Comela’s posture relaxed some, but she did not drop her salute. “I’m forbidding you or any of your sisters from binding an aura fragment you might obtain today.”

“What?” Comela looked confused. “Why?”

“I've heard stories of those who rush their ascension to true mage before properly mastering the mage acolyte levels. It never turns out well for them. More than that, an aura fragment is a big decision,” I said. “As your father, I want to set you girls up with a wonderful choice of aura fragments. I want you to figure out what will work best with your interests, talent, abilities, and goals. ”

Truthfully, I had a bunch of aura fragments already tucked away for the lot of them. There was no reason my girls should risk their lives for something I could just give them if they wanted one. But they weren't ready. Nobody in the Hearthwood was yet, otherwise, I would have spent the past few days trying to make more true mages.

“I... understand, father. I’ll spread the word to my sisters. They’re bound to be disappointed,” Comela said.

“None of them are close enough to the peak of mage acolyte for it to matter much too them,” Melise waved her hand. Truthfully, of all my children, only Comela was near enough to true mage that I was worried about her taking unnecessary risks with an early advancement.

I dismissed Comela, and she resumed her post at the rear of our army, which was coincidentally where most of the Hearthwood’s most loyal forces were. The front lines were recruits who’d joined the Hearthwood recently or elves manifested from wisps who’d previously been enemies of the Hearthwood. They were our people too, but they hadn’t proved their loyalty to the degree those in the rear lines had.

As a result, I had my best and brightest all group unknowingly around the teleportation tower, where Mac could send them to the Medical Bay with a thought. I still expected they’d experience some fighting, but placing them there would keep the enemy from cutting off their retreat and wiping them out.



***


The enemy true mages struck without warning. I suspected they wanted to attack us by surprise, but Mac was pinging them with the scanner and keeping an eye with concealed golems all around the Hearthwood, so they had no chance of catching us unprepared.

The Hearthwood soldiers attacked in groups, running for the rooms of The Wanderer or entrances to the dungeon the moment they were overwhelmed.

[Fighting in the southernmost sectors of the town.] Mac replied. [And... one of the enemy true mages just used an earthquake spell. We’re going to need to rebuild the sewage plant.]

“That will be a minor loss by the time the day is through,” I said, my expression turned serious now that the battle was underway. I debated joining the soldiers on the front lines, but Melise and I would be needed later.

I watched members of the Hearthwood Clan die from afar, which was painful. Truthfully, we didn’t have to be in this fight. If not for my ambitions for my clan's future and my desire to help Tivana, the Hearthwood could have been nestled safely away and out of danger. But if we’d done that, I had no guarantee that all six nations that attacked Deania wouldn’t come for us once Tivana and the Deanian royal family had fallen.

In the end, there was no point in second-guessing myself, so I pressed a transmission stone to my cheek and directed our forces positioned on the balcony of Castle Mac and the maps Mac himself provided me.

“Shadowblade squadron, retreat to the Alchemist’s Laboratory. Silverhawks, prepare to engage,” I shouted into the transmission stone. Several of my children, Sora, Salla, Salica, and Laminel, were completely dedicated to the task of getting me in touch with the right unit commander at a moment’s notice. My orders were swiftly followed, and we applied an elaborate combination of cannons, explosive crossbows, and hit-and-run tactics to harry and wound the enemy as we slowly drew them deeper and deeper into the Hearthwood.

“About a hundred and thirty left, father,” Argona said as she stood silently in the other corner of the room. I’d given her command of the golem forces, though Mac would be the one actually controlling that portion of our army. “We’ve only killed twenty for all this effort, and we’ve lost about two hundred of our own.”

“Hold a little longer,” I commanded my daughter. She had four true mage golems, and I wanted to trade them for at least four enemy true mage lives.

The true mages weren’t holding back as they fought against my people. The auras they possessed allowed them to call chains of lighting, massive sweeping gales, pull elementals from the air, and send a hail of fire raining in all directions. The power of a true mage made the destruction an elf could unleash reach a new level and had we faced this army of true mages in a fair fight, I was certain we’d have been slaughtered even with odds of forty to one in our favor.

But we weren’t giving them a fair fight. The enemy true mages wasted their zeal upon rocks and stone. They destroyed empty buildings or mine-laced grounds. They all had shields active, wary of stray iron-tipped crossbow bolts headed their way or more deadly iron-laced cannonballs. I watched their zeal tick away and measured it against my own. If I timed things just right, most of these elves should be running on fumes by the time they made it to the center of the Hearthwood.

We gave ground as they attacked and leveled our town. They saw Castle Mac in the distance and could just barely catch glimpses of elves darting inside, retreating with wounded or to gather more weapons. I could sense the anticipation on our enemies’ faces as they realized their victory was just around the corner.

The enemy army was nearly at the teleportation tower, and I could hold back no longer. Besides a small group of three true mages who stayed aloof and in the sky, commanding the forces below, all the elves in the Rakaren army had cast hefty spells and exhausted most of their power.

The rat was in the trap, and now I had only to lock the door.

“Argona, activate your golems,” I instructed. “And Mac, activate the defensive towers. As for you and I, Melise? I’d like to see how we stack up against these Rakaren true mages.”










CHAPTER TEN










[NOW ACTIVATING LEVEL-Reducing Sentry Towers.] Mac warned me. [I’ll remind you that our enemies will only be positioned this perfectly exactly once. After they realize what’s going on, I doubt I’ll be able to deal such a heavy blow again.]

“We’ll have a few seconds,” I shouted into the transmission stone in my hand to all receiving stones. “Everyone, make sure you make the most of them. I’m headed in as well,” I tossed the transmission stone to Argona. Between her and her three sisters managing the maps and the transmission stone network, I hoped they’d know when to order everyone to retreat and regroup. I’d coached them beforehand and trusted they could do the job.

I wrapped my arm around Melise’s waist a second time and launched myself off the balcony with a jump that practically made me take flight. I soared over three buildings, landing like a meteor close to the teleportation tower.

An instant after I landed, electric arcs shot out of the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers stationed throughout the settlement. Among the ruins of the various homes and commercial buildings, they didn’t look like much. But the jumping arcs of energy leaped from true mage to true mage. As they were enveloped by the power of the towers, their bodies seemed to sag. Their limbs hung limp, unaccustomed to their weakness as their zeal was thrown into chaos and they found their power sapped. I scanned the true mages around me to confirm the towers had done their job.

Rakaren Provincial Overlord (Mid True Mage, Level 25)

Status: Temporarily Reduced to Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 15

That was all I needed to know. By the looks of it, about three-fourths of the Rakaren true mages had been struck by the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. The effect wouldn’t last long, especially spread over so many enemies. but while it did, we’d flipped the tables on our enemies.

“Destroy them all!” I roared as I pulled Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage. The true mage I’d examined a second ago would likely have had the reaction time to erect a barrier or cast an offensive spell in my direction to stop my ferocious charge. But weakened to mage acolyte, she was as helpless as grass before a scythe.

Spell Eater plunged into her, not meeting the barest slip of resistance. I cast her aside an instant later and quickly identified the next true mage, skewering her even as I finished my thrust from slaying the first weakened true mage. All around me, the soldiers of the Hearthwood did the same. Against foes of equal strength to them, they suddenly found their advantage in numbers to be a great deal more effective.

The Rakaren true mages fell into chaos as they realized so many of them had lost so much of their powers. Many were unaccustomed to the weakness of a mage acolyte's body and had trouble keeping themselves upright. They glanced at their hands and the world around them as though they’d been suddenly blindfolded and had heavy weights tied to each of their limbs.

The soldiers of the Hearthwood were right behind me, and they rushed forward to take advantage of this rare opportunity. An instant later, the laser and turret towers activated as Mac selected priority targets and took them down while they were weakened.

[I’ve identified seven mind aspect true mages. All are currently weakened. I can eliminate five of them, but I’ll need you to take care of the other two.] Mac explained.

A mind aspect true mage could really do a number on the Hearthwood’s forces, so I cut through the true mages around me and headed to the two targets Mac had pointed out. Along the way, one of the true mages still at full power cast a fireball spell at me. Flame engulfed my body, but it was little more than a bit of unpleasant heat. I activated my jade armor, and it sprung to life around me, glowing green and coating each limb. Thanks to the fire suppression talismans, what little pain I felt from the fireball spell vanished. Lightning and wind spells bombarded me soon after, but I felt nothing from them either.

I crashed into the first of the mind aspect true mages, flattening her into a red paste with a swing of my hand before charging through the Rakarens in search of my next target. I swung Spell Eater wide overhead, like a blade of death that cut through foes all around me. I chopped a swath between me and my second target, cutting apart twenty true mages weakened to mage acolyte in just a handful of seconds.

Laser fire rained down around me as Mac shot beams of destructive energy precisely targeted at weakened and vulnerable enemies. The turret guns blazed as well, shooting a hail of destruction all around us and keeping the enemy lines in chaos.

The enemy true mages tried to regroup around their comrades who were still at full power, but Mac had positioned our defenses perfectly. Their instincts played right into our hands, and Mac activated the Time Dilation towers. Spheres of white light lit up around each of the Time Dilation towers, trapping our enemies in a bubble of slowed time. The trapped enemies traveled through the domain like they were running through honey, and mage acolytes from the Hearthwood easily positioned themselves around the trapped elves to finish them.

The Explosive Projectile Towers activated next, and those few elves who’d grouped up soon found doing so had sealed their own fates. The towers roared like giant cannons, but many times more deadly. They shot cannonballs like pellets from a blunderbuss, except the pellets were spheres of iron the size of a skull, and they exploded into more stones the size of a fist. Each blast devastated dozens of enemies in an instant and flung enough iron to cut through spells and armor alike.

But the rest of the Hearthwood's forces weren't idle while Mac activated our defenses. The mage acolytes fired bolts from crossbows, then charged in with their ironwood weapons.

Every one of our soldiers was well-practiced, and they held their weapons like they'd been born with them. True mages were older and more experienced than mage acolytes, so even depowered they should have been able to defeat a band of armed mage acolytes charging them. But that wasn't true when they were facing the soldiers of the Hearthwood Clan.

Melise was a true mage like me now, and just watching her cast her Starfire Crucible spell was enough for anyone to see she was far more powerful than a true mage of her level had any right to be.

A swirling nebula filled the air over the Hearthwood. The nebula spanned most of the town and lit everything beneath it aglow, save for a few dark voids. Those dark voids greedily swallowed up all light and sound, and moments later they were swallowing up our enemies as well. The remaining Rakaren true mages desperately tried to mount a defense against the spell, but could only save their own hides while their weakened comrades were dragged into the sky.

They vanished into the darkness of those hovering spheres among the starry nebula, and their screams trailed, echoing as though lost down an endless tunnel. More than twenty true mages died to Melise’s spell, and those who weren’t glancing nervously at the towers cutting their force to pieces were looking at Melise with eyes filled with terror.

I spotted a flash of green hair in the distance, followed by the explosion of a thrown potion. I sensed the power of a second true mage fighting on behalf of the Hearthwood, and for a moment I thought Sava was here with us. But then the features shrouded in green hair fell into place and I recognized Mayatania from the capital wielding a bottle of potions alongside her nature magic, just like Sava did. I would have to thank her for joining us when this fight was won.

The accumulated power of an entire nation was cut in half over the span of a handful of seconds. By Mac’s estimation, more than half of the Rakaren force was dead or dying, which would cripple the Rakarens ability to fight in Deania. They’d struggle to keep their own territory, let alone take more from us.

But I felt an uneasy feeling blossom in the pit of my stomach as I cast my glance over my shoulder as Melise channeled her spell. I’d noticed three true mages hovering above the fighting, seemingly aloof as the rest did their work.

I’d scanned them before and had been under the belief that they were true mage commanders of this fighting force, but now I saw that guess was wrong. They must have been using some concealment item or spell before, because when I scanned them now I saw they were not true mages.

Rakaren Queen. (Mid Wizard, level 35)

Status: Temporarily Weakened to Late True Mage, Level 28.

The other two elves hovering above us were early wizards. With the three of them here, they must have left their homeland undefended. That was foolish of them, and because of that, it hadn’t been something I’d predicted. But all three were weakened to true mage now.

The Rakaren Queen pointed her hand at Melise. She spread her fingers and purple light shot out of the extended digits. The five beams of light diverged before winding back together again, targeted on Melise’s heart.

Melise opened her eyes and stopped channeling her Starfire Crucible spell as a mystical second sense warned her of danger. She activated a barrier spell to defend herself from the five beams of light. The five beams of purple energy smashed against Melise’s barrier, and the barrier destroyed four of the five.

That was apparently a great surprise to the wizard who cast the spell, and she glanced at her hand as though worried she hadn’t worked her magic properly. But the fifth beam of light got through Melise’s broken barrier, headed straight for her heart.

My eyes went to the ground and Melise’s feet. I identified the nearest ley line, then slipped into it, appearing beside Melise an instant later. I stepped around her, wrapping her body in a tight embrace as the purple light struck my back.

My Everlasting Jade armor glowed hot for an instant, which was a greater sign of danger than I’d ever felt from it before. Then the purple light vanished an instant later.

“There you are,” the Rakaren Queen announced triumphantly. “The coward who fled last time she faced you told me you’d already reached the Silver realm as a body cultivator, and I feared this would be a tough fight. It seems she was wrong though, you’re just at Bronze Marrow. Anything more than that is likely just the effect of that armor you’re wearing, which I admit is rather nice.”

I tilted my chin up at the Rakaren Queen, who hovered in the air before me. “You’ve lost half your true mages. Your nation may never recover from this loss. Go back home and hide until this war is over, and I’ll return your princess to you.”

The Rakaren Queen sneered at me. “You think I care about one daughter? I’ll have more, and likely a better one than the first one once I have the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s support. Not that I’ll even need an heir if I can reach the sorcerer rank. I’ve heard chakas like you can be refined into a nearly endless quantity of vitality, which might just be enough to push myself all the way into the next realm. For a while, I feared I'd committed too many true mages to wipe out one pesky forest clan, but seeing what prizes you have tucked away makes me wish I'd brought more,” she licked her lips hungrily, looking at the towers and cannons that had killed so many of her own people moments before.

The Rakaren Queen pointed at me, and the other two wizards fanned out to either side. “Help me capture him alive. We’ll extract the most vitality that way.”

I twirled Spell Eater around in my hand, and it almost seemed hungry for battle. “I’ll appreciate any support you can lend, Melise. But for now, stay behind me.”

I activated Layered Durability and sent the defensive spell behind me to protect Melise. Spending so much time practicing my spells in the Cultivation Chamber had born fruit, and now my defensive spell could produce seven defensive layers to protect whoever I wanted. Five layers went to Melise, while I kept two for myself.

Both of the Queen’s fellow wizards splayed their hands as the Queen had done, shooting beams of purple light. I pulled my Layered Durability spell close to my body so the layers could work synergistically with my armor, and between the two defenses, I absorbed all twenty beams of light. I didn’t waste those seconds and used them to close the distance with one of the two wizards.

I twisted Spell Eater around in my hands until the blade built for penetrating defenses popped out like the point of a pickaxe. I swung my weapon wide and cut through the wizard’s defenses with a blow so fast and with so much power behind it, it stirred the dirt on the ground meters below us.

The robes the wizard was wearing were armored, but my attack cut through those defenses easily and blood sprayed from a deep gash in her side. I twisted Spell Eater around, digging in the other blade points. I siphoned her vitality even as I funneled earth zeal stored within Spell Eater into her body, throwing her meridians into chaos. In the back of my mind, I wondered if I should have coated the blades in poison as well.

The wizard twisted and writhed, face a mask of agony. She tried to flee to the protection of her Queen and the other wizard, but Mac reoriented most of the laser and turret towers to help me fight. I locked down the wizard, wrapping my arms around her as her blood dripped down her armor.

“Theo!” Melise called as she channeled a spell over her head. It was another Starfire Crucible, only this time all its energy was focused in a dense nebula no bigger than an elf, with a tiny cage of light around it. I realized Melise was better suited to finishing off a wizard quickly than I was, so I tugged the wizard into Melise’s spell.

She struggled in my grip, but I was a body cultivator and she was not. White light closed around her as a cage and energy poured forth from the nebula, incinerating the wizard’s body. Her screams died down as Melise drank in her power and made it her own. I pulled my arms away when it was clear the wizard no longer had any chance of escaping, then turned my gaze to the two remaining wizards. They’d caught the tail end of our struggle and probably never dreamed that a wizard could be slain so fast, even if she was weakened by the Level-Reducing Sentry Tower.

Over the few heartbeats it had taken me and Melise to deal with the first wizard, the other two had tried to destroy the nearest laser tower. These towers were now fortified and were much tougher to break apart than the old models had been. Even the combined efforts of two wizards were only scorching the outside of the towers.

Melise had her eyes on the Rakaren Queen, and I charged forward, Spell Eater in hand.

“It’s no use, my queen!” The other wizard shouted. “We must retreat and save what we have!”

The Rakaren Queen growled but took one glance at her shattered force of true mages. So many of them had died so quickly. This continent had likely never seen such a massive slaughter of true mages in so short a time, especially not from the hands of a clan without a wizard of their own.

With a face full of fury, the Rakaren Queen raised her palm to the sky and blasted a ray of light into the air. It was like the signals we’d seen before, only this was far larger and bright purple.

Battle Won! Enemies Defeated! +23,500 points!

I realized that must have been the signal to retreat with all haste because everywhere the true mages still able to flee took off with haste, many abandoning their comrades who were weakened to the mage acolyte realm.

A cheer erupted from the Hearthwood when they realized our enemies were fleeing for their lives. Their shrunken numbers surprised me, as it appeared only slightly more than thirty true mages were escaping, and those thirty were bruised, battered, and exhausted.

“Surrender yourselves to the Hearthwood Clan and your lives will be spared!” I shouted to the Rakarens trying to escape my soldiers or trapped in time dilation bubbles. At my words, many laid down their weapons, no doubt feeling humiliated as they surrendered. Being true mages defeated by mage acolytes was like being wolves defeated by puppies. This blow to their pride would likely haunt their dreams for the rest of their lives.

Still, many found the blow to their pride a worthwhile sacrifice, and they allowed themselves to be latched with the replicas of orcish zeal restraining collars I’d built for that purpose, rendering them helpless enough that my people could safely contain them.

Those few who fought on were swiftly dealt with. During the fight, Mac had been using the Teleportation Array not just to save our own people by transporting them to the Medical Bay, but to select wounded but valuable enemies and transport them somewhere they could be easily pacified and captured. By the time we were finished clearing the battlefield, I was surprised to realize many of the true mages we’d defeated were our prisoners rather than dead.

[We captured around eighty of them alive. Most are in critical condition, but as soon as we’re finished using the Medical Bay to save our own people, we can run them through and patch them up.]

“Good,” I agreed. “Though I’m afraid we’ll have to rethink our ransom plan.” I suspected all the enemies capable of paying a ransom were either dead or our prisoners, so there wasn’t much point in demanding a ransom from whoever was left.

I spent an hour cleaning up the battlefield to remove any stray iron. That stuff was still valuable to me, and I didn’t want to pollute the environment with something toxic to the local populace.

A few questions confirmed that most of the true mage prisoners we had were the upper crust of their country. These were the clan matriarchs and city leaders of the Rakaren Queendom. With so many of them either captured or dead, the Rakaren nation was bound to fall to chaos. The queen and her remaining people would be forced to head home and struggle with all their might to hold their nation together until a new generation of true mages rose, and that wasn’t likely to happen soon considering we’d already killed or captured so many mage acolytes on the verge of reaching true mage.

In short, we had the Rakaren Queendom by the throat, with its current and future leadership collared and imprisoned or dead. If I couldn’t figure out how to leverage that position, I wouldn’t deserve to be the Patriarch of the Hearthwood.

“We’ll need to build a bigger prison,” I decided. “And after that, we’ll want to look into expanding past the western mountains. I imagine the Rakarens will need someone to help them manage their territory for a few generations, and we of the Hearthwood Clan will be ready to step up.”

There were a few chuckles from my high-ranking soldiers, and Comela seemed pleased at the thought that the Hearthwood might expand again within her lifetime.

We collected all the belongings of the true mages, and I awarded a huge number of aura fragments to peak mage acolytes who’d fought well. That included Katiana, Atilla, Ullua, and several other elves who’d been with me in the Hearthwood since the beginning. I truly hoped all of them could successfully bind an aura fragment and become new true mages for the Hearthwood.

Argona believed she had a way to connect all the prisoner’s collars in such a way as to create an artificial nexus and begin generating zeal crystals for our clan. I looked over her designs and realized they were quite similar to my own original line of thought, so I gave Argona the run of the place and promised to finance any material costs for the project. If her numbers were correct, the prisoners would more than pay for the cost of housing and guarding them, even if we had to keep them locked away indefinitely.

But I doubted that would happen. Already quite a few of them had offered to renounce their loyalty to the Rakaren royal family, and they’d graduated from prison cells to maid duty, helping around the settlement, though still collared and kept from using their magic. I suspected that would be a far more humiliating task for the true mages, considering they’d be at the beck and call of heartwielders. I imagined most of them would come around eventually.

The post-battle clean-up was extensive, but cleaning was thankfully something most of the elves in the Hearthwood were experienced in. Our latest batch of wisps spent their first week as living elves serving as little more than a clean-up crew, picking up broken pieces of rubble and learning basic spells as they helped put our town back together.

When the prisoners were safely secured, I called a council meeting to speak with the important and influential people throughout the town about our reconstruction efforts.

“I think we’ve outgrown the title of town,” I said as I glanced around the room. Attendance was limited today with so much work to do, but the stands around the council chambers were still flooded with people eager to see where clan funds would be allocated when reconstructing the Hearthwood. “I think while rebuilding we should keep that in mind. The new system of roads, streets, and sewage should be designed for a city. That’s what we are now, and we should plan accordingly.”

“Agreed,” Katiana said. “The roads were getting crowded enough that there was hardly enough room to haul a cart. Now that another batch of wisps has manifested, I doubt I’ll be able to enter my home without shouldering someone aside or taking a flying sword there.”

My daughter Sora submitted a series of proposals for road redesigns, and the rest of the time was spent with her competing with Comela for the allocation of funds. Thankfully, the Hearthwood had gained the collective wealth of over a hundred true mages over the past few days, so I planned to invest most of that into infrastructure and power for my home and family.

“...And that means you’ll both get all the funds you’ll need to build up our military training and cultivation facilities, while simultaneously providing expansions to commercial and residential interests,” I declared, satisfying both my daughters who’d been exchanging glares just moments before.

The council adjourned, and the merchants scrambled to file requests to lease land from me in what would become the most valuable storefronts when the reconstruction efforts were completed. I handed that duty off to my daughter Salla and assigned her sisters Aminel and Laminel to help her. Aminel and Laminel were my daughters’ by Illiel, and while neither of them had inherited their mother’s interest in administration they’d inherited enough of her aptitude for it that I was confident they could take care of everything, so I wasted no more of my time worrying about it.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










WITH THE HEARTHWOOD secure and the Rakaren forces dealt a crippling blow, I settled into the Hearthwood again. I had quite a few points to spend and this time I wanted to focus them more on growth and the Hearthwood’s future combat power than on our defenses.

“Mac,” I said aloud once I’d found somewhere peaceful and quiet inside the castle. “Let’s see those new rooms you mentioned earlier.”

Pillar of Magical Law [Cost: 4000 points]

This giant permanent landmark resembles the Stone Obelisk spell and allows the owner of The Wanderer to exert its influence over all types of zeal around the pillar. This lets the ship’s owner create magical laws, like forbidding the use of flight in certain areas or preventing others from using combat magic within certain zones. It is only effective on those of lower cultivation levels than The Wanderer’s owner.

Shield Generator [Cost: 3000 points]

This selective shield allows the owner of The Wanderer to set criteria for passing through it. It provides a powerful defense against intruders and spies, though it can be broken by a powerful enough physical or magical blow.

Pocket World [Cost: 2500 points]

Expansion of the Dimensional Storage. This tiny chunk of world can come into existence whenever in use by the owner and is attached to the Dimensional Storage and can be taken anywhere. It has two entrances, one accessible from the Control Center, and one summonable by The Wanderer's owner.

Armory [Cost: 1000 points]

A small room built for weapons storage. Weapons left inside will slowly grow stronger over time, and may eventually develop magical properties.

Lectern of an Emperor [Cost: 800 points]

Any speech given from behind this lectern will shake the heart and stir the desire of any who listens.

Palace Gardens [Cost: 400 points]

These palatial gardens soothe the mind of those who visit them and provide a place filled with vitality and nature zeal.

Kitchens [Cost: 600 points]

Any food prepared in these kitchens will be magically enhanced for flavor and power.

Shipyard [Cost: 1200 points]

This room exists for the purpose of constructing and launching space vessels, though it can also be used to produce ships to travel through air or water.

Goldmongering Lair [Cost: 5000 points]

This chamber is designed for use in conjunction with goldmongering magic, allowing The Wanderer’s owner to access their vast sums of wealth instantly.

Summoning Chamber [Cost: 6000 points]

This room allows the user to perform rituals to speak with entities from other worlds. At higher levels, this chamber will allow the user to open portals for the entities they contact.

[There are also the other rooms you rejected previously, such as the spa and relaxation room, or the car wash.] Mac added. [I didn’t mention the Shield Generator before because it wouldn’t work with your plan. It’s not strong either, and probably wouldn’t have held for long against the Rakarens.]

“Agreed. We couldn’t exactly lure the Rakarens into the Hearthwood if we had a shield keeping them out. But I see other uses for this shield. I suspect spies will come our way eventually. Depending on how strictly I can set these criteria, I might prevent them from entering, or at least make them a lot easier to discover.”

[Based on my understanding of the Shield Generator, that could work.] Mac agreed. [Simply make one of the criteria for passing through the shield to be not to allow anyone who had ill intentions against the Hearthwood, you, or your family. The shield uses some of The Wanderer’s passive mind magic abilities to sense surface thoughts on a scale I don’t think any human or elven cultivator could match. It is a truly remarkable mechanism, and we should be in awe of the beautiful and elegant machine that made it.]

Mac trailed off, as though waiting for The Wanderer to blush in response for his complement. I took the silence to mean that she had ignored Mac’s flattery, as always.

“Then that will be the first of my selections,” I decided.

Shield Generator purchased. (-3000 points)

“I’ll set that up according to our plans, though I think the Pillar of Magical Law would synchronize well with it. The Hearthwood is getting big enough that crime might be a problem among the lower leveled elves, and if I could leverage this pillar to help prevent crime, the entire Hearthwood would benefit.

Pillar of Magical Law purchased. (-4000 points)

“In fact, let’s table the Goldmongering Lair and the Summoning Chamber. I don’t use Goldmongering magic, and I don’t intend to summon any powerful entities from other worlds. But I’d like to add the rest to what The Wanderer has.”

Pocket World purchased. (-2500 points)

Armory purchased. (-1000 points)

Lectern of an Emperor purchased. (-800 points)

Palace Gardens purchased. (-400 points)

Kitchens purchased. (-600 points)

Shipyard purchased. (-1200 points)

Total points remaining: 9000

“Perfect,” I said. “It seems I have room for a few upgrades for existing rooms as well. Tell me what upgrades to the Cultivation Chamber, Medical Bay, Throne Room, and Ship Camouflage would do for me.”

Cultivation Chamber Level 5

Upgrading the Cultivation Chamber will enable wizard-level abilities and increase the time dilation abilities of the Cultivation Chamber to 8x normal speed.

Medical Bay Level 3

Upgrading the Medical Bay will create more chambers and automated systems for patient treatment, and create a landing pad for teleporting in patients using your existing Teleportation Towers.

Throne Room Level 2

Upgrading the Throne Room will add 3 additional follower slots, allowing more entities to use the Follower Reincarnation Chamber and allowing the user to check in on the status of their various followers remotely.

Ship Camouflage Level 3

Upgrading Ship Camouflage again will expand the area The Wanderer’s rooms can be spread apart and enable The Wanderer’s surface to change size, shape, and coloration more dramatically.

Cultivation Chamber now upgrading to level 5. (-2000 points)

Medical Bay now upgrading to level 3. (-600 points)

Throne Room now upgrading to level 2. (-600 points)

Ship Camouflage now upgrading to level 3. (-600 points)

Points remaining: 6200

I debated saving the remaining points, but I knew I’d rather have those points working for the good of the Hearthwood Clan while I was away, so I spent the rest of them upgrading the crafting rooms and the shipyard.

Alchemist’s Laboratory now upgrading to level 5. (-1400 points)

Drafter’s Study now upgrading to level 4. (-800 points)

Smith’s Workshop now upgrading to level 4. (-800 points.)

Automated Fabrication Station now upgrading to level 4. (-1200 points.)

Shipyard now upgrading to level 2. (-2000 points.)

[And that brings the point total back down to 0. You’ll have to pick another fight before we upgrade anything else.] Mac said.

“I’d rather tour the Hearthwood and see what is working,” I said. “Maybe even spend some time in the dungeon while the rooms are being built.”

The Rakarens had been dealt a heavy blow today, but they were just one foe of many. I couldn’t forget the fact that Tivana and all of Deania were still in danger. I could only justify spending enough time here to maximize my gains while back in the Hearthwood.

Leaving Castle Mac, just about everything was under reconstruction. I considered that a good thing though, as moving all the buildings meant we could triple the size of the roads. My daughter Sora had made certain to plan for the future with her redesign of the network through town. The new city of Hearthwood would be modeled vaguely after the capital of Deania, which Sora had gotten a tour of from Baroness Jynna.

There would be an inner city for most of the Hearthwood’s most valuable buildings containing rooms constructed by The Wanderer. This would be the seat and residential area of the Hearthwood’s main family, which meant me, my women, and my children. There would be room enough for a palace to go with our castle, and as much as I hated to admit it, I knew my children might want homes of their own at some point, so we reserved lots in case any of them wanted to move out.

Around our family home would be places for those close to us. We were calling them branch families for now, though they wouldn’t become real branch families until some of my children started making families of their own. That was a frightening thought, and I tried not to think about it too much. For now, those portions of the inner city held Sava’s sister Katiana and a few other people I held dear since the Hearthwood’s early days.

I heard Mayatania set up shop there as well. She had an alchemy shop here just like she had in the capital. There was steeper competition in the Hearthwood, but also more access to cheap materials. I wasn't quite sure what she was to me yet, but Mac was happy to weigh in.

[She's part of your second harem.] Mac explained in exasperation. [Like those two you keep in Moonbow City. Really Theo, you should keep your women organized.]

"My what?" I asked.

Mac sighed. [You know how some powerful men back home would keep an occasional side piece? That's what this is. Your followers registered into The Wanderer are your wives, who enjoy the most closeness to you and the greatest access to your resources. Loyal women without as much favor to you can still gain your attention and become the equivalent of mistresses. Except since you have a harem of wives instead of one wife, you need a second harem of mistresses. Though I suppose some might group your second harem as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood and your harem as the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe differently. Hmm... this is a subject I'll have to put a lot of processor time into figuring out.]

Mac seemed to enjoy the thought of organizing my women, so I left the task to him. If he said Mayatania was part of my side harem along with the two Whitewood matriarchs then I was happy to call them that.

[I'm not the only one calling them that, you know.] Mac said. [As members of your lesser harem, the women of your main harem can order them around as they please. I'm sure Sava and Nela especially will enjoy having more minions to order about.]

"This is just one of those things I'll take as it comes, Mac,” I said with a shrug.

[Really, you should verse yourself on the proper procedure for these things.] Mac insisted. [Here, let me print up some notes for you.]

So I started reading about harems and their organization. Apparently, we'd unlocked libraries worth of this sort of information from The Wanderer's database. So I sat down and watched the Hearthwood rebuild itself while I read. With the aid of copious quantities of magic, new structures went up in the blink of an eye, bigger and better than ever. When the matriarchs returned, I doubted they’d recognize our home.



***


After tiring of the notes Mac gave me, I ended up heading into the dungeon below ground to get some more practice with Spell Eater while the rooms were built.

“Let’s go, Melise,” I said once I’d headed into the caverns below the surface. “We’ve hardly spent time together these past few months.”

“I agree,” Melise said, and her fingers trailed up and down my chest. “Truth be told, I’ve spent a lot of time cultivating recently. So much so that my master told me if I hope to stabilize my cultivation without resorting to years spent in your Cultivation Chamber, I need to absorb more vitality.”

I smiled and pulled Melise closer. “That’s a problem I can gladly help you with.”

Castle Mac was full of temporary offices while most of the Hearthwood was undergoing repair and despite Melise’s advances I still very much intended to go into the dungeon. But there was no reason I couldn’t make this trip a more playful one. After all, Melise and I were both vastly overqualified for the dungeon’s upper lairs by now.

I gave Melise a playful kiss as my Sword Storm blades cut through a dozen rats. I could control nine of them easily now, partly through practice and partly through releasing more of my aura into the world. Between so many blades the giant rats didn’t even have the chance to see me before I killed them, nor did they stand the slightest chance of running from me.

“Very impressive,” Melise said, clinging to my arm. She had no weapon on her, but her finger lazily pointed in the distance. “But watch my new spell.”

Something faint shimmered in the air around Melise, and I had trouble figuring out what exactly she’d done with her zeal. To me, it appeared to be a spell that had accomplished nothing at all.

“What was that?” I asked my companion.

“A luck spell,” a blush filled Melise’s cheeks as she recovered from the exertion of the spell she’d just cast. “Let’s go check your dead rats.”

Melise slipped out of my grip and skipped towards the dead rats. She looked at them but waited for me to flip the corpses over. Nothing seemed strange to me until Melise pointed at one of the rat’s eyes.

“Does that eye look unusual to you?” Melise asked.

“It does...” I muttered. I’d heard the butchers in the Hearthwood kept these as ingredients for enchanted items, so I pulled an ironwood knife out of my Dimensional Storage and pried the eye out of the dead rat’s socket. Sure enough, the eye was a dull silver color throughout with a set of three pupils in the center.

“Can you tell what it’s good for?” Melise asked eagerly.

Killing the rats had given me exactly enough points to use the Universal Analyzer on the eye, so I did so.

Death-Aspect Attuned Mutant Eye

This rare material comes from a mutant giant rat that has been exposed to large quantities of death zeal and learned to perceive and manipulate that death zeal in a manner similar to elven cultivation. Had the monster continued down this path long enough, it might have evolved to become a powerful death-aspect monster. This material is valuable for both alchemy and enchantment.

“It’s apparently quite useful,” I said as I tucked the eye into my Dimensional Storage. “I’ll let Sava and Argona bicker over it later.”

“Not bad,” Melise shrugged. “I’d hoped for a more awe-inspiring find, truth be told.”

My mind went back to the spell Melise had just cast. “You made it?”

“Not exactly,” Melise shrugged. “I merely changed fate so that we would be more likely to find something useful. The rat was a mutant before I cast the spell though, so whether I actually changed anything is a matter for scholarly debate.”

“So you mean to say you’re a living lucky charm?” I raised an eyebrow.

Melise blushed at my admiring gaze. “It was just a little luck spell.”

I pulled Melise into a tight embrace and had to resist the urge to make love to her then and there.

“Don’t call such a spell little,” I hushed her. “Because I plan to give you a big reward for learning it. Why, if you’re not careful, I’ll have you casting that spell all night and all day from here on.”

“Master said I could use some practice with it,” Melise gave me a peck on the cheek. “So maybe I can earn my way to a big, hard, throbbing reward?”

True to her word, Melise cast her luck spell at every opportunity. The dungeon monsters were few and far between, considering I’d ordered most of the upper lairs cleared out so we could keep the Heartwielders and non-combatants safe down here. Despite that, we still seemed to run into just enough monsters to keep our interest. More than that, they always seemed to have something special about them.

“Look, this raptor’s stomach was full of gold bars!” Melise laughed as glittering golden coins fell out of a hole one of my Sword Storm blades had poked in a Green Skin Barbed Tooth Crested Raptor.

“So it is,” I agreed as I nudged the gold with my foot. I pulled everything into my Dimensional Storage and heard an audible sigh from several elves behind us.

While most of the career dungeon divers could currently find better work helping repair the Hearthwood, there were some who refused to give the dungeon a rest, even for a single day. Melise and I had attracted their attention with our identities and held it thanks to the fact that we were unfailingly lucky with every kill. Each monster we slew seemed to be more valuable than a dozen regular monsters, and we were constantly stumbling upon hidden geodes filled with gemstones or rare enchantment materials.

The highlight of our trip was finding a hidden chamber guarded by several basilisks. After dispatching them, we discovered an ancient-looking manual containing a spirit art from the sixth golden age. I wasn’t sure what basilisks had been doing guarding a book, but presumably some long-forgotten unfortunate adventurer had left it behind in centuries past.

Enemies Slain! +200 points

The mage acolytes among the dungeon divers who’d followed us looked at the manual with both awe and envy, but it was for a water aspect spirit art and held no interest to either me or Melise. I tucked it away for the Hearthwood Clan’s spell library and told the crowd of gawkers behind us that they could stare at it as much as they wanted if they earned a chance to visit the clan archives.

A few of them left the dungeon then and there, as helping with the reconstruction effort above ground was one of the easiest ways to earn points towards rewards like a visit to the archives. Those who helped the clan would be helped by the clan.

I whispered to Melise to rest awhile instead of casting her luck spell, and when our next few finds were simply ordinary dead monsters and no more extraordinary finds, the rest of the dungeon divers following us left to scavenge for leftovers from the places we’d already looted.

“Alone at last,” I whispered to Melise as I brushed my lips across hers. My hands quickly found themselves beneath her behind, fiddling with the back of her shirt as my fingers snuck under them.

“I’ve never heard of anyone doing this in a dungeon before,” Melise blushed. “Well... not this kind of dungeon, at least.”

I chuckled and pulled Melise’s top over her head. Our lips locked again soon after and I wormed my fingers into her underwear, fingers probing for the damp slit there.

Melise worked at my clothes and I pulled everything into my Dimensional Storage to keep them from getting dirty on the cave floor. The moment our clothes were in my storage I watched a large clean sheet appear. Apparently Mac didn’t want us getting dirty either.

I happily accepted the sheet and laid it out on the ground a bare instant before Melise tugged me down on top of it. My nine Sword Storm blades orbited around us and my Layered Durability spell wrapped around us like a bubble. I touched Melise’s breasts, hips, and waist, admiring what her progression to true mage had done for the tone of her stomach and the perkiness of her breasts. I said as much, and Melise laughed in response.

“I’d say true mage has done a lot more for you than it did for me. Look, it gave you a third leg!” Melise gestured to my hardening member. While not quite large enough to be considered a leg, it was undeniably many times larger than it had been when I first arrived in this world.

Despite my size relative to Melise’s small body, I slipped inside easily and we joined together like a key in a lock. No monster dared disturb us as Melise reminded me of one of the many reasons I’d missed her so much.

Right now, I didn't have the patience for lengthy foreplay or gentle teasing. I inserted myself directly into Melise's hot and wet tunnel, and she gripped my back with her fingers as I did so. She moaned and I groaned as I thrust into her, and we took great pleasure in each other's bodies, trying to make up for the time we spent apart.

Eventually, the peak of my climax came, and I released my manly seed inside Melise and across her stomach.

“This corner of the dungeon is rather dreary,” I said, “What do you say we walk a little further before going again?”

We were quickly nearing the end of what had been explored by adventuring parties from the Hearthwood Clan, but I’d caught glimpses of this deeper level of the dungeon before. A vast underwater ocean lined this level of the cavern, filled with many massive sea monsters. I threw a hook and line in with a bit of rat flesh on the end and fished for a few true mage monsters while Melise and I enjoyed the view.

“I think I snagged something again,” I said as I reeled in my fishing rod.

“Wait!” Melise held up her hand, “Before you reel it in, let me cast my luck spell.”

She did so, and when I reeled in my line we found the chest I’d snagged with my hook was an ancient box made of bronze, still sealed watertight despite however long it had been in this murky underground pool.

The chest was locked, but the lock holding it shut had a loop of metal on it, no thicker than my finger and entirely unenchanted. My fingers tore through the mundane metal as easily as pinching a bit of warm butter in two, and suddenly the chest was open.

“It’s filled with books,” I said, pleasantly surprised, as the spirit art book we’d discovered earlier had been by far the most valuable find of this dungeon dive.

“Good,” Melise sagged against me. “Because I put three times the power into that one.”

“It was well worth it,” I said as I flipped through a dozen different spells. A few of them were even of the earth aspect. They were all spells meant for mage acolytes and heartwielders, but perhaps they could give me the inspiration to come up with something of my own. Besides the spells, there were also books on enchantment theory, alchemy, and all manner of other disciplines. None of it was extremely rare, but it was all valuable information. If there was one line in any of these books that Sava or Argona couldn’t figure out for themselves or the books they’d bought in the capital, then these tomes were worth their weight in gold.

I picked up the last tome in the pack which was thicker than most and arrayed in a central position, as though it had been the prize of the entire collection.

Treaties on the intervention of the orcs:



Towards the end of the Third Golden Age, elfkind was nearly extinct. Only through the intervention of the Wargod Grognak and the introduction of a new bloodline of elves was the elven population restored. The action of the orcs was not done entirely out of generosity, but rather to design and insert a weakness in elfkind in the hopes of turning elves into eager and willing playthings for his people to satiate themselves upon.


In my research, I have traced lines of elves with a natural inclination towards submitting to others, especially powerful men, against those who tend to take a more dominant role and have found a correlation associated with the line of wisps brought to this world by the orcs. This cannot be a natural occurrence, especially considering the lack of powerful elven men. Thus, I must postulate that this modification to our nature is intentional, and perhaps the lack of powerful elf men is another change meant to make elves more willing to submit to become orc thralls...



“Some light reading,” I chuckled as I flipped through the pages of the hefty and massive book. “Thank you Melise, I’m sure all of this will find a place in the clan archives.”

"Sounds... interesting," Melise blushed as she flipped through the pages of one of the other volumes to find a picture of a proud and haughty elf with a sword in her hands and a kneeling submissive elf panting with her tongue out. There were a lot of diagrams in the books detailing the author's years of careful... research. "I'd read with a bit of skepticism, Theo. To me, it seems like the author was polishing her pearl the whole time she was writing this."

The title and blurb intrigued me, if nothing else. It contradicted a few things in the Book of the True Man, but that wasn't unexpected. I never entirely believed the orcs when they claimed they were the ones who brought elves to this world, since we had ruins in the Hearthwood that were at least several thousand years old. But I was curious to see what the elves thought about their distant history.

I tossed the book into my Dimensional Storage. Mac would record it and move a copy into the archives. As I opened my Dimensional Storage, I noticed a new prompt that I hadn’t seen before.

Open Pocket World?

I’d nearly forgotten about this purchase from The Wanderer, but it had been one of the things I’d been most interested in trying out. I routinely ran into the problem of needing to bring living things along with me, and having a pocket world, even a small one, would certainly make a lot of things easier.

So I touched the button and a tiny line appeared before me. That line widened before my eyes, pushing aside the space to the left and right to leave an empty gap. The gash in space expanded until it was the size of a doorway, beyond which there was a large empty chamber.

Melise poked her head inside. “Amazing. I’ve never seen so much of nothing in one place.”

“It does appear to be rather empty,” I said as I glanced around.

The chamber was of an indeterminable size and filled with a soft white light that permeated everything and left no shadows anywhere. Beneath me, the ground felt spongy, as though it was made out of a cloud.

[Try this.] Mac said in my head. Instantly, a set of controls appeared in my vision, like a screen only I could see that would allow me to customize the Pocket World. I fiddled with the settings and turned the sky into something that resembled the view from the Hearthwood, complete with images of trees lining the edges of the chamber.

The pocket world was fairly small overall, about a hundred paces in any direction. Mac assured me that was more than suitable for a pocket world, though there were ways to increase the space if I truly needed more room.

“Can you turn it into a meadow?” Melise asked curiously.

“I think so,” I muttered as I flipped through a series of selectable menus. Eventually, I found one of several selections that would produce something like a meadow and selected that option.

The ground around me shifted and shimmered as though we were wrapped in an incredibly detailed and realistic illusion. Flowers sprouted at our feet, turning pink, red, purple, and orange as they littered a rapidly growing field. Melise had an idea, and she dashed outside to grab the sheet we’d laid on the dungeon floor. She hauled it into my Pocket World and tossed it on the ground in the middle of the meadow.

“What are we doing with that?” I asked, already having a few ideas.

“Remember how we used to break in all the new rooms?” Melise teased. She flopped over backward onto the sheet, tugging at the shoulder straps holding up the dress she’d only recently put back on.

“Oh, I remember,” I said with a laugh. Then knelt down and helped her get her dress off.

Her body was as soft and eager to receive me as it had been the first time, and she had just finished absorbing the last of the vitality from the seed I’d given her before. Which meant to help her the most with her cultivation, I’d need to give her a second dose.

So I did just that. For the next several hours my tool plowed her damp and fertile valleys. While deep inside her, I felt something hard press against the base of my cock, and I was reminded of the fact that I’d extracted eggs from the rest of my women, but not Melise.

“Is there something you’ve been hiding from me, Melise?” I asked as I touched Melise’s abdomen.

“Uh...” Melise went still and stiff, trying to give me a seductive smile that could blink my worries away with the flutter of her eyelids.

“You won’t get away from your duties as a matriarch that easily,” I teased. Then I pushed on that little spot between Melise’s hip bones, working and prodding as I slipped my fingers inside. Out popped a golden egg speckled with red, which I immediately encased in several layers of my Layered Durability spell before tucking it into my jacket pocket.

That was the only egg Melise had for me this time, so I have it a gentle pat and let Melise shake off the blissful numbness that came with laying an egg by sleeping in my arms. Eventually, duty called and Mac sent me a message saying Argona was looking for me, so I closed up the Pocket World with Melise still napping and headed to the surface.






CHAPTER TWELVE










“FATHER! MAC SAID you built something meant to create space ships!” Argona said excitedly. She was waiting outside the exit to the dungeon, and I guessed that Mac told her where I’d be popping up.

“Is that room done already?” I asked curiously. “In that case, we’ll have to explore it together! But first I have something to drop off in the castle.”

I didn’t mention that the something I had to drop off was Melise, but thankfully I was able to enter my private bedroom and shut the door. My daughter tried to follow me in at first, but I distracted her with a book before shutting the door.

The door to my Pocket World popped open an instant later, and there was Melise in the center of the chamber, still asleep. Truthfully, it didn’t look like more than a moment had passed since I’d left her, and I suspected no time had gone by within the Pocket World at all.

I slipped the egg out of the pouch in my pocket and made my way down to the Resurrection Tree. The incubation chamber was just off to the side, and Argona rejoined me, book in hand as I placed the egg in the small warm chamber.

“Another little sister,” Argona said. “Huh.”

“You’ll have quite a few more, soon enough,” I chuckled. “I left an entire clutch in the care of the Blackgorge Tribe. And the one before that in the palace.”

I wondered if those eggs back in the palace had manifested into bodies yet. I’d received word that they’d turned into wisps, so those wisps should turn into elves any day now. I hoped I hadn’t missed their first moments.

Argona and I walked over to the Shipyard which had just finished upgrading to level 2. The room had multiple floors, which was new to me for one of The Wanderer's rooms. Until now, all of them had consisted of only a single chamber. Presumably, this was so tall rocket-shaped things could be built inside the facility, then I could open up some hatch at the top of the rocket and fly it out.

“Incredible!” Argona said as she ran ahead of me. Like a giddy schoolgirl faced with a mountain of goodies, she ran from machine to machine, gasping and gazing in wonder at everything she saw. “I recognize some of these enchantments from the spaceship you found in the dungeon!”

I glanced around and realized I recognized some enchantments as well. I nodded appreciatively as I realized the Shipyard was admittedly well outfitted. Truthfully, it was better than my workshop back on earth.

“Not bad...” I muttered as I glanced around, turning over the various tools and appliances. The Wanderer had provided me with several hull pieces, not that obtaining such things would be a problem with the Automated Fabrication Station at our disposal. I could cook something up quickly with what was already here.

“But father... how do we use any of this stuff?” Argona asked me. “I’ve been studying the spaceship we found for ages, but I can’t make heads or tails out of it!”

Basic Spaceship manufacturing knowledge packet available. Buy for 200 points?

I pushed the notification aside. This was one thing I didn’t need a knowledge packet for.

“Argona, let your dad teach you a thing or two,” I said to Argona.

I found a whiteboard and drew out a few basic space vessel designs. All of them were of a simplified drone type that couldn’t handle a pilot, but I thought that would be better. Why cart a person into space when I could just send a teleportation array up and save the weight? Getting out of an atmosphere was very difficult, and I didn't want to make that job harder for someone new to the task like my daughter.

Normally, the hardest part of the process was sourcing good parts. Thankfully, I was working with The Wanderer, and there were plenty of advanced parts either up for grabs or just a few points away. After a few queries with Mac, he produced a quantum entangled energy coil without too much expense on my end. That meant we could skip the fuel reserve and save the weight on that as well, at least for this initial design.

This first space vessel design didn’t have any magical components at all, it was strictly a scientific instrument based on the methodology I learned back on Earth combined with specific parts I had Mac fabricate. But that was hardly fair to my daughter, who specialized in magical enchantments. And I wasn’t so stuck in my ways to not see the value in using magic, even if it did feel like cheating. Why build a complicated life support system when three tiny enchantments could accomplish the same thing?

Not to mention the fact that the Shipyard could only produce the most rudimentary computer processors, and they also were too complicated for Mac to build in the Automated Fabrication station. So I regretfully built that portion of the space vessel to be managed by a spirit art inside a basilisk spellheart.

“Oh, I get it!” Argona said. “This spaceship is essentially a golem!”

“Yeah, I guess it is,” I shrugged, still wishing I could have shown my daughter how to build a space drone the real way. “I’ve got to admit, this certainly went faster than I thought.” Something about the shipyard just made the project go so smoothly. All the materials were right where I needed them, and the automated grabbers and manipulators arranged the project such that everything was perfectly oriented. What should have been the work of hours was done in minutes.

The fact that my thoughts were clearer and faster than they had ever been in my old life helped as well. It was like I’d already built this thing a thousand times in my head and putting it together in real life was little more than assembling the components in the correct order. The thing that slowed me down the most was stopping to explain what I was doing to my daughter and letting her try her hand at putting the ship together.

“How are our flight simulations looking, Mac?” I asked my AI companion. Running simulations based on the results of the sensor readings had been one of his jobs when we worked together before coming to this world, so the task came back to him as easily as mine did.

[Everything seems like it will work optimally.] Mac replied. [You should be able to achieve your target orbit within five meters of accuracy. Truthfully, I feared your squishy organic brain started slipping, but your current design would have been above average, even back when you were in top form!]

“It helps that I have such a cute little assistant,” I said aloud, giving Argona a pat on the head while she tightened a bolt. I could have just welded the ship together with magic, and I would do that in the future, as that would be lighter, quicker to build, and stronger. But for now, I wanted my daughter to have the full experience.

“I think that was the last part,” Argona said as she wiped sweat from her brow.

I inspected her work. She’d bundled and labeled every wire, and each part of the ship was tucked away. Upon completion, the vessel was about the size of a telephone booth, with just enough room in it for a teleportation array and a couple of elves to stand if they got close together. That tiny booth was round with a cone on the tip for aerodynamic efficiency, with a large engine underneath to get it into orbit.

“Well done, Argona,” I said. “Let’s paint it, then you can have the honor of the launch.”

The paint wasn’t strictly necessary, but I thought it added a nice touch, and it let us put the colors of the Hearthwood Clan on the space vessel.

“Now if I really wanted to save on costs, I could fly this ship up myself as high as I could get with my flying sword, then launch it from there,” I suggested. “If I got high enough, I might even be able to throw it most of the way into orbit. But this time I think it’ll be fun to just launch it from the ground. Do you want to do the honors?”

Argona pushed the big red button, and the engines for the booster rockets strapped to the side of our space ship activated. The ceiling in the roof of the shipyard opened up, and the spaceship prepared for liftoff.

I’d stopped by the Alchemist’s Laboratory to brew up a bit of liquid fuel before the quantum energy coils took over, and the booster rockets burned without a hint of smoke as they flew over the Hearthwood, catching the eyes of many elves throughout the settlement as they went about rebuilding their city.

I felt my Layered Durability spell give way once the rocket got far enough into the air. I’d kept it trapped in a protective spell for safety’s sake while it was near the settlement, but now that it was flying on its own, those were no longer needed. The two booster rockets fell off and the rocket’s rear lit with a dull red glow as the main body soared upwards under the power of the energy coils which were supplied energy directly from a generator here on the ground.

I noticed most of the Hearthwood was watching as the rocket disappeared behind the clouds, and many of the elves were pointing with awe and wonder.

“That will be the first of many such ships we send up,” I said. “By the looks of this shipyard, we could make something ten times as big if we just scale everything up.”

I glanced towards Argona, only to find she was no longer at my side. Instead, she was already working on another ship.



***


As the space vessel settled into orbit around the planet, I set about reworking my Everlasting Jade armor. The armor was powerful as it was, but I couldn’t help but feel I was under-utilizing what was supposed to be a legendary material. Everlasting Jade was sought after by artisans everywhere.

Why? Because it bonded with its wearer? Perhaps because other enchantments could be worked into the material and integrated with it? Or maybe because it was strong and durable?

A bit of investigation turned out it was all the above. I’d created a dense network of interwoven enchantments in Spell Eater, and I could do the same for my Everlasting Jade armor. I spent the next few days in the Drafter’s Study, which now had several tables in it instead of just one. My armor received a multitude of enhancements, most notably a new system Argona had devised for adding healing talismans directly to my armor. That meant I wouldn’t have to toy with slips of paper in the middle of battle anymore, I could just send a bit of magic to my armor and feel restored.

I thanked Argona for her contributions, though truthfully I still felt something was missing, like the Everlasting Jade worked synergistically with something, and I needed to find that one other ingredient and combine it with my armor to make something truly remarkable. In any case, I knew this armor would serve me well into the wizard ranks, and likely beyond if I continued to upgrade it.

My crafting duties had increased recently, thanks in no small part to the amount of iron the Hearthwood Clan was using in our weaponry. It was beginning to become more than I could handle alone, so I commissioned a set of heavy-duty suits meant for elves that would allow them to work in the Smith’s Workshop. I enjoyed the room as my private workplace, but after the recent upgrades, the chamber was big enough that I could hear the echo of my hammer striking the anvil each time I pounded on a piece of armor. That was just too much workshop for one man, and I didn’t want to be the linchpin in the Hearthwood’s military supply chain. So Malla the tailor was working on suits that would let a few assistants work in the workshop while I was away.

I also spent some more time in the Alchemist’s Laboratory. While Sava was around, she did all the alchemy I could need. But since she wasn’t here, I decided to test out the new room myself. There were seemingly endless quantities of glasswear set up on rows upon rows of workbenches, hooded for the protection of the users. There was even a machine in the corner of the room that would make custom glassware with the right inputs. I’d never seen it before, but Mac assured me it had appeared two room upgrades ago.

I settled down with a couple of body cultivation formulas that I’d obtained off the body of Belrar of the Yellowmountain and set myself to the task of brewing magical potions and making pills.

The Unbreakable Body Elixir (four star)

This potion, refined from the spellhearts of powerful earth-aspect monsters, strengthens the user’s bond with their skin and makes progression to the Silver Skin realm of body cultivation much easier.

Limit Shattering Pill (four star)

This pill, created from the blood of a ferocious earth-aspect predator, can be used to temporarily enhance the energy flow of an earth aspect body cultivator’s body, increasing their chance of a breakthrough to the Silver realm.

Endless Abyss of Earth Potion (four star)

This potion serves as a dense source of earth zeal that a body cultivator of the earth aspect can use to rapidly fill their body particles and is frequently used in conjunction with other pills and elixirs to empower them to build up to a breakthrough to the Silver realm.

I was crafting all three materials for one purpose. I wanted to reach the next level of the World Titan Fiendbody. Doing so would require immense quantities of earth zeal, far more than doing so with the Blackgorge Fiendbody would have taken. But if the leap in physical strength from switching body arts was any indication, the extra power required was well worth the trouble.

Brewing the potions was easy, and it gave me the chance to spend some time with several of my children who worked as alchemists for Sava. They showed me the ins and outs of the new lab and between that and the knowledge packet I’d long since downloaded for alchemy, I quickly got the hang of things.

“Ha! Guess who’s a four star alchemist himself now!” I grinned as I looked at the table full of potions.

“Incredible, father! I’m sure my mother will be urged to hurry her efforts and become a five star alchemist when she hears of this,” Salla covered her mouth as she imagined her mother learning I could brew four star potions too.

I waved a hand. “Better not tell her. If she thinks I'm competing with her, she'll be brewing potions night and day when she returns. Besides, I’m sure Sava could have succeeded twice as frequently as I did. I killed a lot of earth aspect monsters in the plains around Moonbow city, so I had plenty of high-quality materials to work with.”

The Stompers I’d killed turned out to be rather useful for alchemy, and my daughters had been eagerly eying the parts I wasn’t using. In the end, I passed the scraps along to them, which they quickly turned into countless two and three star potions that would drive mage acolytes around the Hearthwood wild with greed.

But that was none of my concern, and I headed to the Cultivation Chamber. I dialed up the time dilation and consumed everything I’d just spent the day brewing as I pushed with all my might against the upper limits of Bronze Marrow.

Time Dilation activated. -200 points.

I settled down cross-legged in the center of the room. The Endless Abyss of Earth potion filled my body with earth zeal, which I forced into my World Titan Fiendbody particles. My aura fragment reared its head, eager to add the energy to my true mage cultivation instead, but I denied the phantom serpent its request.

After pushing myself to the very peak of capacity for Bronze Marrow, I began reorganizing my zeal. Converting my entire body cultivation from the Blackgorge Fiendbody to the World Titan Fiendbody had been long and laborious, but it was finally complete and my body had fully taken to the changes.

Reaching the Silver realm meant a qualitative improvement in the strength of my body, and one drop of zeal contained by the body of an orc at the Silver realm was worth more than a bucket in the hands of a Bronze realm orc. That immense difference in quantity came from reaching a new layer of complexity. Instead of each vessel of zeal in the body being made of simple bubbles of various shapes and sizes, the reservoirs of zeal were complex structures and shapes, interwoven throughout the body and sharing energy with one another.

I wanted to enter Silver Skin, so my skin was where these changes would have to start. I held a perfect image of the World Titan Fiendbody in my head, and I knew exactly how to go about transforming the particles already in my skin to the ones I saw in my vision.

Knowing how to do this and actually doing it were two entirely different things though, and I barely held the particles together using all my knowledge and ability. An ordinary orc without a mind spellheart would find this an impossibly difficult task, and because of that, they wouldn’t be able to cultivate the World Titan Fiendbody even if they knew how.

But I was uniquely gifted with the right tools to make this work. I turned up the time dilation on the Cultivation Chamber to 5 times real-time, as I knew this would take several days of concentration.

Bit by bit, I converted one region of my body to the Silver realm at a time. My body felt like it was enduring an increasing amount of pain that went from a mild burn to feeling as though I was immersed entirely in lava.

If I stopped at any point during the transformation process, I could permanently injure myself, so I continued working until the last skin particle was fully converted from Bronze Skin to Silver Skin.

You have successfully broken through to the Silver realm of body cultivation with the World Titan Fiendbody. You are now at Silver Skin and are classified as a level 30 body cultivator.

My body cultivation was now officially a level higher than my spirit cultivation, and in theory, I could use techniques that would put me on even footing with a wizard. Orcs didn’t quite get the boost that wizards did upon completing their aura, but there was no denying they became more powerful.

“Mac,” I said aloud as I leaned against the wall, recovering from my vast mental exertion. “Show me if we have any wizard-realm techniques compatible with the World Titan Fiendbody.”

[The collection is actually rather large, considering you upgraded the Cultivation Chamber for wizard-level abilities and also looted Belrar of the Yellowmountain’s body. Not to mention what you sent me from the Blackgorge Tribe’s archive. I’ll take the liberty of removing all the standard techniques and just showing you the best of the best.]







Silver Realm techniques compatible with the World Titan Fiendbody

Penetrating Gaze (Technique)

Allows the user to see through earth as though it were as clear as water. This ability can be used to peer underground or even look through illusions.

Cost: 1000 points.

Earthen Transformation (Technique)

This ability allows the user to transform their body into stone, disguising themselves as a boulder or rock.

Cost: 2000 points.

Titanic Force (Technique)

Allows the user to briefly increase the strength and depth of power their body can exert to massive levels, allowing them to shatter their physical limitations and temporarily exert tremendous power.

Cost: 2500 points.

Magical Shattering (Technique)

Allows the user to turn physical strength into waves of mystical energy, which can effect even purely magical phenomenon like mind or spatial magic.

Cost: 5000 points.

Complete Regeneration (Technique)

With this ability, there is no wound that cannot be healed, and no damage that cannot be remedied. With this power, so long as you are still living, it is only a matter of time before you are whole again.

Cost: 2000

Absolute Bodily Defense (Technique)

This ability defends the user from poison, sickness, and disease by further empowering their body to give them greater control over their body’s internal processes and letting them exert their magical influence internally.

Cost: 4000 points.

Extraordinary Senses (Technique)

This technique allows the user an incredible depth to their senses of sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell. While using it, they can hear their name spoken from leagues away and distinguish the tiniest variation in sights and smells from immense distances.

Cost 1500 points.

Bodily Supremacy (Technique)

This series of exercises bestows the user with complete mastery of their body’s sense of pain and distress, as well as makes them aware of every portion of their body and its inner workings. Obtaining it allows the user to know exactly how they are injured and have an extensive intrinsic understanding of their own being. This lets the user understand how an injury will impact their fighting ability and better gauge how they physically stack up against their opponents.

Cost: 3000 points.

“Interesting...” I muttered as I glanced through the options. I didn’t have the points right now, but I immediately realized there were several items I wanted to learn from this list as soon as possible. Namely, Bodily Supremacy, Complete Regeneration, and Extraordinary Senses. Titanic Force and Absolute Bodily Defense would be useful as well, but I was worried about stretching myself too thin so soon after reaching the Silver realm.

With my recent room upgrades, I’d blown through all the points I’d collected recently, and the quick trip I’d taken through the dungeon with Melise involved less extermination for points and more sexy time than I thought it would. So I’d need to head down there a few more times if I wanted to buy any of these new abilities.

I wanted to prepare myself as best I could before I returned to the capital, and part of that meant getting my women back from the World of Struggle and Strife. Perhaps with them I’d be able to fix what I failed at before and slow the incoming orcish advance into Deania at the worst possible time.

With everything urgent taken care of, I wanted to resume harvesting points. There were more rooms to buy and abilities to be gained, and all of those were things I needed points for. Thankfully, the monsters scattered around the Hearthwood seemed to be endless, and there were no small number willing to hurl themselves at me to be slaughtered.

Besides, I had a new Silver Skin body to test.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










THE FIRST THING I did was travel north. Besides the Shadowblade Beasts, there was nothing there that could pose a danger to me, so I merely skirted around the edges of their territory and flew over to the mountain range where the Shadowblade Beast and I lured the Sky-Touching Kilobeast through to the northern side.

The Hearthwood was stretching its wings beyond our forest, and it was past time we contacted our northern neighbors of our own volition. I flew over the mountain range and skirted their base until I came to a stream of fresh and clean water, then followed that stream until I came upon a village.

“Greetings!” I said as I came across the tiny hamlet populated by only a couple of elves. They stopped their work and daily chores as I approached, and it quickly became apparent that they were all close relatives.

My suspicions proved correct when a silver-haired elf stepped out of the largest structure in this wilderness land. She waved her hand and a pair of skeletal gorilla-like creatures started hauling out valuables, likely hoping a gift would make me a bit more friendly.

I waved my hand to stop them and assured the villagers that I just wanted to get their perspective on the war.

“I’m just the matriarch of a tiny tribe,” the village’s silver-haired leader shrugged. She was the only mage acolyte among all her children, though some of the heartwielders were getting close. “I know nothing about the war, just that a pair of mage acolyte level undead told us we couldn’t use the trade route north for fear of drawing the attention of the giant monster the Circle of Necromancers has somehow gotten to start patrolling the border between us and the Lifekeeper Sanctum and the Golden Sword Society to the east,” she spat out those last two names, as though she was afraid speaking them would foul her tongue.

The matriarch of that tiny village gave me an extremely general idea of what was going on, but after visiting a few more small villages and one minor town, I started getting a bigger picture.

Basically, the Lifekeeper Sanctum was a long-time enemy of the Circle of Necromancers north of here. Such an enemy, that when the necromancers settled this barren wasteland and started carving it into a home, the Lifekeeper Sanctum parked their tents right next door so they could make war with the Necromancers any time they wanted. What the Lifekeeper Sanctum had hoped would be a mop-up quest destroying the last remnants of their hated enemy ended up being a generational conflict that had lasted for hundreds of years.

When Princess Tivana sought an alliance with the Circle of Necromancers in the hopes that their undead would prove to be useful in overcoming the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s mind magic, the Lifekeeper Sanctum invited the Cult of the Unblinking Eye to their home city for a talk. Whatever the cultists said must have been very convincing, because afterward the Lifekeeper Sanctum now followed the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s leadership in all things, and had become some of the cult’s most devout followers.

The Golden Sword Society’s relationship with the Lifekeeper Sanctum was very similar to the Fateweaver Society’s relationship with Deania. The Lifekeeper Sanctum held all the lands except for a few special lodges, but the Golden Sword Society had free use of the country and tight relations with the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s leadership. The Golden Sword Society was nothing more than an association of several schools’ teaching cultivation, but their students were some of the most powerful cultivators in their corner of the continent.

The Golden Sword Society has always been less hell-bent on destroying the necromancers to the Sanctum’s western border, but the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s zealous hatred had crept into their lower ranks. Eventually, the Golden Sword Society let the Cult of the Unblinking Eye talk them into a visit from a couple of Archreavers. Soon after, the Golden Sword Society was leading the fight against the necromancers.

My analysis of the necromancer’s military front was somewhat worrying. I caught glimpses of plenty of undead abominations and lesser monsters closer to the eastern border, but based on what I’d heard of the recent battles, the necromancers were confined entirely to their ancient towers and fortresses, all of which rested upon powerful sources of death zeal.

Without those, there was no way the necromancers would be able to fight against the combined might of the Lifekeeper Sanctum and the powerful cultivators of the Golden Sword Society.

Worse, the Golden Sword Society had slipped past the front lines and used their powerful wizard-realm cultivators to exterminate villages and towns with impunity while the powerful necromancers were all busy on the front lines.

To those powerful necromancers, hearing that their families and clans were slaughtered while they were off defending their homeland was a serious blow to morale, and only the threat of being slaughtered themselves kept them working together. Despite the threat to their existence, the Circle of Necromancers had already publicly dealt with a few deserters who wanted to give up everything and flee.

In short, the Circle of Necromancers were slowly losing ground. Not only would they not be able to finish off their foes and help princess Tivana, but they might also very well collapse themselves and leave the Deanian Queendom faced with every enemy except the Rakaren Queendom, who I’d already dealt with.

It was clear the Hearthwood would have to secure its northern and southern borders. Bolstering the necromancer’s rear line by outfitting small villages and clans might help them hold their forces together long enough for me to figure out a way to deal a devastating blow to the forces attacking them.

So I told each of the towns and villages I visited, that if they needed trade, they should head down a road leading south. That road would pass through the mountains and head to a small city known as the Hearthwood, which would have all the goods they needed and sold plenty of weapons with which to defend themselves.

I built the road I mentioned with earth magic on the way home and carved out a tunnel between two mountains too. My powers as a true mage let me bore through solid rock, but to my surprise, I found punching to be faster. Even with no enhancement at all, my fists carried the weight of crashing boulders behind them.

Each blow shattered rock for a dozen meters in any direction, and I could scoop through stone like shoveling sand if I wanted to. With my new power, all earth was like wet clay, ready to be sculpted to my will.

The path was carved, and I continued it most of the way through the Hearthwood until I came to a pleasant spot for what would become our northernmost trading outpost. It was within the range of what Mac could keep tabs on and had a stream nearby. It would make a nice place for a village.

I built one of the water filtering towers we were using back in the Hearthwood to provide fresh water and constructed a small walled complex of buildings over the course of an hour. I notified Mac to have one of my daughters man the outpost for a few days and get a feel for what we could sell and buy from these necromancers to our north.

As I worked, I was attacked by no small number of creatures. The monsters north of the Hearthwood were aggressive and angry, and I wasn’t shy about making a racket. I intended to teach the local wildlife to stay away from this place as quickly as possible, so I laid out plenty of zeal crystals and spellhearts so any daring monster would sense the power up for grabs.

One by one, monsters trickled in as I worked.

Green Poisonbreath Wyvern (early true mage, level 21)

Dire Shadowstalking Wolf (late mage acolyte, level 19)

Nightmare Owl (mid mage acolyte, level 16)

Stone Tusked Boar (late zeal accumulation, level 9)

Enemies Slain! +1300 points!

Truthfully, none of the monsters posed much of a challenge to me. Only the wyvern had been of the true mage rank, and it had died with a single punch. The rest of them didn’t even last that long.

I finished constructing the trade outpost before the day was half over and returned to the Hearthwood to find several of my children waiting for me. I had Mac remind me of each of them by name.

Salica Greenstem Hearthwood (late zeal accumulation, level 7)

Your third daughter by Sava. She’s been working as an alchemist and running the Alchemist’s Laboratory while her mother is away.

Myrus Waterbeetle Hearthwood (late zeal accumulation, level 8)

Your first daughter by Assyrus. She’s been working as a soldier in the Hearthwood’s army and has become somewhat famous for her talent as a painter as well.

Sielus Waterbeetle Hearthwood (Early mage acolyte, level 10)

Your second daughter by Assyrus. She’s a career dungeon diver, intent on striking it rich thanks to the bounty of the dungeon.

Aminel Frostweaver Hearthwood (late zeal accumulation, level 9)

Your first daughter by Illiel. She’s been working as a soldier in the Hearthwood’s army, dealing primarily with logistics.

Pelise Songstone Hearthwood (late zeal accumulation, level 9)

Your first daughter by Melise. She’s working as a spirit healer in the Medical Bay, helping elves reach mage acolyte and resolve problems with their internal energy flows.

Altease Songstone Hearthwood (late zeal accumulation, level 5)

Your second daughter by Melise. She’s been working as a combat medic in the Hearthwood’s army.

Comela Songstone Hearthwood (early mage acolyte, level 14)

Your first and currently only daughter by Nela. She’s a unit commander in the Hearthwood’s army.

“Salica, Myrus, Sielus, Aminel, Pelise, Altease, Comela!” I spread my arms wide. “What are all you girls doing up and about?”

“We heard you wanted to go out hunting for points again,” Comela said. “The Hearthwood’s army needs help to get rid of a few true mage level monsters that have moved south after the Shadowblade Beasts took over their old hunting grounds. The old Riverweed tribe settlement is in danger, and several members who’ve resettled the area have already been slain!”

“Hold it, Comela!” Sielus shouted in protest. “I need father to lead me down to the fifth layer of the dungeon! There’s valuable stuff down there, if he can just get rid of the Crimson Eye Observer blocking the path! I just need to borrow him for a few hours at most.”

“Not so fast,” Pelise said. “My mother said I should spend some quality time with my father, so I wanted to see if my spirit healing could help him cultivate!”

While the rest of my daughters fought over my time, another young elf ran up, swinging a fist full of papers in one hand.

Argona Violet Hearthwood (early zeal accumulation, level 3)

Your daughter by Eltiana. You placed her in charge of the Drafter’s Study, though recently she’s been spending a considerable amount of time in the Shipyard.

“Not you too, Argona!” Comela protested. “You already had father for your little flying ship project!”

“I... need... father... too...” Argona panted. “New... spaceship!”

I realized my children would likely descend into bickering once more if I didn’t take charge, so I used my Patriarch voice and said, “Okay, I’ll make plans with all of you. It sounds like everyone has a project that will benefit the Hearthwood, so I’ll help see to them all. We’ll just have to do it one at a time. Now, whose task is the most urgent?”

In the end, we agreed that Comela’s task was the most pressing in nature. “I’ll take care of Comela’s monsters, then meet up back here for some dungeon diving. Then spirit healing, and finally I’ll help Argona build the Hearthwood’s next spaceship.”

That settled, I left with Comela for the old Riverweed settlement.



***


“These are terrifying monsters!” Comela warned me. “They're big winged creatures with teeth and claws! They can tear a mage acolyte to pieces with a single bite. We tried to take them on as a group, but I lost three soldiers trying it. Ullua ordered us back after that. I realized we were going to have to wait for you to take it on. Or maybe Argona’s golems. But if we used Argona’s golems, that’d been an embarrassment to all the soldiers in the Hearthwood Clan.”

“But using me would be fine?” I asked curiously.

“Of course. Recruiting my sister’s help would be calling for the aid of an equal, but there’s no shame in asking my father to save us,” Comela explained.

I didn’t quite get it, but I was happy to slay a few true mage monsters for my clan regardless of the reason. I cast Layered Durability on Comela and figured that would hold up against all but the toughest true mage monsters. I still wanted Comela to keep a safe distance, but I planned to kill these monsters long before they could so much as glance in my daughter’s direction.

“There they are up ahead!” Comela warned me in a hushed whisper.

I scanned the Riverweed settlement and spotted a few Silver Clawed Tree Crawlers. But they were too minor a creature to be the subject of Comela’s fear.

Then I saw a flash of green among the upper trees, perched atop one of the tree houses the Riverweed tribe favored.

“Watch out, they can breathe poison from their jaws,” Comela added as a final warning.

Green Poisonbreath Wyvern (Early true mage, level 21)

“Oh,” I chuckled when I recognized the creature. “Don’t worry, Comela. I killed one of these this morning.”

Sure enough, it was identical to the monster I’d slain while carving a path between the center of the Hearthwood and the settlements to the north.

Comela glanced at me, eyes wide. I gave her shoulder a squeeze.

“This won’t take more than a moment,” I said.

Then I crouched, knees bent. In one massive leap, I sprung off the ground, caving in the dirt for twenty meters in all directions and toppling several trees. Comela herself was undisturbed thanks to my Layered Durability spell, but the rest of the ground around her looked like it had been struck by a meteor.

The force of my leap shot me through the air towards the Poisonbreath Wyvern. It blinked in surprise at the sudden noise and turned towards the two of us in slow motion. It was barely opening its jaw the tiniest fraction when my jump carried me to it. I tucked my chin and barreled it aside, though to my surprise the wyvern couldn’t even handle the force of my jump. My shoulder snapped its neck upon contact and the monster’s head tore free from the sheer force of my momentum.

Enemy slain! +300 points!

I glanced at my shoulder, which was covered in a combination of blood and green bile. I’d have to change my shirt before working with Pelise and Argona.

“Anything else?” I called Comela. I had to yell because my charge had sent me soaring three hundred meters into the distance. I landed on the ground with a thud, kicking up a cloud of dust as I brought my immense speed to a standstill.

She didn’t respond, and I realized why an instant later. No less than seven Green Poisonbreath Wyverns were scratching and clawing at my daughter, stopped only by my barrier around her. They must have swooped down from the sky in the brief opening my charge had given them. One of the wyverns was larger than the rest and seemed hell-bent on devouring my daughter, barrier and all.

I waved at the cloud of dust between me and Comela as I finally slowed to a stop. Then I pulled out my flying sword and redirected my path forwards towards one of the Hearthwood’s giant trees. I caught myself against the tree’s side and launched back in the direction I’d come, snapping the gargantuan tree as I sprung off it.

I landed next to Comela, crushing another wyvern as I landed on the ground. Its bones squished into dust under my feet, and I reached out with both hands and grabbed two wyverns by the throat. The thick cords of muscle dwarfed my hands by so much that I couldn’t even wrap my fingers around a portion of the wyvern’s necks. Even the smaller wyvern stood ten meters tall. And the only reason I could wrap myself around two at the same time was that both monsters had been in the middle of trying to bite my daughter’s head off with vulnerable extended necks.

Since I couldn’t wring their necks, I just pinched with my thumb and forefinger. The unstoppable strength of the World Titan Fiendbody ran through my hands and my fingers carved through monster flesh like crumpling wet paper. I tore two fistfuls of meat aside and cast them to the forest floor before jamming my fingers back inside the monster’s necks. They roared and screamed as I tore into them again, and this time I rummaged around inside them until I felt hard bone.

I grabbed the vertebrae inside either monster’s neck and tore those free, severing their spines with a tug. Both monsters collapsed to the ground, and I went after the other five.

By now they’d taken notice of me, and the closest pair had gone from trying to attack Comela to trying to attack me. That worked fine by me, and when one of them tried to bite me, I caught its head in my hands and twisted it around until the skull popped free.

The other lashed out with a claw, but I punched its limb and broke it with a lackadaisical strike before jamming my fist through the underside of its jaw and into its brain.

The remaining three wyverns were only now realizing they were in far over their heads. Both the small ones reared their heads and purple mist shot out of their jaws. The mist stank horribly and was clearly laced with poison zeal. I pinched my nose to cut out the stink and realized my clothes were definitely going to be ruined after this.

Besides the smell, the poison bounced off my body, unable to affect the World Titan Fiendbody. With a step, I launched myself to above the wyverns and crashed into one of the monsters. I jammed my hands into the fleshy parts at its back, fingers piercing flesh again with ease. I felt something hot and pulsing against my wrist, so I wrapped my fingers around it and tugged.

The monster screamed as I pulled, and when the organ came free of the wound in its back, I realized I held the monster’s beating heart in my hands. It dripped with blood and I was afraid of showing my daughter too disturbing an image. So I hastily tossed the wyvern heart aside.

My throw carried incredible speed and force with it, and as long as I was throwing something aside, I realized I might as well throw it at my enemies.

So the flying heart crashed into one of the two remaining wyverns, sending the monster flying backward into a nearby tree where its bones snapped one after another and left it a pile of misshapen flesh.

That just left me and the biggest wyvern of the bunch.

Green Poisonbreath Wyvern Queen (Late true mage, level 29)

This last wyvern was twice as large as the others from horn to tail at nearly twenty meters. If I didn’t know better, I might even call it a dragon. Before my arrival, it had actually broken through the outermost layer of my Layered Durability spell. Six more of those, and it might have been able to threaten my daughter. That was something I couldn’t allow.

The Wyvern Queen tried to turn and flee the battle. It raised its arms and flapped its wings, but I latched onto its tail just as it was taking off.

It tried to fly away despite my grip, but I anchored myself to the ground by burying my heels in earth reinforced with zeal. I pulled the wyvern back to the ground, and it whimpered pathetically at me.

The monster looked at me with wide eyes, looking for all the world like a lost puppy. I supposed this was its way of begging for its life.

“I don’t think so,” I said as I raised my hand to finish the monster off.

“Father, wait!” Comela halted my hand. “I’ve heard tales of elves using wyverns as mounts to fly instead of using swords. Maybe... you could...”

Comela blushed, despite the surrounding carnage. I glanced at the wyvern, which had a trace of intelligence behind its eyes, which was far more than its kin had possessed.

“Are you asking me if we can take it home, Comela?” I asked.

“...It would make me look really impressive while leading the troops...” My daughter said shyly.

I chuckled. “Fine. You can have a pet wyvern. I’ll have Mac clear out the old Blightstone Elemental Monster Den and we can use it to house your new mount. I just want you to make sure you’re safe with it though, it’s a peak true mage monster, and I don’t want you bringing it around the Hearthwood without some way to control it.

Enemies Defeated! +1300

“The Claw Tamer’s have methods for an elf to control a more powerful monster!” Comela happily assured me. “Thank you, father!” Comela gave me a giddy hug. “And might I say, you fought incredibly! I’ve seen no one fight like that! You tore those monsters apart with your bare hands!”

“Yes, it’s a rather barbaric way of dispatching your enemies,” I chuckled as I pulled the wyvern corpses into my Dimensional Storage. “But it gets the job done and doesn’t get my weapons dirty. Just my clothes.”

“How strong are you really, father?” Comela asked me seriously.

“I’m not really sure,” I answered honestly. My power had skyrocketed as of late, and even I hadn’t tested the upper bounds of my strength.

“Ullua says it’s important to find your limits,” Comela said. “That way you can fight smartly and you know when to attack and when to run.”

“Ullua is wise,” my daughter passed me some sound advice, and I wondered what the limit was for my new strength.

We headed back to the Hearthwood, and the Wyvern Queen followed meekly behind us. I shoved it into the Monster Den on the way back and Mac promised me a fresh set of clothes once Comela explained the state of my wardrobe after excitedly recounting the gory details of our battle.



***


Refreshed and redressed, courtesy of Mac, I headed off to meet up with several of my other children who were all intent on going into the dungeon.

Salica, Myrus, Sielus, Aminel, and Altease were all waiting for me by the entrance of the dungeon.

“Hey Dad, ready for adventure!?” Sielus shouted as she waved. My five children stood armed and armored, and I activated my Jade armor so I’d match them. Also, the armor would protect my clothes so I wouldn’t ruin them this time.

“I certainly am!” I said. “Lead the way girls, let’s adventure!”

The first three layers of the dungeon held nothing worth mentioning. I activated a couple of my Sword Storm blades and took care of any rat, centipede, or undead that came our way. I kept my power as a true mage in check with the Cultivation Concealment technique so our enemies wouldn’t be too frightened to attack us.

My children started making a little game of trying to kill a monster before I could take care of it, but they never quite managed it.

“So I noticed you hit mage acolyte, Sielus,” I said appreciatively. “Congratulations. I’m sorry I missed your ascension ceremony.”

Sielus blushed. “It wasn’t much of a ceremony. I used the Medical Bay. Some of the older mage acolytes look down on those of us who just treat reaching mage acolyte as a medical procedure instead of going through the whole ceremony, but when I heard how much it boosts your chances of a successful advancement, I wasn't about to try the old-fashioned way.”

“Bah, people will always try to look down on you for just about anything,” I shrugged. “Don’t let it get to you. What about the rest of you girls, I noticed some of you are close to mage acolyte as well?”

The rest of my children confirmed they were nearing the time for their own advancement. When they heard my encouraging words to Sielus, they also decided they’d use the Medical Bay as well.

“We’ve rocketed through the zeal accumulation ranks,” Salica said. “That’s thanks to having parents who were both already mage acolytes, the spellheart recrystallizations, and all the food we eat from the Hydroponic Farm.”

“Are others jealous of your fast progress?” I asked.

Salica shrugged. “Not really. They know why we’re cultivating so quickly. We’re the children of the matriarchs. And not to mention the clan's incredible patriarch.”

“Yes, you certainly are, but don’t let it go to your head. I expect you all to keep working hard! I saw Comela earlier, and she’d already reached mid mage acolyte. I’ll feel a lot more comfortable if the rest of you girls could do the same. You don’t know how dangerous this world is for a heartwielder, and many of my lowliest enemies might come to kill you for something your mothers and I did. You need to become strong enough to protect yourself.”

“Yes, father,” my children intoned as my Sword Storm blades sliced through a pair of raptors in the distance.

We followed the tunnels downwards. With me leading this group, we encountered nothing that could even get close to us through the first three levels of the dungeon. There were a few basilisks on the fourth and a larger insect monster I hadn’t seen before, but most of those were sedentary creatures. Towards the end of the level, we encountered a dungeon obstacle in the form of a massive round boulder that rolled back and forth across a groove in the floor, threatening to crush anyone who stood in its way.

Behind it was another round boulder doing the same thing at different intervals. Anyone who ran past the boulders would need to time their passage just right to avoid being crushed.

“This one is a little tough,” Salica explained. “You have to wait until the second bolder is at the far end and the first one is just changing directions. We’ve found the best place to run across is right on the left side by the wall.”

I waved my hand. “No need for any tricks like those, girls.”

I held up a hand and caught the massive rolling boulder, which was a stone the size of a house. My fingers sent cracks running through the stone’s surface as the massive rock came to a sudden halt. Then I walked by and stopped the next one, just like the first.

“How did you get so strong, father?” Salica asked in amazement.

“Opening all those jars for Sava finally paid off,” I joked. “No, it’s body cultivation. The orcs practice it, and I happen to have a particularly powerful body cultivation art.”

“That’s right! I heard you went to the World of Struggle and Strife recently! What was it like?” Pelise asked.

“I did more than that,” I chuckled. “I traveled there and back the hard way! On the way home, I actually got flung through space!”

“You flew through the empty void?” Pelise gasped.

“I sure did. Let me tell you the full story.”

I recounted events in the capital, taking a chance here and there to explain my history with Sam, Princess Tivana’s conflict with Illiel’s mother, and everything else that had happened after I left the Hearthwood.

“Huh. I never thought about having a grandmother,” Aminel said thoughtfully. “Let alone an evil one.”

“I’m afraid your mother is better suited to answering questions about Countess Frostweaver than I am,” I shrugged. “But if she tells you anything you can repeat to me, please do. I’m awfully curious about her as well, and your mother doesn’t like to talk about your grandmother.”

Soon we found our way to the lair of the Crimson Eye Observer my children had told me about.

“That definitely looks like the scorch marks from a Crimson Eye Observer’s lair,” I remarked as I ran my fingers across the ground.

“We even caught a glimpse of the creature just ahead of us,” Sielus explained. She was the most experienced dungeon-goer besides myself, so she took charge of her siblings now that we were in a dangerous zone.

I used this moment to recast my Layered Durability spell on my children and had them group close together so the various layers could work synergistically with one another. Despite the protection, though, I still wanted them to remain outside while I dealt with the Crimson Eye Observer. These monsters were nothing to scoff at.

“How peculiar. This doesn’t look like a nexus seal,” I muttered. Truth be told, I’d allowed myself to get a bit excited when my children mentioned a Crimson Eye Observer. The intensely magical creatures needed an enormous amount of ambient zeal just to float in the air and move, so in the past, we’d always found them hovering around a nexus seal.

I’d hoped to uncover a fourth nexus seal hidden in this Crimson Eye Observer’s lair, but peering into the chamber it was dwelling in, I didn’t see any sign of accumulated zeal crystals.

“You girls stay back. Keep close so my defensive spell works on you. If necessary, use those shield talismans Argona made,” I instructed as I poked my head in for a look.

“Kick some giant floating eyeball’s ass, father!” Sielus pumped her fist in the air eagerly.

I planned to do just that, though I wasn’t sure if these things even had an ass to kick. I walked into the chamber and quickly realized the Crimson Eye Observers inside had been listening to our conversation. I didn’t know if they could understand elvish, but they were sentient enough to know how to lay a trap for me.

The moment I entered the chamber, no less than six beams of fiery disintegration targeted me for annihilation.

Crimson Eye Observer (late true mage, level 29) x6

A year ago, just one of these beams would have cut me to pieces. Now, I was more worried about ruining a second set of clothes.

Thankfully, my Everlasting Jade armor activated in an instant, and the beams of light did nothing.

The jade-colored armor grew warm to the touch, but it absorbed the beams of destructive light like they were little more than sunlight. My jade armor seemed to grow shinier with each passing moment, and soon it was reflecting portions of the Crimson Eye Observers' own powers back at them.

I hadn’t yet had time to finish constructing my helmet though, so when the Crimson Eye Observers realized their assault on my armor was backfiring on them, they turned their attention to the bare skin on my face.

I held up my hands to shield my eyes, but even the concentrated beams of six Crimson Eye Observers weren’t enough to scorch the skin of someone who’d reached Silver Skin.

I didn’t plan to sit around and let these monsters shoot me. My Sword Storm blades had entered the room ahead of me and were already circling around. The blades hissed as they traveled through the soft spongy bodies of the Crimson Eye Observers, skewering them from behind.

My Sword Storm blades killed three of the Observers outright, but three others had shifted slightly so my blades passed through them but severed nothing vital enough to kill them instantly. They desperately fired more beams of light out of their eyes to keep me at bay, but I shielded my vision and lashed out with a blind fist.

The punch popped one of the remaining Crimson Eye Observers like a balloon, and I stepped on another to pop it underfoot. I wrapped my hands around the eyestalk of another and pulled until the final Crimson Eye Observer was in my grasp. Then I drove my fingers into it and splaying my hands as I felt for something resembling a brain inside the mushy thing.

Whatever I broke in there killed the monster quickly, and the last Crimson Eye Observer collapsed to the ground, dead.

Enemies defeated! +2200 points.

I happily accepted the points, then pulled the Crimson Eye Observer bodies into my Dimensional Storage to be disassembled. The Wanderer had obtained a few more aura fragments for me, and I was certain the Hearthwood’s butchers would get a few more out of the bodies thanks to the enchanted tools Argona had designed.

I took one last look around the chamber to scan for enemies. Other than a few normal-sized rats, it seemed perfectly safe, so I called my children in to investigate the room with me and help me figure out what the Crimson Eye Observers were doing here.

“The room definitely has a high zeal concentration,” Salica said. “It reminds me of the nexus seal before you opened it. But there’s no nexus seal here?”

“You’re right, but it certainly feels like there should be a nexus seal somewhere nearby. The zeal concentration here is too high to be caused by anything else,” I agreed.

“What’s that in the center of the room?” Sielus used her keen treasure-attuned dungeon diver senses to pick out a tiny discrepancy in the center of the room. She dusted and scraped at the thin layer of grime covering a particularly flat chunk of floor to reveal a large ironwood panel. It had no handle, but I could pry it up with a bit of earth magic to reveal a thin shaft traveling downwards.

“The zeal must come from down there!” Salica realized what I was already thinking.

“Agreed. Let me try to get a feel for the chamber,” I sent one of my Sword Storm blades down. Ever since giving my aura fragment a bit more control, it had become easier to use these weapons without seeing them. Now I could just barely sense the area around them, as though my aura was looking out through the blade and reporting what was around the weapon.

“What’s down there, father?” Sielus asked eagerly. “Is it going to make me... uh, I mean, our family, rich?”

Pelise tapped her sister on the shoulder. “We’re already rich by most standards. But more zeal crystals will certainly help me heal those who’ve damaged their spirits through poor cultivation techniques or botched attempts at early advancement.”

“I do sense something that feels like zeal crystals,” I confirmed. “Strange how there’s a tunnel leading down there. I can’t find any exits to the room either, like this chamber was intentionally almost sealed off. We’re going to have to widen the hole in the ground.”

Before, I could have never dreamed of using earth magic to force a dungeon to do anything, but now I had another option. The dungeon was certainly not devoid of ley lines, and the dense flow of zeal through the tunnel had carved many of them into the tunnel leading downwards itself.

“Everyone, hop into this Pocket World of mine so I can jump down there,” I said as I zipped open the recent addition to my Dimensional Storage. Then I activated Unearthly Movement and slipped into the ley line.

An instant later I reappeared on the ground. The room was nearly pitch black besides the incredibly faint beam of light from the hole in the ceiling, but my eyes were good enough now that such dim light was more than enough to see by.

Still, for my daughter’s sake, I shook up a few light potions and tossed them on the ground to provide illumination. Then I walked the length of the room from corner to corner, looking for anything dangerous and tapping on each wall to make sure nothing was about to jump out at me.

A brief glance determined that sure enough, this was a nexus seal chamber. Zeal crystals clung to the walls like ripe fruits waiting to be plucked. Light shone in a steady rhythm, pulsing like a magical heartbeat that spread zeal throughout the room.

Once I was certain the chamber was safe, I opened my Pocket World back up. My girls stood there, backs turned to me, just as they had been when filing into the chamber.

“Hope you didn’t get bored in there, girls,” I said.

“Did something happen, father? Did your movement spell not work?” Salica asked.

“No, it worked just fine,” after a few more questions, I realized no time had passed inside my Pocket World at all from the moment I shut it. I had suspected that might be the case, but having it confirmed was useful.

The girls and I crawled all over the room, and I handed them a set of pickaxes so they could get to work dislodging zeal crystals from the wall. Like the other chambers, this nexus room was filled with precious stones that could provide concentrated energy valuable to any elf walking the path of zeal cultivation.

With my Dimensional Storage lending a hand, we quickly swept away all the zeal crystals into storage.

“Don’t tell your mother,” I whispered to Salica, “but this chamber had the most zeal crystals of all the nexus seal chambers we've found!”

It was true. The room was about six times as big as the original nexus chamber we’d found and had about that many more zeal crystals to boot. I guessed it was older than the others, and hence the reason it had six Crimson Eye Observers above it instead of just one.

Regardless, I planted my feet before the chains barring the nexus seal. They’d originally been intended for me at the peak of true mage, and I fit those qualifications now. I only gave my aura fragment access to five of its layers, but my aura fragment was special, so those five layers were more than enough to devour the lingering aura on the chains.

An instant later the nexus seal was broken, and zeal flowed through the chamber, pushing at me like a gust of wind. I made sure my Layered Durability spell was still working to protect my children, then helped the rest of the seal break down and give the energy it had locked away for ages back to the Hearthwood.

“There goes seal number four of seven,” I said, staring at the fading enchantments. This was one more blade to add in the Hearthwood’s belt to point us towards becoming a truly powerful force.

When all seven nexus seals were last open, the Hearthwood had been known as the Devilbeast Wilds. It was a deadly place filled with monsters like the Shadowblade Beast, Blightstone Elemental, Sky-Touching Kilobeast, and the Axe-beaked Salamander. Dean had driven all the truly powerful monsters into a pocket dimension to keep both me and his fledgling nation of Deania safe from these potent creatures.

Before we allowed the pocket dimension to completely crack open by unlocking the seventh nexus seal, the Hearthwood would need to be powerful enough to handle the tide of monsters imprisoned there. In the back of my mind, I wondered how many of my children would need to reach my current level before we were ready for a challenge like that. Or what level I’d need to reach myself.

“Let’s head back up,” I said once the chamber was clear. My kids filed into my Pocket World, and I used my Unearthly Movement ability to take us all back to the surface.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










I DROPPED THE girls off to count loot. While I’d taken care of the monsters, they’d scoured the dungeon for anything of value, and the trip had gotten them all something nice, not to mention the cut of the zeal crystals I issued to each of them for helping me find another nexus seal. So they were all off selling their wares now or turning their new items into potions or adding them as power to their cultivation bases.

[Actually, I know Sielus is looking for true mage monsters she can talk you into killing so she can loot their homes of anything of value. I know that because she’s asking me that question right now and hoping you're available again.] Mac projected into my mind.

“If she's got any powerful ones, you’re welcome to tell her I'm free. I planned on hunting more monsters for points anyhow. I might as well spend some time with my kids while I’m at it.”

[Done.] Mac replied. [You have another appointment for tomorrow afternoon. Right after you get back from your trip with Comela in the morning.]

“I have something planned with Comela in the morning?”

[She came by earlier to ask that you clear out a group of true mage monsters that the Hearthwood army believes will quickly become a threat as the Hearthwood expands toward their hunting grounds.]

“I see,” I muttered. “And let me guess, Argona wants me to build more spaceships with her after I’m done with both?”

[Yes. In fact, you're due to be there right now. Truthfully, she did not believe you’d finish all she had planned in just one day. She asked me to pencil in a few hours of your time for her in the Shipyard every day for as long as you continue to stay in the Hearthwood.]

“Looks like I’ll be a busy patriarch,” I said. “But if Argona is so excited about building spaceships, I am too. I think sending off a few more satellites to bridge the gap between worlds will be good. It will leave us with a long-term bridge between the Hearthwood and the World of Struggle and Strife.”

[I’ll have a pallet of Teleportation Arrays delivered to the Shipyard and use the Automated Fabrication Station to print up a few more hull pieces for you.]

Mac’s spaceship supplies arrived at about the same time I did, so I made my way to the Shipyard and found my daughter already hard at work constructing her latest creation.

“I redesigned this one to be twice as large as our last one!” Argona said. “Doubling the mass will increase the fuel requirements, but I think if you’re willing to use a little more magic, we can overcome that easily with enchantments.”

Without a further word of greeting, Argona excitedly dragged me over to her blueprints and started describing in detail all the nuances of magical rocketry.

“Hmm...” I muttered as I examined the blueprints. “It looks... different,” Argona had removed most of the technological components in favor of magical ones. I didn’t blame her, as the magical components were far easier to understand. Often they were better too, though not always, especially not in deep space where the power of anything but Drafter’s diagrams seemed to get progressively weaker away from the planet.

As I explained my concerns, I watched my daughter’s face fall and her head hang. Seeing her expression, I hastily worked to correct my tone. “But it still looks like it will work! I just want to make a few tiny changes for optimal efficiency.”

I explained many of the technological components of a spaceship a second time. My daughter was an incredibly fast learner, and she could already recite most of what I’d explained to her before. With a second lesson, she turned that knowledge into understanding.

“So that’s what the Ohm’s Law thing you’ve been mentioning is,” Argona said after I gave her a quick math lesson. “I never dreamed charge between two points could be quantified! In Drafting, I always just worked by feel until I hit the right balance.”

“Oh dear, it looks like I’ve given away another of my secrets!” I said in mock fright. “It’s only a matter of time before my daughter surpasses me completely!”

Argona threw the notebook at me over my silly antics, and then we teamed up once again to assemble this second, much larger spaceship. We were calling these things space way stations because that’s essentially what they’d be for elves teleporting from one world to another.

“You know, Argona,” I said slowly. “You’re going to have to reach the true mage realm if you ever want to actually use the stations yourself. To be honest, I don’t think I’d feel comfortable taking you into space until you’re at least mage acolyte."

“We put shielding in place for the cosmic particles you mentioned!” Argona protested.

“And that’s the only reason I’d let you aboard one of them before true mage. But truthfully, you’ll likely have to reach that level. Unless we build a ship we can fly into the atmosphere, there’s no way to reach any of our space way stations except by teleportation array.”

Argona pouted. “I guess I’ll spend a little more time cultivating...”

Building another spaceship with my daughter went rather well, and we sent another one rocketing towards the stars successfully.

More members of the Hearthwood Clan gathered around the Shipyard now that the reconstruction efforts were winding down, and there was even a minor celebration as the second rocket took to the skies.

“I never thought I’d be leading an interstellar power so soon,” I said. “It feels like only yesterday I was playing with mud.”

The Hearthwood had a long way to go before we were launching entire fleets of starships, but I was only now realizing that such a day would come, and I’d likely still be around leading the Hearthwood Clan when it did.

“That was a beautiful launch,” Argona agreed. “But I think we could get a little bigger. Want to work on the next one?”

“Nothing distracts you from your work, does it, my dear?” I laughed. “Tell you what, we can draw up the blueprints, but then you have to spend the rest of the night and tomorrow morning cultivating. Pick one of your spellhearts and stick with it until you reach mage acolyte. Go and get a few spellheart enhancements. With the number of talismans you’ve been selling, I bet you have enough money saved up to power through zeal accumulation as quickly as you can stabilize your power. Trust me, the benefits of reaching another realm will be worth it. I'll even pay you for the work on the spaceships from my discretionary spending account with Mac.”

“Alright, father,” Argona agreed. “I suppose I’ll give reaching mage acolyte a serious go. It will be nice to get it out of the way so I can focus on crafting more.”

I told Mac to transfer some additional funds to Argona's account, but to make sure she spent them on cultivation supplies. Then I spent a few more hours working on the blueprints with Argona before giving her some cultivation advice and giving her a spellheart enhancement myself. Then I had her plant her rear down in meditation, eat a healthy meal full of vitality and perfect for stabilizing her cultivation base, and then returned to Castle Mac while she cultivated herself to sleep.



***


Melise was waiting for me upon my return. She’d finally recovered from me extracting her egg and was waiting patiently.

“Theo!” Melise said. “The gardens The Wanderer constructed are lovely! You have to see them!”

“Oh, are those done now too?” I asked as Melise grabbed my wrist and dragged me through the castle to the secluded main entrance to The Wanderer. The Command Center looked shinier than it had before, as though the recent upgrades had brought many of the abandoned and forgotten consoles to life.

Melise led me to the room off to the side, near where the Personal Chambers were. She guided my hand through them and I passed into a large garden. At first I believed I was outside, because sunlight streamed down from overhead in bright waves, warm against my skin. Upon closer inspection, I realized this wasn’t quite the sky above the Hearthwood, but rather a cloudless idealization of it. The air felt flush with both nature and life, filling the chamber with a welcoming sense of warm beauty.

Unlike the Hydroponic Farm, the Gardens had real dirt and something close to real light. Instead of orderly rows of plant after plant carefully optimized for maximum productivity, plants sprawled around each other clearly tended to and well organized but with an eye towards beauty over efficiency.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Melise said.

“It certainly is,” I said as I closed my eyes and took a deep breath of the fresh garden air. It was like The Wanderer had taken everything I loved about the Hearthwood and distilled it into a single chamber. I opened my eyes and scrutinized the plants further. Some of them I recognized, but others were entirely new to me.

Purewater Mist Berries

These berries explode upon maturation, releasing a faint blue mist that is pleasing to the eyes and releases a large quantity of unaspected zeal, serving the same purpose as a zeal crystal.

Hundred-Fragrance White Rose

The scent of this plant has favorable effects for stabilizing the cultivation of those who spend time near it.

Immortal Sightgrass

This alchemist ingredient aids spirit cultivators in temporarily upgrading their mage sight to spirit sight, ordinarily only accessible after Immortal Ascension.

I picked a few strands of the grass intending to have one of my children do some research on them in the Alchemist’s Laboratory. I was certain Sava would be as excited about the new plants in this garden as she would be about the upgrade to the Alchemist’s Laboratory.

“Yes, this room will be perfect,” Melise purred. “I expect it will serve the same purpose the Personal Chambers did before it was occupied by our prisoner. Which means we should break it in the same way we broke in the Personal Chambers.”

“You think so, do you?” I asked Melise with a laugh. “You’re already up for another round?”

Melise answered me with a kiss, and that kiss turned into a warm embrace. I returned her affection, tugging at the strings behind her back as I gave Melise my full attention. Her top fell down, and I reached for her breasts, kneading them in my hands as Melise moaned into my mouth.

While I disrobed her, she did the same for me. Moments later, I felt my cock spring out into the open and Melise wrapped her hands around it. She ran her fingers up and down my length, squeezing it as it stiffened.

“I think I’m ready for another load of vitality,” Melise said.

“As a kind and generous patriarch, I’m always prepared to donate to that cause,” I chuckled as Melise stroked me to full hardness.

I ran my fingers around her cheek, toying with her neck and ear as Melise fell to her knees. I ran my hands over her head, possessively holding her close to me as she took me into her mouth.

Melise bobbed up and down on my shaft, as she had done many times before. She eagerly took my member in her mouth, and I decided not to make her work too hard today. She was well versed in her technique by now and quickly brought me to orgasm in her mouth. I released my load inside her mouth and a prodigious quantity of my seed gushed forth into Melise’s mouth.

She eagerly gulped down power as quickly as it came out of me and swallowed it all so that she could integrate the vitality in it with her own body and help stabilize her cultivation as a true mage.

“Wow, Theo,” Melise said when she finally had the chance to up for air. “I’ll be working on that load for a while.”

“Then you’ll have to work on it later,” I chuckled. “I hope you don’t think I intend to stop when I’ve got so much more to fill you with.”



***


Melise kept me company well into the night. She was warm in my arms and eager to please, and it was nice to give all my attention to her for a change. She’d worked hard for the Hearthwood, and I was certain her current training under Anya the Seer made her days long and hard. She deserved to relax while her master wasn’t forcing her to cultivate to the wizard realm with all speed.

Eventually, the night left us and Melise had to leave to integrate the vitality I'd given her and use it to prepare to raise her cultivation again. I had an appointment to keep as well, so I sadly left the gardens and the bed we’d had set up inside them midway through the night when Melise started to worry her rear was going to be stained green.

I headed to the Alchemist’s Laboratory, where I dropped off a sample of the Immortal Sightgrass. Salica was there, and she eagerly accepted the ingredient and promised to research the effect I’d seen listed.

“It's amazing, father! Though I have to warn you,” Salica said, “I’m guessing anything that can even mimic the weakest of an Immortal Ascendant’s abilities is bound to be at least a five-star potion.”

“If nothing else, you’ll have the research done for your mother, who I know will want to try to brew it herself upon her return,” I replied to my daughter. And that day of return was getting closer, especially if Argona and I continued to put up more orbital way stations. The World of Struggle and Strife was drawing closer, and the way stations we were building were tracing a line between the two worlds.

Salica bid me farewell, though we’d meet each other again for a second session of dungeon diving, arranged by her sister the previous day.

I went off to meet with Comela, who was first in line for my help for the day.

I showed up early and my daughter wasn’t there. The sun was only just in the sky, but I didn’t take my daughter to be the type to sleep in when she had an appointment. Shrugging, I wandered through the Hearthwood’s shops and bought a few breakfast snacks here and there at the new buildings that had opened up.

What had been nothing more than a few market stands mere months before were now rows of bakeries, ice cream shops, and fine dining establishments. Though there was only this one street, it wouldn't look out of place in the capital of Deania. I might have been biased in favor of my growing city, but I felt it was already a rival for Bronzeridge in scale and the depth of culture.

“Try this breakfast potion, patriarch! It’s formulated with everything an elf needs to energize themselves through a morning of adventure through the forest or into the dungeon!”

I tried the potion and found it tasted surprisingly like coffee. The alchemist who sold it to me confirmed it came from a type of roasted bean in the forest, and I ordered a second cup while I waited for Comela to arrive.

Except she never showed up.

“Hey, Mac,” I whispered, sending the message through to Mac telepathically. “Where is Comela?”

Mac replied in the same manner. [Is she not there with you yet? She scheduled you for this morning. Strange, she seemed quite excited to have you help her kill a few more problematic monsters. I wonder what could keep her... I’ll run a few scans.]

I waited impatiently for a few moments for Mac to respond. Then seconds passed. To an AI like Mac, that much time might as well have been hours.

“What’s wrong, Mac?” I whispered the words, slowly and nervously.

[I can’t seem to locate your daughter with the scanner. She’s not in the range of my sensors.]

“But the scanner’s range now covers most of the Hearthwood and parts of northern Deania. If you can’t find her, that means... find the last time you saw her, Mac. I’ll be asking around the settlement. Where is her unit supposed to be around now?”

Mac told me all he could about Comela’s whereabouts and started combing his memory banks for Comela’s location. I started heading to the Training Grounds to talk to Comela’s closest associates. The troops assigned under her knew Comela well and would likely have been the last people to see her.

“Commander Comela? She led us on a patrol of the forest this very morning,” one of the soldiers under Comela’s banner explained.

“Does she go to her room to catch some shut-eye after a patrol?” I asked.

“The unit commander?” The soldier asked. “Never! We think she hardly sleeps at all. Usually, she’s already at the Training Grounds practicing by the time we get here. That she never arrived was quite a shock to all of us until we remembered that she was supposed to meet up with the patriarch himself! Only... uh... I suppose you wouldn’t be asking these questions if she was with you.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” I ran my fingers along the underside of my jaw. “Tell me when was the last time you saw her.”

“We parted ways heading back into the Hearthwood. It was just past the first outpost that marked the outside of Hearthwood City, so that’s usually where we disband our patrol and everyone goes their separate ways. Commander Comela spotted a few loose bricks in the road and wanted to run back and mark them down for repair. She told the rest of us to go and head home,” the soldier shrugged.

“I see. Take me to these loose bricks,” I demanded, leaving no room for protest.

The Hearthwood soldier saluted and hastily left with me behind her. I headed outside Hearthwood City’s outer wall and we continued jogging into the forest until we came across a pothole in one corner of the road. The stones were perfectly smooth around it, but there were chips in the stone-like something heavy had fallen from one of the towering trees to either side of the hole and smashed the ordinarily flawlessly smooth stone roads.

I ran my fingers across the dirt. “Mac, do you have my current location?”

[Affirmative.]

“Go through all your scanner records of this area over the last four hours and track the locations of anyone who lingered in this area for over ten seconds to their current locations. See if you can identify any of them with your other sensors in that time.”

[Okay... hmm... a couple of merchants... a bug or two... the soldier standing next to you... that means this unaccounted for entity must be Comela.]

“Can you track her to her current location?” I asked.

[I wish I could tell you. By the looks of it, she just disappears from one scan to the next. She would have to move incredibly fast for me to not pick her up, and I've already scanned the area after her disappearance. She doesn't appear anywhere nearby after vanishing.]

I cursed, then turned to the soldier beside me. “Get me Ullua. We’re starting a city-wide elf hunt. I want every Hearthwood soldier combing the area for my daughter."

“Yes, patriarch!” The soldier saluted me and scampered back in the direction of the Training Grounds with an anxious expression on her face. It seemed like she was only now realizing that her commander was missing.

Minutes later Ullua was by my side, nodding along as I relayed my instructions.

“Break the soldiers into two groups. Half will scour the city, and half will search the wilderness immediately outside the city. Use the transmission stone network to keep in touch. We’re going to divide each section of the forest around us and scour it for anything of interest."

“Consider it done, patriarch!” Ullua agreed.

The townsfolk were alarmed at the mobilization of so much of the Hearthwood’s fighting force. I’d need to give a public statement to reassure them all. Thankfully, Mac reminded me that the new item I’d ordered in the Throne Room had finished constructing, so I called the whole council there, along with everyone in the Hearthwood interested in what was going on.

They filed in rather quickly. The Throne Room connected to several other rooms that were distributed throughout the city, so Mac could spread out plenty of entrances.

“So, Patriarch Theo. Why are we here?” Katiana asked, still nervously glancing over her shoulder.

“My daughter’s missing,” I said.

Katiana frowned at that. “You’ve searched her quarters and asked her sisters?”

“The Hearthwood’s soldiers are on top of that right now, but I don’t think they’re going to find anything,” I said.

Katiana rubbed her fingers together. “I understand you’re anxious for her, but be wary. Some of our recent new arrivals to the Hearthwood might not approve of so much fuss over one missing elf. I’ll do my best to keep the crowd under control, but there are a couple of rather spoiled new merchants who have been making their voices heard at the council meetings lately.”

I raised an eyebrow. "And you haven't kicked them out?"

Katiana shrugged. "They all have important connections. Just having them here opens up avenues for trade that wouldn't be possible for the Hearthwood otherwise. They're necessary and they know it. I've warned the worst of them to be on their best behavior around you, but there's one you might need to watch out for."

I snorted. As if any spoiled merchant thought they could lift a finger against me in my town. But I told Katiana I’d appreciate any help she could lend.

People trickled in, and soon the Throne Room was filled. Once we had a large enough audience, I stood up and spoke. “Attention one and all, I’m the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. I’ve mobilized the Clan’s military forces to search for my daughter, Comela. Her whereabouts are unknown. If anyone has any information regarding her disappearance or her current location, please step forward immediately.”

Most of the heads around the room nodded at that. Now that they knew there wasn’t another army on their doorsteps, many were content to leave and go about their day. I didn’t expect anyone to actually step forward with anything to tell me, so I was surprised when someone actually did.

“I have something to say,” a richly dressed elf in a long silken gown announced loudly as she glanced at her nails.

“You have information regarding my missing daughter?” I asked expectantly.

“No, but I think you’re terribly mishandling the situation. You see, I come from the city of Moonbow, and relocated my business here to avoid the war and capitalize on a few unique opportunities my family heard about. I think you should start by bribing the local guards to start the search—“ the richly dressed elf stopped suddenly when I cut her off.

“That will not work. If you don’t have any information about my daughter, then I don’t have the time to waste,” I wasn’t interested in being polite with someone who clearly wasn’t respectful of the city that was protecting her and didn't have the slightest understanding of the situation, or even how the Hearthwood worked.

“Well now! No wonder you lot haven’t found a place in polite society, despite your admittedly impressive talents for crafting,” the richly dressed elf huffed.

I stood straighter, and I felt the stress start to get to me. Comela was missing and having this pompous elf lecture me on politeness was getting on my nerves. I placed a palm on the Lectern of an Emperor, which I’d stood beside while speaking. The lectern trembled for a moment at my touch and I received a notification.

Activate Lectern of an Emperor?

I selected yes since the lectern was something I’d been meaning to test. As soon as the notification was out of my sight, I focused on the object of my displeasure. 

“Look at me,” I commanded. The eyes of the richly dressed elf immediately snapped to me, and to my surprise so did the eyes of all the elves in the room. My voice felt different somehow. I couldn’t place the changes, but every word felt more powerful the moment it left my lips.

“I am the Patriarch of the Hearthwood, and at its heart, that word means I am a father,” I began, and all eyes in the room were riveted towards me. “And one of my children is missing, possibly in danger. Why would I not do everything in my power to find her?”

At my words, the richly dressed elf collapsed to her knees, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes. “Such a wise patriarch this Hearthwood Clan has. So bold and dignified! I curse my foul tongue for speaking up in your presence, Patriarch Theo!”

I blinked in surprise at the complete and sudden change in attitude from the woman.

I glanced around the room to find the rest of my audience in tears at well.

“What beautiful words,” Another elf cried. “I must have a child soon so I can show them a tenth the compassion the Patriarch has for all of us.”

“My sister was really far too lucky to meet a man like you, Patriarch Theo,” Katiana dabbed at her eyes.

“I must work hard every day to live up to being born as a member of the Hearthwood Clan,” Salica declared as she stood in the back of the room.

I stared at my audience who seemed for all the world like they’d just witness some heavenly being step from parted clouds and speak words directly to their hearts.

“Mac, could you tell me what’s going on?” I asked.

[You activated the Lectern. That’s one of its effects.] Mac explained. [I suppose the settings are a bit too high. I’ll dial them down so your audience is emotionally stable enough to hear what you’re saying.]

After a few tweaks by Mac, the Lectern proved to be an effective tool in gaining support from the citizenry. All those who heard me speak while standing near it while it was activated had their hearts stirred. My words inspired and awed them, leaving those who heard me pledging their support to whatever cause I wished.

The power went quite far, too. At maximum power, even a simple ‘how did the chicken cross the road’ joke had half the Hearthwood rolling on the floor laughing their lungs out. I decided to play with the Lectern later once our current crisis was averted.

It would be an undeniably useful too, but it also unnerved me. Already, my mind was thinking of ways to bring every powerful individual in Deania before the lectern. It would be so fast and so easy to bring order to the region and accomplish my goals… but at the same time, using such methods would make me the same as the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

With a reluctant sigh, I turned the lectern off and flipped a cloth over it. I wasn’t ready to take things that far. Not yet.

Once the citizens of the Hearthwood were informed of what was going on, I left to speak with Ullua again and inquire for any progress reports she had for me.

My hopes weren’t too high on that front. If Ullua had found Comela, she would have stopped the search and sent a transmission to inform me. The fact that she did not meant my daughter’s whereabouts were still unknown.

“Got anything for me?” I asked.

“No, but I overheard some of that wonderful and encouraging speech you gave,” Ullua said. “Don’t worry, Patriarch Theo, we’ll be hunting for your daughter through the night, even if it kills us!”

“I’d rather it didn’t kill you. Please, don’t keep anyone searching that long. Comela would be furious if I worked her comrades to death looking for her,” I placed a comforting hand on Ullua's shoulder. "But make sure everyone gives it their all.”

“No soldier of mine would ever dream of slacking with a task like this on the line!” Ullua saluted.

After the citizens were taken care of, I joined the search myself. I looked over Castle Mac from top to bottom, starting with Comela’s room. Besides a life-size stuffed Crested Barbed-tooth Raptor in her bed chambers, there was nothing that stood out. The pink bed sheets seemed strange with so many training swords stacked nearby, and a scroll containing a raunchy romance story was tucked neatly between a scroll describing the Five Star Palm of Light spell and a scholarly commentary on military leadership.

“Nothing...” I muttered as I didn’t turn over anything more than the soldiers who’d searched this place before me.

[Theo! Outside the city! Ullua needs your help!]

“She found something?” I shouted. “Which gate?”

[She found nothing, but someone found her. Southwest Gate. Go quickly, your soldiers are fighting as we speak!]










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










I FLEW OUT of Castle Mac with all haste and headed southwest. Ullua and her squadron were readily visible, and I had no trouble finding them as they fended off bolts of lightning and piercing rays of purple light.

“Retreat! Back to the city!” I heard Ullua holler over the chaos of battle. Though ‘battle’ was a dramatic overstatement of what was happening. The brave soldiers of the Hearthwood were being slaughtered.

Three true mages hovered in the air over a set of flying swords, casting spells with reckless abandon into my fleeing people.

Anger blossomed within me when I recognized their uniforms.

Those were Rakaren soldiers!

I’d driven these invaders off and crippled their nation’s military force! Any thinking elf with an ounce of logic in them would realize they needed to preserve what paltry forces they had left, secure their nation, and hope they could barter back their hostages.

So what were they doing here?

“Cease this!” I commanded the three true mages, brows drawn in a surging wave of anger. “Prostrate yourselves on the ground and answer my questions if you wish to live.”

None of the three did as I ordered, and one had the gall to continue firing beams of purple light at my people. I pulled a Sword Storm blade out of my Dimensional Storage and propelled it forward with all haste. The blade soared through the air and pierced the chest of the elf I pointed at, then headed towards one of her companions.

That finally got their attention, but too late. My Sword Storm blade pierced the heart of the second true mage, killing her as well.

The third true mage shot both her dying companions a glance before turning to flee for her life. Of the three true mages, she’d been the only one to remember my face well enough to flee at the sight of me.

Not that her flight did any good. I launched myself from my flying sword and knocked the final true mage out of the air. Her small elven frame struggled futilely in my grip, and I twisted to avoid crushing her when we fell to the ground.

Enemies defeated! +900 points.

“Answers,” I demanded. “You’re from the Rakaren Queendom. Why are you back in the Hearthwood? My agents said the queen and her people retreated to your homeland.”

“Oh heavens, the rumors were true. You practice orcish body cultivation,” my prisoner answered once she realized my grip was unbreakable. Her face was pale with fright, and her words came out in a stutter. “W-we returned to our homeland, for a time. But then the Q-queen g-gathered up what forces remained. Said she could force you to hand over the weapon if she drew you out. If I a-answer your questions, you’ll spare me, right?”

The weapon?

My mind went back to what had originally attracted the attention of the Rakaren Queen back when I’d been defending Mountainpass fortress. She still thought I had a secret weapon up my sleeve.

“Stupid,” I chuckled. “There is no weapon.”

“There is!” My captive protested. “I wasn’t with the queen when she attacked, but I’m told countless true mages from our nation were killed by it!”

Things clicked into place. She thought The Wanderer was the weapon.

And in a way, she was correct. The Wanderer was something of a secret weapon. It had certainly always been an ace in my hand. If the Rakaren Queen were in possession of such an artifact, even without my abilities to control and enhance it, she would quickly become a powerful force on the continent.

A thought struck me, and I suspected she was the reason why none of the search parties had found anything about Comela.

“Where is my daughter?” I demanded of my prisoner.

“Your clan’s heir? The queen had her abducted to force you to meet with her outside of the settlement,” my prisoner said. Then she watched the growing fire behind my eyes, and she hastily tried to extract a wax-sealed envelope. “After we killed a few of your people, we were supposed to leave this alongside their empty clothes and armor, that way you’d know who did it.”

My expression darkened, and the elf in my grasp let out a few screams as her bones strained and snapped in my grasp. Her eyes looked up at me pleadingly. Really, it would be a mercy to finish her and let her get a new face that wouldn’t make me remember this terrible moment every time I looked at it. But she’d answered all my questions immediately.

I tossed the elf aside with two broken arms and two broken legs. Ullua withdrew a prisoner’s collar from her own bag of holding, having approached me while I extracted information from the true mage. The Hearthwood soldiers glared murderous eyes at the true mage with four broken limbs as others hastily ran through the forest with soul jars, trying to catch and bottle the souls of their recently slain companions.

Meanwhile, I broke the wax seal on the message and scanned its contents.

To the leader of the Hearthwood Clan,

We have your heir, the commander known as Comela. We saw the fondness with which she was treated by the chaka you call your patriarch, and it is clear she’s being groomed for leadership. Hand over your secret weapon or we will terrorize your lands for centuries if need be. Even now my true mages are setting up camp around your forest, prepared to besiege you for however long you choose to hide behind those mysterious towers of yours.

Besides a time and meeting location, the message contained only the demand for the secret weapon. The Rakaren Queen was truly staking everything she had on obtaining what was mine. Clearly, she was a queen who didn’t deserve her crown. I crumpled the slip of paper and tossed it aside.

Curiously, there was no mention of a trade for the Rakaren Queendom’s own princess. I’d expected a prisoner exchange, not a demand of Comela for a secret weapon. I’d trade the princess for Comela in a heartbeat if only to keep her safe while I taught her captors a lesson they’d never live to regret.

I hastily returned to Castle Mac to brief both Mac and Melise on the situation. The message didn’t give me long before the meeting, and I intended to get there early.

“I want to come too,” Melise said. “Even if Comela is Nela’s daughter and not mine, I’ve always felt a special connection to her. I can’t bear the thought of whatever those Rakarens are doing to her.”

“She’s my daughter, which makes her your kid too, by lineage or not,” I assured Melise. “And of course you can come. The message didn’t tell me to come alone.”

[Just to be certain, you’re not going to be handing The Wanderer and me over to the murderous, evil elf queen on our doorstep?] Mac asked.

“By the time the day is over, there won’t be a murderous, evil elf queen on our doorstep,” I assured Mac. “She thinks she’s safe if she just stays out of the Hearthwood’s center. She thinks that the only reason we were able to drive her off were because of our magical towers and traps. But I'm going to go show her that isn't true,” I felt the deadly grin split my face.



***


Melise and I left the Hearthwood soon after talking and headed towards the location of Queenshold. The town at the edge of the forest had still been undergoing reconstruction when I ordered it abandoned in the face of the Rakaren invasion. It was the most settled-looking structure outside of the city of Hearthwood itself, so it naturally made the most obvious meeting place.

Melise and I set down among the bare wooden skeletons of structures, some still half-burned, others only half constructed.

I tucked Melise away in one of the more hidden locations in the area and used Cultivation Concealment on her, along with a shroud of unnoticeability. Between the two, Melise might have enough time to get a powerful spell or two off before she was noticed.

We arrived not a moment too soon. The moment I had Melise tucked away, I saw a true mage wearing a Rakaren uniform soar over the air above us. So the Queen wasn’t entirely foolish. She sent a scout to watch the area ahead of time. Upon seeing me standing in our meeting place, she hastily turned around and headed back the way she came.

Since I’d have limited time to do much of anything, I sat cross-legged on the ground, steadied my breathing, and started casting my Stone Obelisk spell in all directions, bringing the zeal in the area under my control. With every inward breath, earth zeal filled my body, and with every outward breath it spread out into the ground at my feet.

All around me, my aura did the same thing, churning the zeal in the area and slowly bringing the power under my control.

The Rakaren Queen arrived minutes later, and I opened my eyes to scan her entourage.

Rakaren Queen (Mid Wizard, level 35)

Rakaren Royal Duchess (Early Wizard Realm, Level 31)

Rakaren Suzerains (Late True Mages, Level 28) x 14

Rakaren Provincial Overlords (Mid True Mage, Level 24) x 30

Rakaren Clan Matriarchs (Early True Mages, Level 22) x 61

Two wizards and over a hundred true mages. I felt the strength in my body and calmed myself as fingers that could bend steel pressed against my palms. The Hearthwood wasn’t far away from me, and there was a long ley line headed right to it. If things went south, I had a path or retreat. But I didn’t plan on letting things go that far. It was time to test myself and really find my limits.

“If it isn’t the chaka of the Hearthwood,” the familiarly arrogant, mocking voice of the Rakaren Queen shot down from above me. “Your clan’s leader couldn’t come themselves?”

“I am the Hearthwood Clan’s leader,” I answered coolly. “And you are a fool for returning here. Losing half your nation’s true mages wasn’t enough for you?”

The Rakaren Queen shrugged. “I just had to return home to fetch the rest. Once we have that weapon of yours, reconquering our homeland from whatever uprisings the little clans and families are orchestrating while my vassals and I are away won’t take too much effort, and it will give me the opportunity to purge the country of disloyal subjects. I have the true heart of my nation right behind me,” she jerked her thumb over her shoulder at the true mages arrayed all around. “Those below true mage are of little consequence. Which is why I was surprised to see how much fuss there was over one missing mage acolyte.”

“Where’s my daughter?” I demanded.

“The young lady of the Hearthwood Clan?” The Queen laughed. “She’s safe enough, and whole, though worse for wear. We left her at our camp for this discussion because truthfully, this isn’t going to be a discussion. You really should congratulate me on setting so clever a trap for you, though. I saw how you treated this daughter of yours and knew she was precious enough to you to send you running to her rescue. But now we’ll have two valuable captives to force your clan to hand over their weapon!”

I’d guessed the queen had planned to lure me out with Comela’s abduction, but I’d happily taken the bait. She thought she was hooking a plump trout, but I hoped she’d discover she lured a shark instead.

I climbed to my feet, content knowing that Comela wasn’t here to get hurt in what I was certain would be a very bloody fight.

“Well then. Let’s skip the pleasantries and get down to business then,” and without another word, I shot into the air.

I targeted the true mages off to the Rakaren Queen’s left at first. Most of the Rakaren Suzerains were clustered there, hovering over to one side of their queen while the Royal Duchess hung off the right. Besides the Queen and the Royal Duchess, these true mages were the most powerful force on the field and I wanted to eliminate a few of them early.

The speed and force of my jump collapsed the earth beneath me, leaving a crater behind as the abandoned structures of Queenshold shattered. The earth quaked and trembled as I collided with the Rakaren Suzerains. I spread out my arms, catching four of them in my jump. Then I brought my arms together, slamming the elves into each other and tossing them aside, weak and wounded.

Then I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage. It was longer now, so I swept it wide and cut one of my enemies’ heads from their shoulders. Spell Eater twisted in my hands, flying in the blink of an eye. Before the first elf even realized she’d been killed, my weapon passed through three more true mages, cutting through them as easily as slicing through straw.

Several of them had defensive spells active. Elemental zeal barriers, force projections, and shielding spells were all shredded before Spell Eater’s enchanted steel and iron blades as easily as wet paper.

My tremendous speed and strength, combined with my unexpectedly ferocious attack, bought me a few moments to wreak havoc among my enemies.

I killed eight of the fourteen late true mages faster than anyone could react, but I’d used up the last of that opportunity. Already the remaining six were casting spells of their own, and I called my Everlasting Jade armor onto my body to meet the attack.

Balls of fire, spikes of ice, spears of force, and blades of wind all crashed against my armor and I ignored them as I twirled Spell Eater overhead. One of the true mages’ saw my eyes fix on her and her face went pale. She reached for a protective talisman and activated it, desperately holding it over her head. It was a useless gesture. The shimmering barrier the talisman produced was no match for Spell Eater’s blade, and I cut her in two from neck to loin.

“He’s a body cultivator!” The Rakaren Queen howled. “Keep your distance! Use long-range spells!”

The Rakaren true mages didn’t need another order to tell them to back away. The remaining late true mages fled from Spell Eater’s reach, and the weaker ones hastily took off as fast as they could after them.

What followed was a game of cat and mouse. I would charge forward to attack, and the true mages would scatter as quickly as they could. when they were a safe distance away, they’d open fire with long-range spells, trying to nip away at me from a distance.

I was faster than most of them though, especially those without movement spells. With each dash, there was at least one unfortunate soul too slow to make themselves scarce when Spell Eater came swinging in their direction. Their spells bounced off my skin and my Everlasting Jade plate, leaving me unharmed despite their best efforts.

Had I only been fighting a group of true mages, that might have been how the fight continued. Even a group of over a hundred like I was facing couldn’t muster a powerful enough spell to pierce my defenses, and I nipped away at their numbers one by one. I could see the desire to break ranks and flee in their eyes, and if their queen hadn’t been there ordering these true mages to fight, they might have already fled.

I wasn’t facing just true mages, though. The Rakaren Queen and the Royal Duchess were both wizards, and they’d used the lives of their underlings to buy themselves enough time to activate an item specially designed for dealing with orc body cultivators.

I’d been hoping to break their resolve to fight me before the queen could activate whatever it was she had ready, but the Rakaren Queen had a firmer hold on her people than I guessed.

The queen herself held a long brass rod, and an identical one was in the Royal Duchess’ hands. Both lit with elvish script from tip to rear, and both wizards were loading the enchanted weapon with some sort of viscous white potion.

They poured large jugs into the brass rods, filling some hidden reservoir as they charged the weapon with their own zeal. I spent the moments the wizards prepared their weapons by killing true mages. They were only nipping flies now but once I was fully engaging the wizards, they might become annoying unless I dealt with the most deadly of them. So anyone who had a spell that hurt even a little became my target among the true mages, and I was planting seeds of fear in the heart of all who dared attack me.

The wizards finished activating their weapons and somersaulted through the air towards the nearest ley line. I wanted maximum maneuverability and the opportunity to flee if their weapon proved too much for me to handle.

“Let's see you block this!” The Rakaren Queen laughed. “We’ve dealt with many a Silver Realm orc with these weapons!”

Then both the queen and the Royal Duchess leveled the brass cylinders, aiming them in my direction. The runes lit along their sides and a massive geyser of white fluid gushed out of them, spraying me from head to toe faster than I could blink.

I reached up to wipe the viscous stuff off my face, only to find my hand was stuck to my side. The potion those weapons had sprayed at me instantly hardened upon contact with my skin and formed a rubbery impenetrable mess that had me frozen in place.

I was shocked at the thought that anything could restrain my impossibly powerful body but this white rubbery potion had done just that. I scrutinized it with mage sight and realized the fluid was magically interfering with the particles of zeal in my skin, somehow sapping their strength and reinforcing itself.

I realized that was how it was resisting my physical power. The rubbery goo would be as strong as I was, so it was no wonder I couldn’t break free of it. I’d need to break the magic holding the material together before that could happen. Until then, I would be helpless.

I imagined this was a secret weapon against orcs. Most orcs wouldn’t have the depth of knowledge about external zeal manipulation or the skill required to break the magical bonds around them. They’d be at the mercy of their elven attackers. Even I would need a few seconds of concentration to break free.

“He’s helpless!” The Rakaren Queen declared. “Fire at will!”

I could just barely access the ley line underneath me. I contemplated fleeing through it for a moment and hoping the sticky goo trapping me didn’t come with me, but Melise chose that moment to break free from her place of hiding.

“Theo!” Melise shouted. Already, specks of light were forming overhead. Many of the true mages here had helped attack the Hearthwood, so they recognized this spell and knew it meant something terrible for them. Over two dozen true mages broke off to deal with Melise. With their approach, they forced her to cut her casting of her Starfire Crucible short to cast her Five Star Palm of Light spell, which she gathered in either of her hands as she readied herself to fight for my freedom.

Her signature ability looked different now, and not just because it carried the power of a true mage. The spell seemed hazier now, as though I was seeing only half of the spell. Without Melise twitching or moving at all, the ball of light appeared over the face of the first true mage who approached her, and that true mage doubled backward, scrambling as she clawed at the seared flesh on her face and screamed.

I didn’t have time to watch and worry about Melise, but I trusted that if she revealed herself, she was confident she could handle herself.

“Open fire!” The Rakaren Queen reminded her subordinates. Those who weren’t trying to fight Melise turned their attention back to me and hurled spells in my direction. Without being able to move, both Spell Eater and my tremendous physical strength were useless. But I had more tricks up my sleeve than just these two.

I closed my eyes and my Dimensional Storage opened. Nine Sword Storm blades appeared beside me, and I caught them as they fell to the ground.

“Play with these,” I said as I sent all the Sword Storm blades forward. They darted through the air like a homing missile seeking the hearts of my enemies.

“What are those things!?” One true mage shouted in panic an instant before one of the Sword Storm blades shot through her. Purple veins shot through her arms and legs. She glanced down at her torso where there was a hole the size of her fist and collapsed to the ground.

“Those things have iron in them!” Another Rakaren true mage shouted as she examined her collapsed compatriot. “They’ll go right through your shielding spells. Quick, we need earth mages! Shape the ground below us into a barrier!”

“We can’t! Somebody has been cultivating with all the earth zeal in the area! It’ll take me ages to claim any of it back and work with the stone beneath us,” an elf who was apparently an earth aspect true mage shouted hastily.

My Sword Storm blades wreaked chaos in the Rakaren ranks. Even the two wizards eyed the weapons warily. The Royal Duchess pointed her brass cylinder at one of the flying blades and shot a burst of sticky fluid at the blade. But my weapon was strictly physical in nature. There was no magic for the sticky fluid to use to harden itself, so my weapon slipped right through the liquid.

“He’s controlling them, you idiots! Attack him!” The Rakaren Queen ordered. She apparently didn’t think her true mages’ attacks would accomplish that on their own, so she pressed both her palms together, conjuring purple light at the tip of each finger. She drew her hands apart and the purple lines of light trailed along nails like a web in the making, and she pushed it in my direction.

I was confident I could take any of the true mage’s spells without worry between my World Titan Fiendbody’s natural protections and the defensive abilities of my Everlasting Jade armor, but that wasn’t true of the two wizards. I needed something more...

“It looks like it’s your turn,” I muttered, speaking to the magical spirit dwelling inside me. My aura roared hungrily in response. It had been locked away too long.

I let out a breath and out of my lungs, and dark iron-gray smoke billowed out. That smoke coiled until it took the form of a huge black serpent with a neck as wide around as I was tall. Only its head had coalesced, but that alone was enough to swallow the Rakaren Queen’s offensive spell whole.

That was just what my aura did. It opened its jaw wide and devoured the spell. Upon doing so, the strands of purple light trembled and began to rapidly dissolve. Soon there was nothing left of the spell. My aura serpent swam forward, and its rows of pointed teeth seemed to split into a wide grin as it looked the Rakaren Queen over hungrily.

“That’s a Primordial Chaos Beast!” The Queen yelped nervously. “By the heavens, how'd he get an aura from one of those! Those creatures can swallow worlds in their maw. Protect me!”

The Royal Duchess, the only other remaining wizard among the Rakaren forces, jumped forward to stand between my aura serpent and her queen.

My aura serpent’s eyes lit crimson, and that glow shone through the murky gray clouds around it and gathered in the four horns around my aura fragment’s head.

The Royal Duchess went stiff as she was caught in a trance by my aura fragment’s magic, and her legs were rapidly turning gray. My aura fragment was using its petrification ability, which had to be levels stronger than what a basilisk could cast if it worked on a wizard.

The Royal Duchess realized she was falling victim to a petrification spell, but it was too late. The gray discoloration was traveling up her calves and thighs, intent on seizing the elf in a stony embrace.

The Royal Duchess shot a pleading glance at her Queen, begging for aid. The Queen flicked her fingers and a strand of purple extended from their tips, severing the Royal Duchess’ legs just above where the petrification spell was turning her to stone.

The Royal Duchess collapsed to the ground, legless but living as she desperately pulled herself out of the way of my aura serpent. She scrambled for her queen’s protection, hiding behind the other wizard’s legs.

The Rakaren Queen looked at the Royal Duchess and hastily snatched the duchess’s bag of holding off her waist, reaching her fingers into it and scrambling around for something. Meanwhile, my aura fragment turned its attention to the rest of the crowd of true mages. Then the Queen grabbed the Royal Duchess by the neck.

“We need to cast that spell!” The queen hissed.

“Your majesty, we should retreat!” The Royal Duchess shouted in reply.

“Useless,” the Rakaren Queen dug into the Royal Duchess’ bag of holding and suddenly found what she was looking for.

Meanwhile, spells continued to land across my bound form, but they were fewer now that the Rakarens had bigger problems to worry about than me. I shrugged them all off and ignored them as I concentrated on separating the zeal particles in my skin from the influences of the sticky potion trapping me in place.

Seconds ticked by. This task required an extreme exertion of willpower and control only rivaled by reaching the Silver realm with the World Titan Fiendbody. Adding in the fact that I was still chasing down true mages with nine Sword Storm blades and I would never have managed to break my bindings without the mental enhancements provided to me by Master of the Inner Castle.

I felt the bonds around me turn brittle the moment the spell was broken. I flexed my fingers, and the goo trapping me shattered like glass before collapsing to the ground in a pile of pieces. I tugged on Spell Eater, which had been frozen in place beside me. Without my zeal strengthening the viscous white cloud, my weapon came free easily.

I faced the Rakaren Queen with Spell Eater held aloft. She’d proved to be too vindictive and unstable a leader to leave at my border, so I didn’t intend to let her leave this field alive. I peeled three of my Sword Storm blades off from their ongoing task of hunting down elves and had them circle around the wizard. My aura serpent had fully manifested the gray mist making up its body and I felt my connection to it strain. It devoured one true mage after another, absorbing their zeal as it did so.

My aura fragment was already at the peak of how strong it could grow before the layers of the aura became whole. The fact that it was gathering so much more power was making me nervous.

[Theo! The Aura Crystals in your Dimensional Storage are growing unstable! I think your aura is forcing the extra power trapped in there out through sheer will!]

“Then stop it!” I commanded Mac.

[I would if I could!]

I glanced at my aura serpent, which devoured three more elves before my eyes. Its only competition was Melise, who was throwing a pair of fleeing true mages into her Starfire Crucible and refining them for power.

Sparing my aura an instant of attention proved to be a mistake. The Rakaren Queen used that mere instant to bury a sinister-looking dagger into the Royal Duchess’ stomach. I was shocked at the sudden betrayal, but I quickly realized what was happening when I recognized a vitality-stealing rune on the handle of the dagger. That was a sacrificial dagger, and I was willing to bet the Queen didn’t intend to do anything good for me with it.

The Royal Duchess shriveled up, face wrinkling and body shrinking. My sense of her presence under mage sight faded as the power of her cultivation and life's vitality flowed into the dagger. The dagger glowed deep crimson, then the Rakaren Queen sliced the tip of her own hand open with the dagger, spilling some of her blood onto a blade that was already soaked in the Royal Duchess’.

“Come, you’re not the only one who obtained a powerful aura from beyond the world!” The Rakaren Queen cackled. “By the life of my kin, let my Lifebane Banshee aura be empowered!”

The Rakaren Queen’s skin turned bright purple, shining brightly for an instant. Then the light separated from the queen’s body, forming a humanoid shape of its own. This was clearly her own aura. It resembled the queen herself, though the aura had a more skeletal build and wore a tattered hooded cloak.

“Attack!” The Rakaren Queen ordered her aura forward. It obeyed her, unlike mine. The Lifebane Banshee howled and light shot out of its mouth, filling the surrounding air. Energy like the beams of purple light that queen shot out of her fingers formed in the air one after another, all headed right towards me.

I reached into my Dimensional Storage, looking for a defensive item. I found the Spell Mirror my children had picked up for me in the ruins after the Sakaku Clan attack on the Hearthwood and used it to reflect the beams of purple energy back at the banshee. A wizard-level spell seemed to be too much for an item that was only partially repaired in the first place, and only part of the beam was reflected before a crack shot through the mirror. I tucked the damaged item back into my Dimensional Storage and slipped into a nearby ley line.

My reflected attack did no damage to the banshee, but it had carried past the banshee and into the Rakaren Queen herself, Her own spell sliced into her skin just as easily as it would the skin of her victims, and the flesh around each cut puckered and swelled, sickly and poisoned.

An instant later I popped out of a ley line just behind the Rakaren Queen. Without waiting for her to turn or mount a proper defense, I ran Spell Eater through her back.

The queen went stiff on my weapon, and her head rolled back to look at me for an instant. Then I pulled Spell Eater free and brought it back around to slice the queen in half, finishing her off. Her eyes looked at me full of disbelief as her head turned to motes of white light. Even now, she couldn’t believe she’d lost so completely.

The death of the Rakaren Queen didn’t seem to slow down the Lifebane Banshee she’d unleashed, and the banshee seemed to be a better fighter than the queen thanks to the empowerment of the dagger the queen had used to sacrifice her companion.

The death of the queen had only enraged the Lifebane Banshee. I twirled Spell Eater again, prepared to disperse this aura before me with Spell Eater’s blade.

The Lifebane Banshee opened its mouth to howl as it had before, spreading purple light through the surrounding air. I activated my Layered Durability spell and inverted the layers so they would encompass the Banshee in a prison of magic, then twisted Spell Eater around. Whatever that dagger had done to make the queen’s aura fragment independent like this had taken all the vitality of a wizard to cast. I had a vitality draining enchantment built into Spell Eater, so one quick stab would be enough to drain that same vitality away.

The iron in the tip of Spell Eater passed through my Layered Durability barrier. The iron interfered with the Banshee’s magical aspects, and when the vitality draining enchantment activated it, the Banshee withered until it looked like a mummified corpse.

I didn’t have the chance to finish it off though, because the banshee hadn’t just caught my attention. Apparently, another aura fragment was even more appetizing to my own aura than the true mages it had been snacking on. My aura serpent opened its jaws and took a massive bite of the banshee.

The Banshee shrieked again and beams of purple light materialized around me, but they were weak, flickering in and out of existence. I stabbed Spell Eater into what was left of the Banshee and what little was left of the phantom creature faded away into a mote of swirling magical energy. When the Banshee was reduced back into an aura fragment, I tugged it into my Dimensional Storage and put it away.

My aura surged off again, devouring elf true mages left and right. With both the Rakaren Queen and the Royal Duchess dead, there was nothing holding this band of true mages together. These elves were administrators and matriarchs, not soldiers. They didn’t have the discipline for an organized retreat, and every elf was scattering into the distance as quickly as they could.

Battle won! +34,000 points!

Melise grabbed a fleeing elf by the ankle just before my aura fragment was about to eat her and threw the elf into her Starfire Crucible. My aura fragment glared at her for stealing its prey, but continued hunting the fleeing and scattered true mages.

I had a hunch that letting my aura eat its fill would be a bad idea, and Mac’s words certainly suggested that would be true.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










“AURA, RETURN TO me,” I commanded the gargantuan serpent of gray smoke that slithered through the air around the battlefield, devouring true mages who fled for their lives from its hungry maw. It had grown again and was now twice as wide and many times longer. Its coiling tail stretched behind it endlessly, and as it twisted through the air, it seemed to encircle the entire town of Queenshold and much of the land beyond it.

The fleeing true mages soon discovered each part of my aura’s tail was as deadly as the head. Gray mist emanated from its body, casting the entire area in a gloomy shroud. That cloud sapped at our enemies’ spells, and even Melise was being affected. I realized what my aura fragment was doing moments later when a second snake-like mouth sprung out of the aura serpent’s body midway down its neck. The second head was smaller but just as vicious as the first as it snapped at a pair of true mages who’d slipped through the gray smoke and attempt to flee to freedom.

My aura planned on devouring everyone. It had no intention of letting any of its prey escape. Nor did it seem to have any intention of listening to me, since it had ignored my call and my desire to bring it to heel.

It was clearly growing more powerful with each elf it killed, and it was increasing in size and power. Before this fight, I had enough aura crystals for it to be at the very peak of true mage. The fact that it was growing stronger alarmed me, because growing stronger would mean my aura might enter the wizard realm without me.

I had to stop it. Two could play at its little game.

I sent my Sword Storm blades out, though controlling them was harder with my aura actively resisting me. Not all of my aura fragment was outside of me rampaging as a giant serpent, so there was enough of it to control my Sword Storm blades. In fact, the portion that was still loyal to me seemed to increase proportionally as what was outside grew in power.

I found using my Sword Storm blades easier than ever on my mind. Since I had spares at hand already in my Dimensional Storage, I opened it up and spilled more Sword Storm blades onto the ground around me.

Nine more blades rose shakily into the air, and I sent them out to join the rest of my flying weapons. Soon eighteen blades were zipping around me, hunting down fleeing true mages as they erected barriers and tried to bury themselves in shells of wood and earth to evade both me and my aura fragment.

In one corner of the settlement, I caught several earth aspect true mages trying to dig a path through the earth and escape, while another pair were flying upward as fast as they could. My massive aura serpent stared upwards into the sky and crimson light filled the four horns at each corner of its face, flaring as my aura activated its petrification ability. The pair of true mages in the air panicked as their skin turned to stone, and one of them started falling from the air as she slipped off her flying sword and could not catch herself with frozen and lifeless hands.

She screamed as she plummeted all the way back to the ground, where my aura caught her in its throat. I could just barely see deep enough into my aura fragment’s gullet to glimpse the elf dissolving into white light as it fell through the phantom serpent.

I raced around the battlefield, picking up pairs of wounded elves skewered by my Sword Storm blades. “Melise! Take them!” I shouted as I hurled the elves into the churning mass of nebulous light above Melise’s head. One by one, Melise’s spell swallowed our enemies, refining their power to be added to Melise’s own cultivation.

The two of us worked to finish our enemies before my aura fragment could. The pair of earth mages I'd spotted earlier eventually poured enough of their own earth zeal into the ground below Queenshold to displace the zeal that I'd thoroughly dominated and carve a tunnel beneath my aura fragment and crawl through it while avoiding my aura fragment’s attention. I saw them slip away and let them go, sending a note to Mac to have them tracked. I’d need somebody to help me find Comela once all this was done.

The fighting and hasty escape lasted less than a minute, and soon my aura ran out of prey to hunt. It turned back towards me and I detected anger from the spiritual monster. It knew it could have feasted far more if I hadn’t stolen prey from it and fed them to Melise.

My aura serpent opened its tooth-filled maw and roared at me. I crossed my arms and stood firm as crimson light gathered in the horns adorning its face and lighting its eyes.

“Do I need to prove again that between the two of us, I am the master?” I demanded. “Well then, come and fight me!”

My aura hissed, slithering towards me as it reared its head. I drew back my fist, filled with all the might of the World Titan Fiendbody. My fist struck the serpent’s nose, and the serpent collapsed back into gray mist, losing its sentient form. It tried to rebuild its body, but I crushed its will with my own.

Something in that sensation resonated with me. Princess Tivana had long since told me reaching the wizard realm involved forging all nine layers of your aura into one and connecting it to your own spirit, making your aura a permanent addition to your being that couldn’t be completely taken away even in death.

The normal way to do that was to combine the nine layers and then bond with the aura, and now I finally saw the path towards that destination. My aura would not be coaxed or convinced to join with me. It had to be conquered.

I closed my eyes, embracing this moment of revelation wholeheartedly. I needed to still my spirit and ease the flow of zeal through my body. But how?

I sensed zeal flow through my aura. It was full to bursting from all the true mages it had devoured, and the aura contained far more power than any true mage level aura had any right to hold. But my aura was far more powerful than any ordinary aura at its level and uniquely suited to disrupting magic.

What has the Rakaren Queen called my aura? A Primordial Chaos Beast...

That name seemed fitting, and it nestled in my heart alongside my aura. The power of the Pith of Iron fragment inside of me was primordial, and its power of zeal could cause chaos wherever it roamed. A deeper realization nipped at the corners of my mind, but even in this state of epiphany, it escaped me.

Instead, I focused on fusing with the first of my aura fragments layers. I started with the ones that were restrained as Aura Crystals. I withdrew them from my Dimensional Storage and they immediately burst apart. My aura fragment had been trying to shatter my restraints on the aura bound inside the crystals, and once the crystals were out of my Dimensional Storage, the seals quickly broke. But I clamped down on their power with my will and hastily erected a barrier around them before drawing them into my body before my aura could steal their power away.

Beneath my skin, the power of the World Titan Fiendbody jealously nipped at my aura’s power, and the malevolent sentience in my aura couldn’t steal the power back.

I searched deep inside myself for the ball of energy at the base of my stomach where my original earth spellheart had been transformed into my dantian. I focused on that spot, then concentrated on the freed layers of my aura. My aura was already bound to me, but integrating it with the power of my cultivation would turn me from a true mage into a wizard.

I got to work, fusing the ninth layer first. Then the eight, followed by the seventh. Each layer wrapped around the core of my magic like my Layered Durability spell wrapped around me. When the seventh layer settled into place around my dantian, I used up all the power that had been stored in my aura crystals. Now this power was mine permanently, and not even the death of my physical body could take it away. When it was completed, my aura would become one with my very soul, assuming things worked for me the same way they did for elves.

I soothed my breathing and steadied my heart as I reached into my aura, still spread around the battlefield as gray smoke. I tugged at the sixth layer, hoping to coalesce it into power that would form another layer for me, but the power tugged back.

My aura was fighting me on this. It knew instinctively that fully bonding with me would mean a loss of its newly gained independence. For an aura as cohesive and developed as mine, such a thing must have felt like death.

I tugged at the sixth layer again, yanking harder with my mind and will. But my aura was newly empowered from devouring so many true mages, and I was tired from my exertions. Worse, I could sense a worming doubt plaguing my mind and sapping my strength. Comela was still missing.

Sensing I would need to put myself at ease before I could complete the transformation to the wizard realm, I stopped the process midway. I was now something rarely seen among elves, a half-wizard. Most either failed to integrate their aura at all or pushed the process through to completion. That I could stop midway without everything falling apart was a testament to the strength of the World Titan Fiendbody. Even if my aura wanted to escape my dantian, it couldn’t.

The gray mist followed me as I stood up. Even if it was rebelling against me, it couldn’t go too far. I didn’t bother commanding it to return to my body since I knew it would refuse.

I turned to Melise, who’d been standing guard over me while I concentrated on reaching the wizard realm.

“You failed?” Melise said, voice full of sympathy.

“Yes and no,” I shrugged. “I succeeded partway, but I have to make sure my daughter and the Hearthwood are safe before I can finish. I saw a group of true mages escape earlier. Let’s hunt them down and get them to tell us where Comela is.”



***


With Mac’s help, tracking the fleeing true mages wasn’t particularly hard. Only four of them escaped, and of those four all of them had been wounded. Two had been nicked by my Sword Storm blades, but not badly enough to kill them. Another had faced the hungry presence of my aura. The fourth had burns on her face after being struck by one of Melise’s new spells.

Of the four, the burned one was in the best shape. They stuck together as a group, hiding out in an abandoned farmhouse near Wood’s End. There the three iron-infected true mages used their auras to slowly beat back the effects of iron poisoning and stabilize their bodies and magic.

This group of four seemed smarter than the rest. Certainly smarter than their queen. The way their group stuck together suggested they knew each other, and the fact that the one true mage who was well enough to keep flying without stopping to rest was staying behind to keep watch for her wounded comrades spoke of some bonds of loyalty between them.

I wasted no time getting their attention. I stood atop my flying sword with Melise’s arms wrapped around my waist. I cast Earthshatter, and the farmhouse trembled. My unnoticeability shroud had fooled their lookout, but now that I’d cast a spell, she was scanning the area in alarm. After glancing around a while, she finally looked to the sky and spotted me and Melise.

Melise waved to her, and the true mage must have felt the burns on her face tingle, because she clutched at her cheeks with a look of horror on her face.

“Everyone! Run!” The lookout shouted.

“We’re in no shape to fly all the way home yet,” one of the other true mages complained.

“That doesn’t matter. We’re finished if we don’t get out of here!” The lookout insisted. “The two from before have found us! That chaka killed two wizards and took on a hundred of us on his own, and the one with him could handle a dozen of us on her own. All we can do is run!”

“The smartest move would be for you to run,” I suggested to the lookout. “You’re the only one among your comrades well enough to have any chance at fleeing.”

The lookout bit her lip before firming her stance in the doorway between me and her friends. “I won’t abandon them,” she said after a moment of hesitation.

I nodded in approval. “Good answer. Had you actually run, you would have gotten one of these in the back,” I let one of my Sword Storm blades fly into view. They’d been circling the farmhouse in wait for a runner. After all, I’d only need one of these elves, and they were wearing a uniform I wasn’t fond of at the moment.

The lookout reached into her bag of holding at her waist and withdrew a plain ironwood sword. This one had no enchantments on it, which was strange. Usually, true mage weapons were at least slightly magical. She must have lost her primary weapon in the battle.

I crossed my arms as I sent the flying sword I was riding drifting down. The tip of the lookout’s sword trembled as I approached.

“Put it down,” I ordered.

With shaking hands, the lookout dropped her weapon. She spread her hands. “We were wrong to attack your home! You have my deepest, humblest apologies and the promise that I’ll make it up however I can.”

I tilted my head in appreciation. “There is one way you and your friends could help make things up to me.”

The lookout’s eyes shot up to mine, and I saw a trace of hope in them.

“My daughter,” I continued. “I want her returned safely to me. If you can return her to me whole, then I’ll let all four of you go free,” I tilted my head and glanced over the lookout’s shoulder to her companions behind her. While the lookout bought her friends some time, her companions burrowed a hole in the ground and were trying to escape. “And tell your friends not to try running away. If they do that, then I’ll assume they don’t want to help me find Comela, and I’ll have no further use for them.”

“Everyone, stop digging!” The lookout turned to her companions in the middle of fleeing for their lives. “He can kill you on the run just as easily as he can in this room. There’s no sense in throwing our lives away trying to escape.”

I watched the fight leave the group of four, replaced with a sense of lingering terror, like mice forced to stand in line and await the inspection of a cat.

The lookout was the only one of the four true mages who was willing to meet my eyes, and even she never did so for any longer than a moment before quickly flinching away.

“We have to find his daughter and bring her back to him, then he’ll let us go,” the lookout glanced at me for confirmation and I nodded. A tense smile crossed her lips, and she hastily rallied her companions. “She was being kept at our old campsite. We’ll need to get there quickly. If the guards the queen ordered to stay behind realize the queen is dead, they might abandon their posts."

“I can’t fly for long. None of us can,” one of the four true mages said.

I plucked a vitality potion from my Dimensional Storage and tossed it to the group of four. “Share that among yourselves.”

The four true mages gratefully accepted the potion of healing and each took a deep sip from it. Using the potion, and their own auras, they quickly healed themselves from any lingering damage to being well enough to board their own flying swords and lead the way.

We turned north at first and followed the tree line marking the edge of the Hearthwood Forest, then kept heading west toward the Rakaren homeland by the mountains.

I realized where we were heading and snorted aloud at the irony of it. We were headed to Mountainpass fortress, the very defenses I’d built myself.

“This is where they’re keeping Comela?” I asked.

“It is. There was an extensive prison system set up when we found the place,” the lookout answered. “It was very impressive, and the queen wanted to put it to use.”

“I’m glad she had good taste in that at least, if little else,” I grumbled. “Go in and fetch me my daughter.”

“Right,” the lookout nodded. “It should just be mage acolytes in the fortress, and maybe one true mage to oversee them. They should yield to our authority as Rakaren Overseers.”

I didn’t much care for how they went about fetching Comela, just that they did so quickly. I debated using the hidden sabotaged support structures inside the walls and major defensive structures to tear the fortress down, but if Comela was still in there, I didn’t want to risk her getting hurt by a falling piece of debris.

She probably had one of the leftover zeal-inhibiting collars on her, which would render her helpless in the face of a collapsing building. I knew I should have been more diligent in numbering and collecting all of those things, but I’d gotten too soft with Mac handling inventory concerns for so long. Without him, I’d let one of my own devious creations slip into enemy hands.

I need to be careful retrieving her. That was the whole reason I was having these true mages get her for me as well. I didn't want to damage the building in a fight and risk hurting my daughter by having it come down around her head. Having the Rakarens release her themselves would be far safer.

“Who goes there?” Someone on the walls of Mountainpass fortress shouted to our group. I stood back as the four true mages rushed forward.

“We need the prisoner, acolyte. With all haste,” the lookout said. Then she lowered her voice below what I would have been able to hear, had I not possessed a World Titan Fiendbody. “And make sure she’s unharmed. I don’t want to see a scratch on her, you hear? Use every healing salve you’ve got to get her in tip-top shape before you bring her out here.”

“That might be a bit of a problem, esteemed overseer,” the mage acolyte said. “The prisoner is in pretty bad shape. We had to rough her up.”

I felt my heart skip a beat, and my blood turned as cold as ice. My aura hadn’t reformed or seeped back into my body, so it hung around me like a dark cloud. It stirred in reaction to my anger, painting the skies with swirling black clouds.

I found I had no more patience for this. I flew down to the level of the mage acolytes. “Hand Comela over. Now,” I demanded, my tone cold as ice.

“Wait, you’re not an Overseer!” The mage acolyte sensed my power as a true mage now that I was making no attempt to hide it, and she was shocked by my sudden and unexpected appearance once I dropped my Cultivation Concealment spell.

The mage acolyte turned to the lookout and her three true mage companions, as though expecting those four to blast me with a hail of spells and overwhelming magical power.

Three of the true mages averted their eyes from my gaze. Only the lookout dared meet my glare for the barest of instants.

“We’ll fetch her immediately! Acolyte, take us to the prisons with all haste, and send a runner for all your healing and medical supplies,” the lookout insisted, shaking the mage acolyte in charge of Mountainpass with her haste to get the other elf moving.

The mage acolyte looked like she was getting a grasp on the situation, and she glanced at me and Melise nervously.

“R-right,” the mage acolytes stuttered. “T-this way.”

We flew over the walls and the mage acolyte hastily headed down the steps behind the walls while the rest of us followed on our flying swords. She sensed my impatience and bounded down the steps two at a time until she was at the bottom, then started running toward the prisons I’d erected.

I headed there before her, now that it was obvious where she was heading. She was going to the place I’d built to restrain the true mage’s we’d captured, the most secure part of the prisons built into the fortress.

“Halt, in the name of the Queen!” A mage acolyte held her spear aloft as she guarded the door of the prisons. “You’re not wearing a Rakaren uniform! True mage or not, you’ll need to identify—“

I waved my hand, materializing a Sword Storm blade from my Dimensional Storage. It shot forward and skewered the mage acolyte guarding the door. Her face turned purple and her eyes went wide as she saw the massive shaft of steel sticking out of her stomach. Without paying her any more attention, I grabbed her by the shoulder and tossed her aside, pulling the Sword Storm blade in her stomach back into my Dimensional Storage as I did so. The black mist of my aura drifted behind me like a cloak, and it enveloped the dying elf in a shroud of darkness as she died, and the motes of white light she was letting off were trapped inside the aura, along with the wisp that tried desperately to escape those sinister clouds.

I paid neither the dying elf nor my aura any attention. I slammed my open palm against the heavy bronze doors of the prison. The metal buckled in my grip and the doors hung bent and awkward on broken hinges.

“Comela!” I shouted in the dark hall. “Where are you? It’s your father! I’m here to take you home.”

Silence answered me and worry filled my heart. I tore open the next two sets of doors before finally finding Comela. Behind me, the mage acolytes and the four true mages followed behind with frightened looks on their faces. One of the other mage acolytes arrived with medical supplies and handed them to the lookout, who rushed ahead of me.

She opened the final door that I’d been about to check to reveal a bruised and battered figure. Her golden hair was matted to her face, and blood dripped down from her cheek from being punched across the jaw. She was strapped to a chair with her eyes blindfolded and a dirty rag stuffed in her mouth. The way her head hung limply between her shoulders suggested she was unconscious.

“Give me the key to this orcish zeal-restricting collar!” The lookout said hastily as she held her hands out to the mage acolyte in charge of Mountainpass Fortress.

I ignored her and grabbed hold of the enchanted bronze chain binding the collar to the wall of the prison. I pinched the metal off between my fingers, then with a far more gentle touch tucked my finger under the loop of the collar. With far more care than I’d show the door or the chain, I wrapped my fingers around the iron-studded loop and snapped it as well. With a grim realization, I realized the collar was of my own design. We must have missed taking this collar with us in the evacuation of Mountainpass in our haste to leave before the Rakaren Queen and her people arrived.

“You were ordered not to hurt her!” The lookout hissed at the mage acolyte beside her.

“No, we were ordered not to kill her!” The mage acolyte said, face stricken with fright. “But we were ordered to get as much information about the Hearthwood Clan out of her as we could. But no matter what we tried, we couldn't get a word out of her!”

The lookout glanced at the mage acolyte, then at my face, which was tightening with anger. The earth beneath Moutainpass trembled, but I held my magic in check as I scooped Comela up in my arms. I leaned over her, hearing her breathing. It was steadier now that her magic had been restored to her, and I pressed a vitality potion to her lips to help heal her wounds.

It trickled between her lips and the bruises on my daughter’s cheeks faded as though they’d had a few weeks to heal. Her breathing became steadier, and it seemed like she might wake up.

I looked at her through mage sight and sensed the stirring in the amber strands around her head. I soothed those strands back in place, gently encouraging Comela to continue sleeping. When she woke up, she’d be safely back in the Hearthwood.

Then I turned to the mage acolyte in charge of the fortress, eyes burning with hatred.

The lookout saw the glare and watched as I raised my hand. A tremor ran through her as she realized the mage acolyte might as well already be dead. Before I pulled a Sword Storm blade out of my Dimensional Storage, she struck out with a fistful of light and smashed it into the mage acolyte.

“How dare you hurt Lady Comela of the Hearthwood Clan!” The lookout shouted as her spell slew the mage acolyte.

The mage acolyte glanced at the lookout with an expression of shock and fright. Moments later, she burst into white light and disappeared.

“I assure you,” the lookout began. “I’ll make certain anyone who struck your daughter even once pays with their life! I’ll deliver their wisps to you personally.”

Melise placed a hand on my shoulder. “Theo... we came here to bring Comela home.”

Her touch soothed my anger somewhat. Melise was a gentle soul. She was fine with killing those who deserved it, but she wouldn’t like a wanton slaughter.

I kicked the wall, shattering the stone and making an exit for myself. I pulled my flying sword back out of my Dimensional Storage and Melise quickly stepped up behind me as I carried Comela in my arms. The massive shower of broken stone from my exit had attracted the attention of all the mage acolytes in the facility.

I glanced over my shoulder at Mountainpass. I made a fist, triggering the enchantments I’d laid in the structure’s foundations. Mage acolytes rushed to the walls, trying to figure out who was attacking them.

Then those walls collapsed in a cacophonous explosion. All the fortifications around Mountainpass collapsed all at once. A cloud of dust filled the skies as stone shattered around the fortifications, and tall towers ten stories tall all collapsed at once. Then the explosive potions hidden in the walls detonated one after another. Rakaren mage acolytes screamed as they were torn to shreds by bursts of iron-laced explosions.

“By the heavens...” the lookout gasped. “I’ve never seen a spell that could level a town with a wave of a hand.”

I didn’t bother correcting the lookout. Instead, I turned to her and said, “You and your comrades have until sunset to hunt down anyone who had anything to do with my daughter’s state and present them to me. If you don’t show results by then I’ll return to do it myself, and I might consider the four of you among those who wronged her.”

“U-understood,” the lookout said. She clasped her shaking hands and bowed, then stayed down, eyes glued to the ground at my feet.

Comela groaned, shifting in my arms. I wanted to have her in bed back in Castle Mac by the time she woke up, so I paid Mountainpass no more heed as I headed home.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










I TUCKED COMELA back into her bed in the Hearthwood. Hopefully, her experience at the hands of the Rakarens would feel like nothing more than a bad dream when she woke up. I told Ullua to give her the next couple of days off, though I was certain she’d still want to hunt down those monsters she wanted me to help her kill the morning she went missing.

The Rakaren Queendom had lost their Queen, all their wizards, and a large portion of their true mages. The majority of their living true mages were our prisoners, as were many of their promising mage acolytes. Under such dire circumstances, their nation was certain to fall, either to rebels within their country or one of their neighbors. It would be a pity to let the results of my work benefit someone else, and I wondered if I could do anything about that.

Before doing anything else, I headed to the Cultivation Chamber. I had new techniques to learn from the list I’d explored earlier, now that I had the points to buy them.

On an instinctual level, the two abilities I was most interested in mastering for my body cultivation were Complete Regeneration and Absolute Bodily Defense. The former would ensure that even if I had a limb cut off or was stabbed through the heart, so long as I could get away, it would only be a matter of time before I was in fighting shape again. Absolute Bodily Defense was also appealing to me. I’d been poisoned before, and it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. Being immune to any such future suffering would be a welcome improvement.

For enhancing my physical abilities, I was interested in the Titanic Force and Magical Shattering techniques. Pure magic seemed to be a weakness of orc cultivation, as their predominantly physical abilities had a lot of trouble dealing with an entirely magical phenomenon. Titanic Force would give me a temporary boost to physical strength. If I combined it right with other spells, I might be able to hurt even a sorcerer.

Magical Shattering would be useful as well, even though my aura could break spells as well. There was nothing quite like the feeling of crushing my enemies with raw physical strength, and there were strange abilities like Archreaver Samuel’s fate magic that I hadn’t quite figured out. I wouldn’t ever need to figure them out if I could just shatter the spell with pure physical power.

I picked up Extraordinary Senses because I never intended to be caught unawares if I could help it, and the enhancements the World Titan Fiendbody had made for my sight and hearing were already being put to good use. Finally, if the last battle had taught me anything, it was that my limits were far higher than my previous estimates. If I had my way, they’d get higher still, but I’d still need to know where I stood so I could pick my battles effectively. To that end, I chose Bodily Supremacy as my last new technique.

Absolute Bodily Defense purchased. -4000 points.

Complete Regeneration purchased. -2000 points.

Magical Shattering purchased. -5000 points.

Titanic Force purchased. -2500 points.

Extraordinary Senses purchased. -1500 points.

Bodily Supremacy purchased. -3000 points.

Pain shot through my skull as I learned six new techniques all at once. I clenched my jaw as the pain hit me, and it faded faster than I expected. When it was gone, I settled in to continue working on my spirit cultivation.

Points remaining: 22000

I focused on the black cloud that had joined me in the Cultivation Chamber. It swirled around me and I tugged on it before it could do something more sinister than swirl. My pull dispersed my aura again, and the phantom serpent which was reforming fell apart again.

We fought another battle of wills, and I was gaining ground. I drew more of the aura into an orderly cocoon around my dantian, ready to be fused around itself and to my spirit forever.

Despite having Comela safely back in the Hearthwood, I found myself unable to bind more than one more layer to my will. The fifth layer took shape around my dantian, and the gray mist around me thinned a little. But the remaining will in my aura fought me all the more viciously for it, and I had to stop lest I lose control of the process. I was so close to the wizard realm I felt like I could almost touch it. But I couldn't quite reach. Only the might of my World Titan Fiendbody kept everything from unraveling as my aura squirmed free.

I exited the Cultivation Chamber to find Argona already waiting for me.

“Is Comela okay?” Argona asked me worriedly.

“Your sister will be fine,” I said. “Mac checked her out in the Medical Bay, so physically she’s fine. She’s been through a rough experience though, and you’ll have to make sure she’s feeling alright.”

“Okay, I’ll pay her a visit tonight,” Argona agreed. She didn’t leave, so I realized she had something more to tell me. “I have a few new ideas for figuring out how to get that Planetary Defense Golem working. I’ve already talked it over with Mac and he thinks it will work,” Argona unrolled a sheet of paper from her pocket and explained her idea to me.

Essentially, she wanted to implant a more powerful version of the golem control enchantments we used for the true mage golems Mac was producing using the Automated Fabrication Station into the Planetary Defense Golem we’d found.

“It might work,” I said after looking through her schematics. My only worry is that scaling a device to handle a golem at the sorcerer realm or higher isn’t just a matter of increasing the power of the enchantments. Sorcerers have abilities we don’t fully understand, and the earth spirit inside that golem may be able to overpower a control enchantment of this type.”

“Mac and I talked about that, but look here in the original schematics. The golem’s creators used an almost identical control module, and we’ve mostly finished reverse engineering it,” Argona explained as she gestured at the second set of diagrams depicting the massive Planetary Defense Golem.

“Alright, you’ve convinced me,” I said once it became clear my daughter had already thought this through carefully. “You’ll have all the resources of the Hearthwood at your disposal for this task.”

“Thank you, father!” Argona said. “By the way, I’m nearly ready to launch another spaceship! Mac says that will be the one to link us with the facility you built around the World of Struggle and Strife. The other planet will be close enough to bring the waystations together by tomorrow morning.”

My face brightened, and I was excited to hear such good news. “We’ll launch it tonight. It will be good to get your mother and the other matriarchs back.”

I flew Argona to the ruins in the northern region of the Hearthwood and guarded her as she installed her device into the Planetary Defense Golem. She needed my help for that because part of the procedure involved carving a big enough hole into the golem itself to insert the magical device Argona had painstakingly constructed.

I used Titanic Force for the first time, prying wide two massive stone plates on the golem’s body, and I was surprised that I could make such a powerful form yield before me with my new body.

I used Embrittling Palm and Spell Eater’s armor-piercing point to cut a hole in the golem’s fleshy insides as Argona passed the enchanted device into the golem. Then I began the painstaking process of using earth zeal to weld everything back together again and stir the earth aspect spirit art into something resembling the beginnings of wakefulness.

“Alright, that looks like enough for now,” I said.

“Right,” Argona agreed. “We need to let the device slowly integrate with the golem before its completely activated. Otherwise Mac has no hope of taking control.”

That settled, I took Argona back to the Hearthwood and dropped her off at the Shipyard where she wanted to fine tune the final waystation before the two of us sent it up later that day.

I spent some very enjoyable time with Melise, then went into the dungeon to kill a few monsters and gathering things for the Hearthwood Clan. Many of my children came along this time, and the trip doubled the size of their personal stashes of valuable cultivation supplies. Truthfully, I was afraid of spoiling them with the easy wealth and materials a trip into the dungeon with me could provide.

Enemies slain! +1200 points!

We found nothing particularly dangerous, but I killed enough little monsters here and there to get some points, especially when we went fishing again in the underwater portions of the dungeon. Without Melise’s luck spell, we weren’t nearly so fortunate on our trip, but true mage monster parts were still immensely valuable for many things.

I attempted to test some of my new techniques on a few of these creatures we found. I used Titanic Force against a raptor, turning it into a smear of green paste with one punch. Of course, I could already do much the same even without activating Titanic Force, but now there weren’t enough whole chunks of the raptor left to even tell it had once been a living creature.

My Extraordinary Senses ability was fairly easy to test. My eyes pierced through the darkness without the need for any light potions, and the smallest sounds from skittering creatures over the tunnel were as loud as banging drums in my ears.

The rest of my abilities were difficult to test. Magical Shattering would require me to have something magical to break, and Absolute Bodily Defense, Complete Regeneration, and Bodily Supremacy would all require me to fight somebody strong enough to deal significant damage to me, like cutting off an arm. I was willing to take The Wanderer’s word that they’d work as promised.

Mac and I spent some time working out how to spend my remaining points. As much as I wanted to put them to work in the Hearthwood, I wanted to save some for when I finally finished consolidating my aura and reached the wizard realm, where new wizard-realm spells would be available to me.

But that didn’t mean The Wanderer couldn’t use a few upgrades in the meantime. The most pressing threat to us was the ongoing war to the south and The Hearthwood’s inevitable role in it. Some upgrades we could use would need time to have an effect, so it would be best to get them as quickly as possible. We settled on two that would be more effective the earlier we utilized them.

Upgrade Training Grounds to Level 3?

This will increase the rate of learning for those who practice here, enhance coordination of those who train here, and slowly increase the innate talent of those who practice with a chosen weapon.

Training Grounds now upgrading to level 3. -1200 points.

Schedule Training Grounds Upgrade to Level 4?

This will increase all rates of learning and coordination enhancement, along with increasing the talent of those who practice with every combat skill they choose to hone upon the field, including coordination and teamwork.

Training grounds now scheduled to upgrade to level 4. -2000 points.

Upgrade Cultivation Chamber with additional zeal-insulated enclosure?

Additional Enclosure for the Cultivation Chamber purchased. -2000 points.

Points remaining: 18,000.

“Excellent,” I said after purchasing the extra enclosure. This way if Melise or one of my other women needed to use the Cultivation Chamber to practice a skill that would take a long time to master, their efforts wouldn’t bother me. If we needed more space two of them could work at the same time. I saved the rest of my points for my wizard spells, as my Silver Realm techniques were many times more expensive than abilities at lower levels. I suspected spells at the wizard realm would be the same.

[Before you help Argona,] Mac said once we were finished making a few purchases. [I need you to hunt down the Pillar of Magical Law. It’s complete, but it appears like I can’t set it up remotely. You’ll have to do it yourself. I will walk you through the process.]

“Fine, then. Where is it?”

[It looks like a massive Stone Obelisk, of the kind you can make with your earth magic. Your enhanced vision shouldn’t have any trouble picking it out.] Mac chided me.

Sure enough, in the center of the settlement there was a massive four-sided stone pillar. The faces were blank, enclosed by a box outlined in silver. By the looks of it, there should have been words carved into the pillar’s sides, but there was nothing there.

“I found it,” I said. I jumped, leaping over several buildings. I cushioned my fall with earth magic, fixing broken paving stones shattered with the force of my landing. Then I jumped again and landed at the base of the Stone Obelisk.

“Alright, Mac. Walk me through this,” I asked.

Activate Pillar of Magical Law?

This will involve creating limitations on magic within the zone of influence of the pillar and investing power of your own into it to activate the effect.

I asked Mac to dig up more information for me. Essentially, I’d be charging the pillar with some of my magic. That lingering power would hang around inside the pillar until it was triggered by an action from someone within the settlement. That could mean a crime, the use of a certain type of magic like flight magic, or using spells with lethal effects.

When the pillar was activated, it would unleash my power, unfocused by my consciousness, but still potent. That alone would be enough to strike a heartwielder dead for breaking my magical laws on the spot, and would probably kill most mage acolytes as well.

Only true mages could survive breaking one of my magical laws, at least until the magic I’d invested in it started running thin.

“This will make keeping the peace much easier,” I said as I pressed my palms against the surface of the pillar.

[It will if we compile a reasonable assortment of laws. Shall I copy the Constitution of the Hearthwood Clan to the pillar?]

I thought about that for a moment before refusing. “No, I don’t think this should be so strict. The pillar’s punishments are swift and lethal. I don’t want somebody dying just because they didn’t understand our more esoteric laws. A lot of what we’ve come up with here comes from Earth’s laws, and the elves won’t be familiar with the concepts we’re pushing for.

“Let’s use it more like a defensive measure with some basic peacekeeping functionality. Let’s set it to trigger after a serious crime anywhere save for wherever we’re dealing with the criminals. Trigger upon the use of any spells that could be used to rapidly escape the Hearthwood, with exceptions built in for me, Princess Tivana, and all my women.

“But most of all, I want the pillar to detect and identify anyone with ill intentions towards me, my family, or the Hearthwood as a whole.”

[That can be arranged.] Mac said. Moments passed and then words appeared on the pillar, flashing into existence in puffs of blue light. An instant later the pillar looked like it had been carved a thousand years ago, and that those words had been rested on the stone unchanged for centuries.

The blue light coloring the letters flashed once when the writing was completed, and I saw the energy disperse into the area surrounding the Hearthwood. It would wait there and lurk until triggered.

Next, I began filling the Pillar of Magical Law with my magic. With my palms pressed against it, I funneled earth zeal into the pillar, and the energy flowed out of me in big inky globs. When I was about half depleted in my dantian, I switched to using power from my World Titan Fiendbody. That energy flowed into the pillar, carrying with it an aura of primordial might. The Pillar of Magical Law was a creation of The Wanderer, and it had no trouble accepting all sorts of power.

When I’d added plenty of power from my body, I reached out for my aura. I snatched at a bit of the gray mist that was floating around me, trying to reform. It struggled in my mental grasp, unwilling to be added to the layers around my dantian, but I didn’t intend to add this bit of aura to the rest. I shoved it into the pillar. It thrashed about, worming and scrambling for freedom in my mind’s grip before the pillar sucked it in.

My aura vanished into the pillar and all the earth zeal in it took on a deadlier feeling, as though it was no longer just a mindless force. My aura couldn’t touch the power that had come from my World Titan Fiendbody, but the rest of the earth zeal inside the pillar was up for grabs.

Blue light flared from the letters along the pillar’s length once again. The power of the Pillar of Magical Law washed over me and the rest of the little city in the center of the Hearthwood. The sensation felt right to me, and its presence set my mind at ease far more than I thought it would.

I felt a sense of familiarity in the surrounding air like I was sensing my power lurking in the air and waiting to be used. The free portion of my aura traveling behind me as dense mist writhed around the Pillar of Magical Law. At first, I thought it was trying to retrieve the missing piece of aura I’d shoved inside the pillar, but now it looked like it was tasting the pillar, as though it was sampling the power in it.

I continued on my way towards the Shipyard, where Argona was waiting for me.

“The last waystation ship is complete!” Argona declared. “I’m just going through the launch checklist right now.”

I took the clipboard my daughter was holding and flipped through the pages as I helped her verify that we were ready to launch. My daughter had incredible attention to detail and had already seen everything. Since both of us had refined this waystation design several times and were intimately familiar with its construction, it didn’t take any time at all to get it prepped for launch.

“What’s our launch window look like, Mac?” I asked.

[You’ll have an opening in ten minutes. After that it will take about an hour for the waystation to settle into its proper orbit, and then another few hours before this world aligns with the World of Struggle and Strife to the point where you can teleport your way across.]

“Then it seems like we have ten minutes,” I said as I leaned against the side of the spaceship my daughter had built. “So tell me what you’ve been up to recently, Argona.”

My daughter shrugged. “This and that. I’ve cultivated my earth aspect spellheart, as you said. Well... mostly I had Salica perform a spellheart enhancement for me twice. I’m waiting for my body to adjust to the new power before I go for another set of enhancements. In the meantime, I’ve been working on the Planetary Defense Golem. There are a couple things in the notes that suggest the facility we found is not the only one that was constructed. I gave Myrus and Sielus a few locations to scout for another potential facility. You know how they’re eager for loot and adventure.”

“That sounds splendid,” I nodded appreciatively. “Just getting one of those golems working for us will make the Hearthwood unassailable. Having more than one will mean we’ll be able to expand our influence far beyond these woods.”

We chatted a while about life in the Hearthwood, about Argona’s sisters, her relationship with her mother, and about everything else going on in her life. Eventually the launch time came, and I had the honor of pushing the big red button.

“Launching now!” I announced as I pushed the red button. The roof opened up and the hatch in the center of the room opened to reveal to the world the full girth of Argona’s new rocket. Argona’s current design was large enough to have several rooms in it, providing an area for sleeping, meditating, and refreshing oneself mid-travel. It was a monstrous rocket that stood as tall as Castle Mac, though a lot of that would be ejected by the time the rocket broke orbit.

Mac showed Argona a way to recover the booster rockets for the ships she sent into orbit, which had let Argona significantly expand the size of her ship design without tapping too heavily into Mac’s golem production with the Automated Fabrication Station. My daughter had integrated that recovery feature, along with a huge assortment of other improvements.

“You certainly built it big enough,” I said as the rocket rose out of the ground.

Argona blushed. “I took a few liberties when you promised me all the resources I needed. I’ve had Comela’s unit running all over the Hearthwood, fetching the booster rockets each time I fire one off.”

“Ha! I’m sure Comela will be happy to hear that you’re not letting her unit turn into slackers while she’s recovering,” I laughed.

“Actually, I had her helping too,” Argona replied. “With Ullua’s approval. Ullua said it’s bad for a warrior who has been through what Comela went through to spend too long alone with her thoughts. She said it would be better to keep her busy with some tedious but important work, so I made work for her.”

“That’s kind of you, though I’m sure seeing Comela scurry about the Hearthwood on your behalf is no minor source of amusement unto itself,” I chuckled.

Our conversation was cut short by the roaring of the engines as the rocket activated. The reverberation shot through the Hearthwood and a burst of fiery magical light burst into ignition.

Argona was using an alchemical fuel, derived from the solution Salica created in her attempts to mimic the a dissolved zeal crystal energy source we’d found fueling the spaceship we discovered in the Hearthwood. That power transformed into force magic with only a small loss to heat. Argona had gone through a lot of effort refining her work, and I noted with pride that her current enchantment designs were a notch better than the examples I’d given her from the alien ship parts I recovered. Argona had taken inspiration from those designs and made hers work even better.

Eyes across the Hearthwood turned to the sky at the sight of the massive coned head of the rocket poking out of the Shipyard. The rocket took off, flaring with a dim bright light as the boosters activate to full power and carried the rocket overhead.

My Layered Defenses spell broke as the rocket got too far away for me to maintain the defensive barrier, but by that point it was safely away from the Hearthwood.

This was the most impressive of our recent launches, so it drew more attention than usual from the denizens of the Hearthwood. But rocket launches were a frequent occurrence these days, so as the column of enchanted ironwood took off into the sky, elves turned back to their daily tasks one by one, tending to their shops, resuming their practice drills, and crafting items of value.

“Another successful launch,” I declared. “Mac said everything will be in position within a few hours. With any luck, you’ll be speaking to your mother again over dinner tonight.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










AFTER LAUNCHING THE ship with Argona, I meditated for a while on my aura. I felt like I was making progress condensing it, but wasn’t able to make measurable progress. After growing frustrated with my attempts to reach the Wizard realm, I turned to my body cultivation.

My World Titan Fiendbody was a bit more responsive to my efforts. Cultivating this body art was an arduous process and mentally taxing, so I dialed up the time dilation on the Cultivation Chamber and let mind zeal flow through my brain from the mind spellheart implanted in the back of my head to enhance my thoughts as I concentrated.

I reorganized my zeal to form the nascent structures dispersed throughout my muscles that would enhance my body to the Silver Muscle realm. To my surprise, I realized that while the task before me would doubtlessly take a lot of work, there was nothing but a lack of raw zeal and pure effort barring my path from becoming a Silver Muscle body cultivator.

With the structures in place, I'd only need to fill myself up with zeal. My aura made absorbing energy from Dean’s orb far more efficient than before, but I’d paid the Axe-Beaked Salamander a visit recently, and it was looking like it had seen better days. Having a mage acolyte tap it for zeal was just like having a little tick on its back, but having a Silver Realm body cultivator drawing power to fuel a body art as powerful as the World Titan Fiendbody was like having a leech the same size as the monster itself sapping away at its strength. I'd simply outgrown it.

I turned the orb over in my hand. There were other soul fragments in the orb and other monsters to draw on. The Sky Touching Kilobeast and the Shadowblade Beasts for one, though both forces weren’t the kind I was too eager to anger.

I felt a little regretful that the rest of the monsters were still sealed away in Dean’s pocket dimension. I wouldn’t be able to draw on their power unless I let them out.

Or did I? What if instead of letting them out, I went in?

I pondered that thought a while and was trying to figure out how to see it through when I received a message from Mac.

[Theo, the World of Struggle and Strife will be near enough for you to teleport to in just a few more minutes.]

I opened my eyes and made my way out of the Cultivation Chamber. Silver Muscle and the Wizard realm would have to wait until I had my women back in the Hearthwood. The longer they were away from me, the more anxious I became, and I credited that trepidation to be the reason why I couldn’t finish merging my aura.

“I’m on my way to the Teleportation Array,” I said to Mac as I made my way through the Castle.

The guards standing in front of the door saluted their patriarch as I approached.

“Send a message to the council. When I return, I’ll have the matriarchs with me, along with a few important guests,” I said.

“We’ll be certain to greet them with honor, patriarch,” the guard said.

“Be certain the council shares that sentiment. Most of these guests will be orcs,” I said.

“Orcs?” The guard gulped. “Uh... yes... I’ll tell the council to have a feast ready. I imagine they’ll want to keep the orcs distracted with food. How long will they be staying?”

“Not long. I’ll need them heading south to Moonbow City as quickly as possible.”

The guard left to relay my message to the council, and I punched in the first set of coordinates and activated the teleportation array with a set of zeal crystals.

I stepped into the teleportation array and the world around me faded away. Seconds later I reappeared in the waystation Argona and I had just launched. I had briefly toured the interior of the waystation back when it was on the ground, but now when it was in space I realized Argona had really outdone herself.

The walls of one side of the station were transparent, giving me a perfect view of the planet below. I took a deep breath of the air inside and found it smelled fresh and familiar, and I almost felt like I was still in the Hearthwood.

Most of that fresh air was managed by a set of life support enchantments, though the scent of nature in the air actually came from a small garden built into the waystation itself. Fruits hung off fully grown trees sitting in front of the window, dangling invitingly to any guests who might stay here.

I plucked a plump, pale orange blob and bit into it to find the flavor sweet and tangy. With so little zeal this far from the surface of the planet, the plants had to be completely ordinary, so eating did little more than satisfy the physical craving for food. Still, it was a thoughtful touch that Argona added.

I wished I could bring her up here to see her own handiwork, but that would have to wait until she reached true mage. Or at least until I figured out if I could use my Pocket World to bring her up here. But that was a trick I wanted to test on someone less precious to me.

I tossed the pit of the fruit I’d eaten into an empty patch of dirt and headed back into the teleportation array. I dialed in the coordinates and appeared in a slightly smaller waystation. This pattern continued and the stations slowly shrunk in size as I came to the earlier models we’d first launched together.

Before long, I was standing in the tiny cramped box, barely large enough to fit both me and the teleportation array inside it. Argona truly had made a lot of improvements from this first model.

I punched in the coordinates to my space station orbiting the world of Struggle and Strife. To my surprise, the station still held an atmosphere despite my long absence. The air felt thinner and compared to the sweet fresh atmosphere aboard the waystation we’d most recently launched, my initial design felt crude. Argona had done a lot of work to improve these things, and I’d need to get her to copy her talismans here as well.

I dialed the coordinates for the Blackgorge Tribe’s teleportation array down on the world below and reappeared in the Blackgorge Tribe settlement.

I glanced around and found one orc standing guard over the teleportation array. He was slumped over in his chair with a book over his face. I peered at the book and saw a raunchy pamphlet with an image of a sultry-looking elf on its cover. I grabbed the orc by the shoulder and shook him into wakefulness.

“...Ah! Who’s there!” The orc said as he jumped to his feet. “Invaders from the teleportation array! It must be the Yellowmountain Tribe! All hands to—“

“Stop panicking,” I commanded. “It’s me, Theo, your Chief.”

“Oh...” the orc finally stopped jumping around in fright long enough to get a good glimpse of my features. “Sorry, Chief,” then he realized what book he was holding in his hands and hastily tried to tuck it behind his back.

“Alert the others to my return,” I said. “Go find Meldrik and tell him I wish to speak with him about returning to the world of elves. In the meantime, I’ll be visiting my chief’s hut. I assume my women are inside it?”

“Yes, Chief!” The orc saluted me and scrambled for the exit to the teleportation array. I shouted he needed to find a replacement guard to mind his station while he was away, but he was already out of sight.

I walked through the Blackgorge Tribe settlement and noted what was the same and what had changed.

The walls I’d helped construct were still standing tall, though they seemed flawlessly smooth now that they had been reinforced by elven magic. Someone also transformed the buildings into smooth, seamless stone instead of the rough massive bricks that orcs built with. The streets were cleaner and the new structures seemed to have a sturdier feeling to them.

Everyone in the settlement was hard at work collecting resources, visiting other tribes, or training. I spotted a few loiterers and had them take the teleportation array guard’s post. Before long, I was back at the location of the old Chief’s hut.

Though it was a hut no longer. What I saw before me looked like six different palaces tacked together without rhyme or reason. Without me to guide and manage the overall design, my women had taken it upon themselves to expand the chief’s hut as much as possible, and each of them had done so in their own way.

A small grove of towering trees sprung out of the ground like they were planted in the middle of the Hearthwood. Small structures sat nestled in their branches with wooden bridges stretched between them. The trees looked terribly strange sitting in this relatively barren space between tall mesas, and I knew they were the product of Sava’s nature zeal. Even now, one of those buildings in the sky was belching out a sickly black smoke that could only come from one of Sava’s experiments.

Across from the grove of trees was a massive atrium the size of the building itself. The glass windows let beams of sunlight shoot down to reveal an immense library filled with more books than had existed in the entire Blackgorge Tribe until recently. It had four floors of balconies with a large clearing in the center, leading to a warm and comfortable seat to read upon in the exact center of the chamber. Clearly, this was the work of Illiel, though that wasn’t something she could construct with magic. I wondered how she convinced the orcs to build it for her.

The rest of my women were less distinctive in their construction choices, but the remaining regions of the new chief’s hut each clearly belonged to one distinctive person. There were parts set aside for Assyrus, Eltiana, Nela, and Yorik. Amisra and Korra seemed to have the least say in the new hut’s construction, and they were probably staying in the section I’d built when I was still here.

I knocked on the door of the atrium containing the library since I couldn’t even find the original main entrance. “Guess who’s home?”

To my shock and surprise, I was greeted by an elf who wasn’t familiar to me.

“Who are you?” She asked with a youthful and curious expression. Her build was lean like most elves were, and she had a waifishness about her that reminded me of a younger version of Illiel.

“I figure I should ask you that same question. I don’t know you.”

“Oh no, you’re an intruder!” The elf shouted. Then she jammed a finger in my direction. “I know why you’re here! You’re trying to steal my father’s women! Well, you’d better scram because my mom and her fellow matriarchs are all very strong! And my father will return as soon as the planets align.”

“Your father’s women?” I wrinkled my nose. “Who has the gall to move into the house that I left behind for my women?”

“Says the man breaking into our home!” The elf stomped her foot on the floor. I realized while she’d been speaking she fingered a transmission stone. It glowed with energy from a recent activation, and I was certain that it had picked up our recent conversation.

My theories were quickly proven to be accurate when several sets of footfalls pounded down the hall. The door swung open to reveal more young elves, none of whom I recognized from my previous stay in the Blackgorge Tribe.

“It’s an intruder! Our mothers warned us about people like you! They said there were lots of orc men outside this home who’d love to do many evil things to us if we didn’t cultivate our spellhearts diligently, but she hadn't mentioned any of them being bold enough to break into Matriarch Illiel’s study!”

I examined the new batch of elves, and a theory was clicking into place. Each of the elves bore a strong resemblance to one of my women. I spotted heads of green, purple, blue, gold, and yellowish-brown among them. The first young elf I’d spoken to had her hair down, but several of these new ones had their hair in styles that revealed their ears weren’t as pointy as a full-blooded elf. That was a phenomenon I’d only witness before on my own children.

“Hold on a second,” I said as I held up my hands. “I think I am your fath—“

I was interrupted by a battle cry. “Get him!” The group of young elves shouted.

Each young woman clutched a spellheart in her grasp and pointed their hands in my direction. Clouds of misty purple energy shot towards me through the air, followed by bright sparkles of light and even an attempted mind magic attack.

I crossed my arms and waited, curious to see what these girls could do.

All the offensive spells were heartwielder abilities, and I recognized almost all the spells. These girls had natural talent to master these abilities so quickly, though they had nothing in their arsenal that could touch me.

I activated my Layered Defenses barrier only when one book was struck by a stray attack. Illiel wouldn’t be happy about that. I wrapped my barrier around me and my attackers, keeping the room untouched.

“He’s too strong!” One of my assailants said desperately. “He must be a mage acolyte, or maybe a Bronze Skin orc!”

Truthfully, such a severe underestimation of my powers hurt my feelings a little.

“I see your mothers have been teaching you a couple of spells,” I said with approval in my voice. “I’m pleased to see that you’ve dedicated yourself to diligent cultivation and practice, though you have a long way to go before you’re ready to spar with your father.”

I shot a glance at the smooth tile floor. My aura seeped out of me, gobbling down all the zeal in the area and bringing it under my control. I snapped my fingers and the tiles that made up the floor of the atrium flowed up the legs of my adorable little attackers, creeping up their waists and climbing for their arms. In a few heartbeats, all twelve of them were completely restrained.

“Oh no! He’s got us!” One of the young elves gasped.

“The mud wrapped around my spellheart! I can’t cast any more spells!” Another said with alarm.

I cleared my throat to get their attention now that the spells had finally died down. “Now, as I was saying, I’m—“

I was interrupted a second time.

“You’re going to turn us into thralls, aren’t you!?” Another of the young elves gasped. “We're not weak and submissive like the elves you're thinking of! Our father's blood runs strong in us, and we'll kick your teeth in if you try to make us wash your bedsheets! Besides, my mother said our father would be furious if that happened! He'll drop a meteor on your head from orbit if you touch us.”

I clutched my temples with my hand. “Let’s just wait for one of your mothers to show up so she can explain this to all of you.”

Soon enough, Illiel entered the atrium. She arrived with a sense of haste to her, but it was gleeful instead of frightened.

“Theo!” She jumped off the second-floor balcony and landed gracefully on the ground. She wrapped her arms around me an instant later and I returned the embrace for a second.

“Catch me!” A voice said from one of the higher floors, and soon Eltiana was somersaulting down from three stories up and headed directly for my head.

I had to let go of Illiel to catch my leaping purple-haired ninja in my arms. One after another, my women arrived to greet me with big smiles on their faces. Sava even abandoned her current alchemical experiment to see me as soon as I returned.

“Come on, Korra! Jump into Theo’s arms, he can catch you!” Eltiana shouted as she hoisted herself up my arm and took a seat on my shoulder.

After a moment of hesitation, Korra jumped over the fourth-floor railings of the upper levels of the atrium and landed in my arms that had only recently be freed of Eltiana’s lithe form. She collapsed into my hands and snuggled her head warmly against me before a blush came over her cheeks and she wormed out of my grasp to stand on her own feet.

“I’m glad your back,” Amisra said. “I’ve been getting anxious about returning to Princess Tivana’s side. The Deanian Queendom needs me now more than ever. How are things looking over there?”

“Not the best,” I admitted. “I was able to deal with the Rakaren Queendom, and the necromancers seem to be holding the Golden Sword Society and the Lifekeeper Sanctum at bay. But that still leaves Princess Tivana fighting against the Ancient Tree Temple, the Sunspire Kingdom, the Auquiallian Islands, and all the orcs are bound to come pouring up from the south as soon as this planetary alignment begins.”

“That’s right, the alignment isn’t supposed to happen for some time yet. That’s when we initially thought we’d be headed home. How’d you get here early?” Eltiana asked.

I smiled and poked Eltiana on the nose as she leaned over my shoulder. “That’s all thanks to our lovely daughter. She designed a series of space waystations to bridge the void, letting me make my way over to you ahead of time. I’ve come to bring you all home. All of you, and apparently the new members of our family as well.”

The young elves trapped in stone squirmed at my gaze. They were my children, and they were all smart enough to realize that they probably shouldn’t have attacked me.

“A-are you... our dad?” One elf asked shyly. She had golden hair, and I recognized her as the one who’d tried to throw a fistful of golden sparkles at my face.

“I am. I’m Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, and father to all twelve of you.”

“Oh...” She said, face flushing in embarrassment.

I laughed. “Don’t be shy now. I was going to make you all show me your combat abilities eventually! This just got it out of the way first thing.”

My daughter’s face brightened, and I had my women introduce me to each one of them.

Sava had two children, Salura and Saesca. Illiel had two as well, Meriel and Taneriel. Lyrela, Avala, and Tanela were all Nela’s children, and I realized those three had all been enthusiastic in their attacks. Eltiana had three children, named Pyriana, Darana, and Nyatana. I noted each of Argona’s younger sisters and wondered if they’d be just as good at enchantment and crafting. Assyrus had Nymus and Minyus, both of whom had shown me some impressive water spells involving controllable elementals.

I engraved their names and faces into my mind. This was the third generation of children I’d had with my matriarchs, as the second we’d left under Princess Tivana’s care, soaking up the knowledge and zeal available in the palace.

I greeted each of my new children and promised them I’d get to know each of them. But first we had to get everyone home.

“Wait,” I said when I realized someone was missing. “Where’s Yorik?”

My women glanced at each other nervously. Each of them averted their eyes, not wanting to be the one to explain what was wrong to me.

I was growing nervous myself. I grabbed Illiel and shook her. “What’s going on with Yorik?”

“Well... she...” Illiel held her hands out in front of her stomach, as though cupping a massive ball there. “She’ll get here soon enough.”

I blinked, not really understanding what Illiel was trying to get at.

I heard the stomping of heavy feet down the hall, and Korra ducked under my arm to scamper to the nearest door. She swung it wide to help whoever was marching down the stairs.

When she reappeared in the doorway, Korra was under Yorik’s arm.

Yorik herself seemed tired, and she wore a loose smock instead of armor or her light leather outfit.

Her odd appearance was the last thing I noticed, though. My eyes were immediately drawn to her bloated belly. She was clearly pregnant. So pregnant, that I feared she might give birth at any moment.

“Yorik!” I said as I broke free of the circle of elves around me and ducked under Yorik’s other arm. I held her up, though she snorted at being supported by two people on either side.

“I am fine,” Yorik rolled her eyes like she had to deal with being babied like this daily.

“You don’t look fine!” Sava said, touching Yorik’s belly. “You look like you’re about to explode!”

“How can you stand like that?” Nela asked nervously.

“I think we need to do another medical checkup on you again, Yorik,” Illiel said. “I know we’ve done three today already, but I think a fourth one might be in order.”

Yorik groaned.

“Everyone, don’t harass Yorik. If she said she feels fine, then I believe her,” I announced as I rubbed Yorik’s plump belly with one hand.

Yorik perked up at my words. “I can train again then?”

“Goodness, no,” I laughed. “I’m taking you back to the Hearthwood so Mac can look at you in the Medical Bay. After that it’s bed rest and doctor-approved walks only!”

Yorik let out a long sigh.

Truthfully, Yorik wasn’t too affected by her state of pregnancy. As a Bronze Bone cultivator, her body was immensely resilient. But I rarely had the opportunity to pamper my strong orc girl, and I wanted to savor it while I could. We were all doing our best to baby her, though besides feeling awkward because of the size of her stomach she was otherwise unaffected.

I was curious about orc pregnancy since I hadn’t ever seen a pregnant orc before, nor had I ever seen an orc child. It wasn’t a subject I’d thought to ask about, and the Book of the True Man contained nothing on the subject other than the advice to conqueror or hire at least one woman who knew what she was doing regarding this duty.

Desperate for answers, I had to await Meldrik’s arrival.

“Pregnancy,” Meldrik shrugged as he rubbed the back of his head. “Truth be told, I missed my son’s birth. My wife’s belly was swelling one morning when I went out on a long hunt, and by the time I returned I had a little runt at home playing with my warhammer. As for your question about nurses or delivery assistants... my understanding is that my woman at the time just took the morning off from her work at the local store, did the deed, and left the kid to clean himself up after. Then she went back work.”

“It happens that fast?” My eyes shot up. The Medical Bay would be the safest place in the Ten Thousand Worlds for Yorik to give birth, and if she was going to have a child, I wanted it to happen there. “Then we need to get moving! Give me a Stone Skin orc willing to test something for me, then gather up the whole Blackgorge Tribe. Package up everything of value, we’ll be keeping a skeleton presence here, but I want the bulk of our forces over on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity for the duration of the pilgrimage."

I expected protests from Meldrik. Their orcs had only just rebuilt a home for themselves after facing constant struggles. Instead, Meldrik merely nodded. “That’s probably for the best. The Yellowmountain Tribe has been eying us ever since you killed Belrar, and they’ve already taken a few of our outer villages and towns. Moving to the base we set up on the world of elves won’t be too strange considering how many orcs will be headed there, we’ll be ready to leave as soon as the planetary alignment occurs! After all, taking part in a pilgrimage is the fastest path to fortune for any tribe, and we're still in favor with the Wargod, so there's no reason not to go.”

I shook my head. “I want us over there by the end of the day. I already have a potential base set up for us, but we need to lock it down and establish a presence there,” I’d claimed Moonbow City for the Blackgorge Tribe of orcs, but truthfully I was worried someone else might have already taken over the city in my absence, and I’d need to reconquer it again. Having Meldrik and the rest of the Blackgorge Tribe take up residence in the city would secure it permanently.

“Understood, Chief Theo,” Meldrik nodded. He asked for a few details about how we were going to get over there, and I explained how the waystation system worked. As requested, a Stone Skin orc arrived not long after. This was the most crucial part of my plan, and it would need to work if I wanted to get my children over to the elven world without waiting for the portals to open.

“Chief!” The orc saluted me, honored to have be issued a special task by the chief himself. He looked familiar, and I realized this was the same orc as the one who’d been standing guard over the teleportation array when I first arrived. I opened my Pocket World and had the orc march inside. Then I fired off the teleportation array. Ordinarily, a Stone Skin orc couldn’t use a teleportation array, but my Pocket World was special, and no time passed inside once it was closed.

I shut the teleportation array and went for a quick trip into space. Before long, I was back in the Hearthwood at the Teleportation Array chamber. I opened up my Pocket World to find the orc still making his way into the empty pocket space.

“I’m done, you can come out now,” I commanded.

“Yes, Chief Blackgorge!” The orc hastily obeyed. “What do I do now?" He said as he stepped out. His eyes went wide when he realized he was in a completely different location, and his eyes went wider still when he realized there was a pair of armed and armored elves. He’d likely never seen an elf holding a weapon, though the weapon wasn’t what he was staring at.

“I’m finished with you. The rest of the Blackgorge Tribe will arrive shortly. You’re in the Hearthwood right now, which is owned and controlled by me, Patriarch Theo. Just like I’m the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, I’m also the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. That means everything here belongs to me, understand?”

“Ah,” the Stone Skin orc sighed in disappointment. “Your elves?”

I shrugged. “I suppose you could think of it that way. All the elves and other beings in this settlement are under my protection, so you’re to play nice and treat them as your honored hosts, even if they’re elves. Make sure your friends understand that.”

The orc saluted me before turning to the elf standing guard and giving her a salute as well. I hoped all the orcs could learn to get along with my elves. They’d be interacting more in the future, and I didn’t want the two factions under my control to be at odds.

With proof that my Pocket World let me take elves and orcs below the equivalent of True Mage across worlds, I hastily headed back to the World of Struggle and Strife. I teleported through each waystation one at a time and returned to the Blackgorge Tribe to find my matriarchs had packed away everything in the chief’s hut in a chest stuffed full of bags of holding.

We’d taken a lot of those off enemies we’d slain, and my women had collected enough of them to build a mansion wherever we went. Each of my daughters also had their own bag of holdings on their waists, which were doubtlessly filled with their own worldly belongings.

“Alright kids, everyone in my pocket world. We’ll be using a Teleportation Array to get across, so everyone who isn’t a true mage needs to ride across with me,” I announced.

“When did you get a pocket world, Theo?” Sava’s eyes gleamed. “And is it true you can grow incredibly rare plants in them?”

If I didn't crush Sava's hopes fast, my Pocket World would be doomed to become Sava's spare alchemy garden. So I made something up about there not being enough space and that I'd need to have people coming and going from it all the time. Then I explained how the Pocket World worked the best I could and how we could use it to get our new children back home. 

“For you, this door will open an instant after I close it. The next time you girls see me we’ll be in your ancestral homeland, the Hearthwood!” I said as I repeated the explanation to one of my children.

“This is so exciting! A world filled with elves!” One of my daughters said.

Her sister elbowed her in the ribs. “Careful. I know you inherited a lot of orc memories, but if you talk like that, the elves in the Hearthwood might think you are an orc!”

I closed the pocket world and my women stepped up to the teleportation array.

We made it to the space station in orbit around the World of Struggle and Strife, then through each of the waystations, which were a little cramped with so many people around me.

After a few more jumps, we made our way back to the Hearthwood and each of the women rejoiced when they realized they’d made it home.

“We’re back in the Hearthwood!” Assyrus rejoiced. “Oh trees, how I missed you,” she barreled out the door of the Teleportation Array chamber and headed for the edge of the Hearthwood, stopping only when she realized the layout of the streets differed completely from her memory.

“I need to check on the Alchemist’s Laboratory to see if Salica has taken care of things to my satisfaction,” Sava said. “And I gathered a few recipes for something that might help Segolas.”

“I think you’ll be surprised with what you see in the Alchemist’s Laboratory,” I said with a wink. I’d upgraded the room in Sava’s absence.

My words seemed to frighten Sava more than they excited her, and she took off running in the direction of the Alchemist's Laboratory. The rest of my women dispersed, all eager to see to their duties and projects to make sure the Hearthwood had been running smoothly in their absence.

Even Amisra left as soon as she saw blue elven skies. “I must return to Princess Tivana’s side. “I’ll come to see you again to fulfill my... obligation to you as soon as I can!”

It took me a moment to remember the obligation she was talking about was laying a few eggs for me, and I grinned at the thought of extracting future members of the Hearthwood Clan from a peak wizard.

“I’ll be waiting!” I shouted and waved as she left. I trusted my women would have the council ready to deal with the orcs, and I opened my Pocket World to let my twelve youngest daughters out.

“So this is the world ruled by elves,” Lyrela, my second daughter by Nela, said with a look of wonder on her face.

“That it is,” I said. “I’d love to give you girls the tour, but that will have to wait until later. Perhaps one of your sisters can help, they’re around here somewhere. In the meantime, let me take you to our living quarters, each of you girls gets to choose a room. They’re all the same size, so no fighting over any of them.”

I escorted the twelve of them to my family’s personal living quarters and had Mac speak to them a little about what life was like in the Hearthwood and among elves. This batch was well-versed in orcish culture thanks to having their wisps manifest on the World of Struggle and Strife, and those would be useful skills in the future. But I also wanted them to know how to live among elves as well.

After they finished jumping back in fright when a box on the wall started addressing them by name, I headed back to the Teleportation Array and moved through each of the waystations one by one until I returned to the World of Struggle and Strife.

When I got there, Meldrik was waiting for me with most of the Blackgorge Tribe. They were packed for an extended stay on another world, and only a few members of the Blackgorge Tribe would be staying behind to maintain their old base of operations. Few chose to stay behind once they learned where we were going. Apparently, the thought of visiting the World of Sanctuary and Serenity was an irresistible prospect to most of them.

I had them step into my Pocket World in large groups, packing in as many orcs as I could. I used the teleportation array alone, not wishing to squeeze as tightly with a bunch of muscle-bound orcs as I was willing to with my elves.

It took three trips to get everyone across, but before long most of the Blackgorge Tribe had been relocated to the Hearthwood.

“Okay, Meldrik,” I said. “I’m going to dedicate this patch of ground to be a permanent part of the Blackgorge Tribe, but your main headquarters will be further south. You’ll have to camp under the stars tonight and I’ll get everyone briefed on the situation by the fire pit. Then you and I will head to Moonbow City and get the place in order for the Blackgorge Tribe to move in.”

Meldrik nodded in agreement and promised he’d monitor the rowdiest members of the Blackgorge Tribe to make sure they didn’t get too eager to dominate an elf before they started heading south.






CHAPTER NINETEEN










WE HAD A few minor incidents between orcs and elves. There were quite a few elves in need of a man thanks to the massive gender disparity, and the orcs hadn't been shy about showing interest, though they seemed to all be on their best behavior after my instructions.

Meldrik had to chase away a few elves from the town who were curious about the Hearthwood's visitors. Curious enough that a few of them were passing notes to the orcs through windows and trying to introduce themselves.

At some point, I'd need to compile a guide for elves about how these orc pilgrimages really worked. They didn't quite seem to understand what a relationship with an orc entailed, whether male or female, and I didn't want any elf looking for a quick nightlong fling finding themselves turned into a thrall for months or years. I couldn't afford to lose skilled laborers for so long in this time of crisis, even if they'd just be going to the Blackgorge Tribe, which was also under my control.

So after breaking a few hearts, Meldrik told his orcs to pack up and get ready to leave. The two of us headed to the Teleportation Array and made a few jumps to local cities. I had to cast my unnoticeability spell over myself as I took the scenic route, checking in on the cities still under Deania's control. Every settlement I jumped to was on edge, and a few of them nearly jumped me when they realized my materializing form was too tall to be an elf.

"Are you certain you wish to head to Moonbow City?” An elf asked me at the last stop before my destination. “The last I heard, the old fearsome orc warlord was kicked out and replaced by an even more terrifying warlord named Chief Blackgorge,” the elf shivered. “I dread to think what an orc like that Chief Blackgorge would do to a handsome man like you.”

I gave the elf a grin and assured her I would be fine and that I was on official business for Princess Tivana. After I flashed the insignia Tivana had given me before I set out on a diplomatic mission between the orcs and Deania, the elf let me teleport with no further questions.

Once there, I sent a message through my Dimensional Storage that the way was safe, and Mac activated the Teleportation Array for a lengthier teleport. Given the recent upgrade, Meldrik made the trip from the Hearthwood to Moonbow City in just one trip.

We returned to find Moonbow City in much the way I’d left it. Little had changed, save for a certain individual who’d taken up residence in the city again. Governor Mallok had returned in my absence to rule over the city once more.

“Did he not learn his lesson when I kicked his rear the first time?” I asked.

The orc standing at the teleportation array shrugged, too busy staring out the window at the naked thralls on display throughout the streets of the city.

“It looks like you’ll need to remind him of your claim on this city,” Meldrik said.

As before, Governor Mallok was basking in debauchery when I found him. He was seated atop a pair of true mages who’d been matriarchs of the Moonbow Clan before becoming thralls, and the way he lounged suggested he had done little of anything all day. There was no sign of Steward Elirin or any member of the Whitewood Clan, so he'd at least respect the orcish tradition of claiming a woman. That was the only reason I didn't kill him the moment I saw him.

“How curious that we should meet here again, Ex-governor Mallok,” I said with a glare.

“You!” Governor Mallok stood up straighter, standing up from where he was seated across the backs of the two Moonbow matriarchs. “This is perfect! The time has come for my revenge. I’ve mastered a new technique since the last time we met, and you stand no chance against me now! I will undo my humiliation by killing you today!”

Without another word of challenge, Governor Mallok pulled a massive bronze axe out of his bag of holding and swung at it at me with all the strength of a peak Bronze Realm orc.

I curled my nose at the sight of it and reached out with a hand. I caught the oncoming axe by the blade, trapping it between my fingers.

Both Governor Mallok's and Meldrik’s eyes went wide at the sight. Governor Mallok tried to tear the axe free of my grip, but found he could not budge my hand in the slightest. He dropped the axe handle, backing away slowly. “S-silver Realm!” He stuttered.

“You’re not the only one who’s gotten stronger,” I said. Then I lashed out with a punch of my own. Governor Mallok’s chest blew open in a fountain of gore and blood. He looked down to see a hole in his chest the size of my fist. I swung my hand to shake the blood off it. An instant later Governor Mallok collapsed to the ground, and I pulled his belongings into my Dimensional Storage with a wave of my hand.

Enemy slain! +400 points!

“Get his body out of here,” I commanded to nobody in particular. “Let it disperse into zeal somewhere in the gardens.”

“Yes, Chief Blackgorge!” One of the female orcs around the room agreed immediately as they got to their feet, sending silverware and drinks tumbling everywhere. While the elves had served as chairs, they'd knelt with serving trays on their backs.

I gave Meldrik a pat on the shoulder. “I’m handing governorship of this city to you, Meldrik. Use my name to chase off anyone who challenges you and manage the city in my name.”

“I’ll get this city operational for you,” Meldrik assured me. “Based on the number of elves here, I imagine you can get several chests of gold in tribute a day. Less than that if you want zeal crystals though.”

“Truthfully, I’m more interested in unique techniques. But I also don’t want you to just turn this city into something meant to generate tribute. Make it a nice place to live, and a haven for elves in Deania who fear harsh treatment under orcish rule.”

“I see,” Meldrik said as he rubbed his chin. “You want the orcs and elves to live together in harmony? You’ve spoken of this before. I’ll see what I can do.”

I left Meldrik to rule Moonbow City in my name and quickly returned to the Hearthwood the same way I’d come. The rest of the orcs would leave the Hearthwood that very day and slowly make their way to Moonbow City on foot to establish a Blackgorge Tribe outpost controlling the city. The orcs were pleasant enough company so far, but I would feel more comfortable keeping my orcs and elves separate until I could figure out a way to make their sharply contrasting cultures coexist.

The orcs were very patriarchal, and the elves had a thick matriarchal streak running through them. The orcs were happy to have elves around so long as they were the ones in control, and from speaking to my women and listening in on the muttering around the Hearthwood, the elves would be perfectly happy to have the orcs around so long as they were in control. I needed to devise a way to have them get along without either faction having complete dominance over the other.

But that was a problem for another day. For now, Yorik was still terribly pregnant and there was a lot to take care of in the Hearthwood before I could go abroad again.



***


Upon returning to the Hearthwood, I immediately sent a message to Mac about Yorik’s status. I’d had her promise to head straight to the Medical Bay upon her return, and she’d done as I asked.

“Mac, how is Yorik looking?” I asked anxiously.

[Very pregnant.] Mac replied.

I waited for Mac to continue, but no further explanation came. “Well?”

[How am I supposed to know? I’ve never needed to know how to deliver a child before, let alone examine one still in the womb!]

“Didn’t that information come with the Medical Bay?” I asked hopefully.

[It didn’t. Elves don’t give birth, they lay eggs. So that’s the knowledge The Wanderer gave me. I think she knows how to do this, but she just isn’t telling me. She refuses my information requests with the same message!]

“What’s the message?” I asked.

Buy Child-Rearing package?

Cost: 5000 points.

“Five thousand points for just a knowledge packet!?” I exclaimed.

[Actually, I think it comes with a few specialized rooms like a nursery and a special operation table for tiny organics.]

That soothed my outrage a little, and my feelings steadied when I remembered this was Yorik and our first child we were talking about. This wasn’t any time to be stingy.

“Buy it,” I approved.

Child-Rearing package purchased. -5000 points.

New facilities are under construction. Knowledge packet now downloading...

I braced myself for a sharp pain shooting through my skull, but nothing happened. After a few seconds, I opened my eyes, wondering what was going on.

“Mac, didn’t The Wanderer say the information was downloading? Why—“

[Oh dear mechanical ancestors!] Mac screeched into my head. [The pain! It’s like a million computer viruses are shoving electrodes directly into my CPU and stabbing it over and over! By all the computer gods in the afterlife!] He groaned and panted, which was strange to hear from an entity that existed as software.

“You okay there, Mac?” I asked after he finally went silent.

[Is that... what pain feels like?] Mac asked after a long moment.

“It’s certainly what my pain often feels like,” I chuckled. “Maybe you’ll be a little more sympathetic next time I’m rolling on the ground after learning a new spell.”

Mac grumbled something unintelligible, and I laughed. Deep down, I was a little surprised. For me, the pain usually came because The Wanderer was forcing an enormous amount of information into my squishy meat brain all at once. But Mac was an AI. How much information would The Wanderer need to shove into his head to make him scream like that?

“Mac?” I asked. “What did you get?”

[Ugh. Enough to figure out how soon your orc woman will give birth.]

“When’s that?” I asked curiously.

[It should be about five minutes, give or take a few seconds.]

“Five minutes!” I jumped in surprise. Then I took off at a sprint toward the Medical Bay. “Send for all my women, Melise especially. If something goes wrong, we might need help.”

[They’re already here. I caught them lingering around the door.]

I soon found I was the last to arrive. My women were standing around Yorik’s bed with pale and anxious expressions painting their faces.

“You’ll make it through this, Yorik,” Nela said as she had a hand placed comfortingly on Yorik’s shoulder.

“I have as many healing potions as you need,” Sava added.

“Don’t worry, I can lead the Hearthwood’s army while you’re recovering,” Assyrus said.

“This looks absolutely terrifying. Like some bizarre form of torture,” Eltiana said as she looked at Yorik’s swollen belly with an expression of eager anticipation.

Yorik yawned, covering her mouth as she did so.

“Is it starting?” I asked as I elbowed my way in front of Yorik’s operation table.

Yorik closed her eyes, looking for all the world like she was about to take a nap.

“Oh no, we’re losing her! Melise!” Nela shouted.

Melise took Yorik’s pulse and announced that Yorik was fine. Mac confirmed her statement with his own sensor readings. That didn’t stop the rest of us from worrying.

[Any second now.] Mac announced.

Yorik scratched her chin and waited before suddenly sitting upright. She took a deep breath and her belly contracted. Yorik spread her legs and an instant later a green head poked out from between Yorik’s legs.

Eltiana screamed. Assyrus clutched her heart and stumbled backward. Sava’s eyes bugged out, and she took a slow step backwards. Nela looked like she was about to faint, and Illiel seemed frozen in terror. I realized even I was backing away, and I had to use mind zeal to steady my thoughts. Out of all of us, only Korra and Melise were able to hold themselves together.

Yorik grunted and the rest of the baby orc popped out of her. She groaned as her belly deflated, quickly returning to its normal well-toned shape seconds after the birth was finished. Yorik yawned and swung her legs off the table while the newborn orc coughed out a wad of fluids from his lungs and began looking around the room.

Despite being weak from being born mere moments ago, the baby orc rolled over and slowly climbed to his feet before he put his hands on his hips and stared us down.

"Definitely a boy,” Sava said, writing something down in her notebook.

Meanwhile, Yorik did a few stretches and wiped herself down before getting dressed.

“Glad it’s over,” she announced as she rubbed her normal-sized stomach.

Mac reached down with a pair of mechanical arms, grasping the baby orc.

[It seems you have a strong and healthy son, Theo. Congratulations to both you and Yorik.]

“I have another son,” I realized, eyebrows shooting up in surprise. Truth be told, that he was still a baby excited me. Having adult children was a fulfilling experience, but I couldn’t help but feel I’d missed the joy of their younger years.

“Excellent. Mac, you’re on diaper duty from here on out. Put out a job offer if you need help,” I said as I took one last look at my son while Mac wiped him down with mechanical arms. I squinted and realized he looked bigger now than he had a moment ago. I shrugged and assumed it was just a trick of the light.

My second son had just been born. It was a strange feeling. My thoughts turned to my first son, who was still suffering under the effects of a deadly curse. Thoughts swirled in my head and I did my best to push them away.

Yorik had given birth, Moonbow City was secure, Amisra was back helping Tivana, and my women were at my side once again. My worries had been resolved and knowing my life, I doubted there would ever be a better time to finish merging my aura to reach the wizard realm.

So I headed to the Cultivation Chamber and dialed up the time dilation, thinking this might take a while.

I settled down cross-legged in the center of the ground and focused on the core of my being. The billowing black mist that had been following me around ever since I’d first started merging my aura had lent me a sinister air that had frightened many an elf and orc recently.

I brought my mind and spirit into focus, steadying the flow of zeal through my body. I felt as though I sitting in cool water. It felt immense like I was floating in the middle of a vast and empty ocean. My magic crackled around me, like lightning above stormy seas.

My consciousness sat within the sea, and I endured the storm ahead as it raged. I soon realized I could do more than sit and passively wait, and I stretched out my will to quiet the storm. The water pouring from down above slowed its torrential downpour as I stretched out my will. I grabbed at the clouds floating above me with my mind, tugging them to the surface of the water one by one.

They resisted me. It was not in their nature to become one with the ocean that represented my power. They wanted to float free in the surrounding skies, doing whatever they wished.

My aura was incredibly powerful with a will of its own. I stretched out with the might of my Sutra of the Living Earth, but my aura continued to slip from my grasp. I couldn’t catch it no matter what I did.

Then I growled and activated the World Titan Fiendbody.

The sea I envisioned churned, before swelling and rising into a pair of massive hands that reached into the illusion of the sky above me, tearing at the clouds and pulling them one by one into the water. If my aura did not wish to join with me, then I would simply force it to do so.

In my physical body, my jaw was clenched tightly. My brow was furrowed in concentration and my breaths came slow and steady. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when I opened my eyes again, I saw a message flashing across my face.

Congratulations, you have reached the Wizard realm of Spirit Cultivation. You are now a level 30 early wizard.

I let go of the long breath I’d been holding and let the tension ease out of me as I leaned against the side of the Cultivation Chamber.

“Okay, Mac,” I said once I’d steadied myself again. “Time for some wizard spells.”

[Interestingly, it seems your aura came with a few free ones.] Mac noted. [As well as delving deeper into a different kind of earth magic. I’ll try to organize things for you.]

Current Points: 13400







Wizard Rank Spells compatible with a Pith of Iron aura and Sutra of the Living Earth Spirit Cultivation:

METAL ASPECT ABILITIES

Ironbolt (Cost: 1500 points)

This spell shoots a ray of iron aura, disrupting spells and magic as it does so.

Corrosive Touch (Cost: 2600 points)

This spell dissolves the magical aspects of entities within range of the caster’s body. The touch acts like iron poisoning, destroying magical structures within the victim’s body. It can also be used on monsters or enchanted objects.

Soul Eater (Cost 3000 points)

Devour and disassemble the spiritual remains of slain foes, storing and consuming them for the zeal they contain for slow conversion into the users’ own zeal. At higher levels of mastery, this ability can even facilitate the inheritance of memories and skills.







EARTH ASPECT ABILITIES

Earthgrasp (Cost 1200 points)

A massive hand rises out of the ground to attack the caster’s foes.

Eruption (Cost 2000 points)

A portion of earth explodes with volcanic force.

Yawning Abyss (Cost 2800 points)

A deep crevasse in the earth opens up and swallows the caster’s target.

Stone Tomb (Cost 3000 points)

The earth rises and traps the caster’s target in a box of stone that squeezes tighter.

Gravitational Control (Cost 3500 points)

An area of effect spell that lets the user manipulate the strength of the force of gravity in an area. The change depends upon the amount of zeal invested into the spell and the user’s personal skill.

Return to Dust (Cost 4000 points)

Destroys the physical body of enemies by destroying the bonds that hold their body together.

The first two spells that caught my eye were Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust. Both spells required me to touch my enemy, but getting close shouldn’t be a problem with the World Titan Fiendbody. One spell destroyed physical bodies, the other magical aspects. The obvious defense against Corrosive Touch would be a physical barrier, and the obvious defense against Return to Dust would be a magical barrier. But if I cast both my enemies might not be able to defend themselves at all.

Besides that, Gravitational Control also caught my eye. If the past was anything to go by, I’d be facing large numbers of foes. Eliminating them one at a time was easy, but it was also tedious. I needed more area-of-effect abilities in my arsenal.

The last spell that caught my eye was Soul Eater. It sounded sinister, but I was killing a lot of enemies. By the sounds of it, it would synergize well with my aura fragment’s ability to convert zeal particles from one aspect to another, and perhaps my aura was the reason why it was an option at all. Both my spirit art and body art seemed to be far hungrier for zeal than ordinary cultivation techniques, and I was cultivating far faster than a normal elf or orc. Any way to gain power faster would be beneficial.

[It seems to come from your aura fragment. It was one ability you gained access to, but didn’t learn upon combining with your aura.]

“It reminds me of Melise’s Starfire Crucible spell, with the added benefit that I don’t need to lay an egg after I use it. But do I want to be a soul-destroying monster?” I muttered to myself.

[Elven philosophers believe a soul cannot be created or destroyed, and that even those wisps that expire from zeal deprivation or that are consumed in a spell return to what the elves call the River of Souls. And to be honest, your aura already has plenty of souls it’s busy digesting inside of you, so you’re already at least partially a soul-devouring monster.]

I realized Mac was just trying to make me feel better about a choice I knew I’d make, and it genuinely helped. I’d need both power and knowledge, and if devouring the souls of my enemies would get me there faster, I’d take it.

Corrosive Touch purchased. -2600 points.

Return to Dust purchased. -4000 points.

Gravitational Control purchased. -3500 points.

Soul Eater purchased. -3000 points.

I had a mere 300 points left to my name, so I had to make do with those couple of spells. I made a note of a few others though that I might return to learn if I couldn’t find a mind aspect aura fragment to get spells with instead.

[As I mentioned, you also picked up a few spells for free when you combined with your aura fragment. These were things that your aura fragment knew, like the Soul Eater spell. Except these completely transferred over. Let me list them for you.]

Might of a Giant

This spell allows the user to enlarge themselves to many times their ordinary size.

Petrification 

Enemies who meet the caster’s eyes will turn to stone and must resist the effects of the spell with their own aura.

I grinned as I remembered my aura putting both these abilities to use. It had enlarged itself to become a giant serpent that could coil around the entire town of Queenshold. If I could do the same, I might have an easier time clearing regions of the Hearthwood for habitation or stomping fortresses to dust beneath my giant heel. If nothing else, I would have the size to match my inhuman strength given to me by the World Titan Fiendbody.

I remembered Grognak, the Wargod. He had a giant statue that let him throw stones with such might that they could fly through space and hit other planets. Would I be able to do the same?

Petrification was also an ability I was looking forward to. I’d studied the basilisk horns for many nights and tried to wrap my head around how the ability worked. Now, the mechanics of the spell seemed perfectly clear. I merely had to use earth zeal to enhance the stone aspects in a living body. The manipulation seemed obvious in hindsight, but my previous work was not without value.

The petrification method my aura fragment had been using was flawed. It had the result down, but the way it distributed earth zeal through the target’s body was slow and inefficient. The spell could be faster, and the petrification could be far harder to resist. I thought about the spell and a dim crimson light illuminated the Cultivation Chamber. I looked around, scanning for the light source only to find that the light followed my gaze.

It wasn’t until I held my hands up to my face that I realized the light was coming from my own eyes. Thinking too hard about petrification had activated the spell. I’d need to be careful about that lest I petrify someone by accident.

I practiced using my new abilities in the safety of the Cultivation Chamber. When I was certain I wouldn’t be a danger to the Hearthwood, I stabilized my cultivation at the wizard realm, practicing the act of moving zeal through my body while my aura was mixed in. The sensation was strange, but I felt like I knew how to progress through the wizard realm.

The true mage realm involved building and merging an aura which dramatically enhanced their spells and their ability to influence the world with magic. Where true mages built an additional source of power for themselves, wizards sought to master and understand it. My aura was rebellious, but it had been fully conquered. Now I had to learn how to use it.

One thing was certain. Whether I was progressing through the wizard realm of spirit cultivation or the silver realm of body cultivation, I would need zeal. And I knew where to get it, right here in the Hearthwood.










CHAPTER TWENTY










THE HEARTHWOOD WAS still in order when I left the Cultivation Chamber. Mac said my newborn son was resting still, so I paid a visit to Yorik instead.

“Shouldn’t you be resting too?” I asked Yorik when I spotted her on the training grounds. “You did just give birth.”

Yorik groaned. “It’s over. I’m normal now,” she insisted.

I realized I must not have been the first person to say something like this to Yorik, and I bet each of my women visited Yorik like I had to make sure she was okay after such a traumatic experience.

“Alright, I suppose you’re the best judge of your own body,” I shrugged. “But we should make some plans to spend some time with our son.”

Yorik nodded, and we agreed to a family get-together later. I went to find Sava after that since she and Melise would be the most help in my plan.

“So Sava,” I said with a big smile on my face as I leaned over her shoulder in the Alchemist’s Laboratory. “I seem to recall you expressed certain doubts about my explanation about how human children are born when I first mentioned it.”

Sava bit her lip. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

I chuckled. “You all thought I was crazy then. Well, who’s the crazy one now?”

Sava pressed her hands to her temple. “Stop bringing it up. I don’t want to think about what happened in the Medical Bay any more than I have to.” A shiver ran up Sava’s spine. “How unnatural.”

I dropped the subject for the time being, though I’d keep it as ammunition the next time Sava made fun of one of my ideas.

“So, enjoying the upgraded Alchemist’s Laboratory?” I asked, reminding her of my surprise gift to her.

Sava’s face brightened, and an expression of eager excitement washed away the expression she’d worn as she remembered what it was like to watch my son come into the world.

“Yes! Thank you, Theo! I already brewed my first five-star potion! It’s something the Blackgorge Tribe had. It’s derived from the poison the old Chief Blackgorge used on you. It’s supposed to sever the connection between the physical body and any magic on it.”

Body-Severing Magic-Devouring Poison (Five-star)

“Interesting,” I muttered. “Is this a poison for Eltiana?”

“Not quite. It’s my latest attempt to heal Segolas. My current theory is that we might be able to starve the hex of energy by taking away Segolas’ cultivation and shoving him into one of the Cultivation Chamber rooms which are insulated from zeal. It might take a few years off his lifespan, but it would be worth it to make him whole again.”

“Really?” I said as I examined the potion Sava cradled in her hands. “That is rather impressive. When you attempt to cure him, I’d like to be there.”

Sava still had some other preparations to make, and she was waiting for Melise to practice and prepare a spell to work with the potion.

Our conversation turned to other topics, and I brought up the reason for my visit.

“You’re the only person in the Hearthwood with any space aspect zeal at all,” I said to Sava. “I was hoping you could use what you have to identify a point that connects Dean’s pocket world with the Hearthwood.”

Sava frowned. “Truth be told, I only have a little space magic. I only got one quick breath of it when it contaminated my body during my ascension to mage acolyte. But that same space magic came from the structure of the very pocket dimension you’re interested in... I suppose we can try it.”

We walked outside and Sava scanned the area. “I felt a small reaction from my space zeal... here?” She said hesitantly.

I activated Magical Shattering, Titanic Force, and Corrosive Touch all at once. My power crashed upon the empty piece of earth like a meteor passing by. The air turned hot from the friction of my fist passing through the air with tremendous speed and power, and the gust of wind my punch generated knocked over several nearby trees, despite my attempts to hold back.

Sava gazed at the spot I’d punched. “Maybe not. I guess it was just an itch,” she shrugged. “Try over here.”

I continued to swing at empty air until Melise arrived to cast her luck spell. Only then did I finally hit what I was looking for.

My punch collided with the empty air, and the air shattered in a spider web of cracks. Space itself broke at my touch, and I reached for the crack with fingers carrying superhuman strength. I’d found an edge to Dean’s pocket world, and I shoved my fingers into it, prying the gap wider. I wouldn’t need much room, just enough for the orb to work.

I made a hole the size of a coin before holding Dean’s Orb of Devouring up to the tiny gap in space.

“Now to gobble down everything I can...” I muttered as I concentrated on the orb. I siphoned power from every creature inside the pocket dimension with reckless abandon. Zeal of all aspects poured into me like a flood, instantly filling me with power. There must have been hundreds of wizard realm monsters in there, and a number of creatures at the sorcerer realm as well. The Devilbeast Wilds had truly been a deadly place before Dean sealed away its most dangerous creatures.

The hole quickly began sealing up, and just in time too. Every creature within the pocket dimension had sensed what I was doing and also sensed the outside world just beyond the barrier. The Hearthwood wasn’t ready for so many monsters, but I was ready for their power.

I accepted the flow of power, widening the particles in my body to accept as much as possible. My dantian also expanded as I guzzled aura of all aspects. Even my aura filled with energy. In mere moments, I’d absorbed a monumental quantity of zeal.

Just as I heard the scratching of claws and the growls of sinister creatures lurking in the shadowy forest trapped in another dimension, the tear in space healed as Dean’s spell to maintain the barrier went to work. It was slower now that it could only tap the power of the three remaining nexus seals instead of all seven, but the barrier still healed, locking the monsters inside their extra-dimensional prison.

“Got what you needed?” Sava asked.

I nodded, feeling bloated, as though I was holding too much air in my lungs. I staggered back to the Cultivation Chamber to work on putting this power to use.

Once I closed the door to the Cultivation Chamber behind me, I let out a long breath. The zeal would be sealed with me inside this chamber, so I didn’t have to worry about losing it by releasing my hold on it. The power swirled around me as and I set to using it to fill the World Titan Fiendbody particles in my muscles, restructuring them from the design they’d had since I reached Bronze Muscle into the much more complex and powerful form they’d receive once I reached the Silver Muscle realm.

Seconds turned to minutes, and minutes to hours. But when I was done, the task was completed and my body felt stronger than ever.

You have reached the Silver Muscle realm of the World Titan Fiendbody. You are now a level 33 body cultivator.

I used the rest of my power to reinforce my aura. Now that it was complete I could store zeal in it just as I could store zeal in my body. I soon realized the extra power did nothing for my spirit cultivation, and I’d need to do more than collect more zeal to progress as a wizard.

I swung the door to the Cultivation Chamber open a second time when I remembered my plans to meet with Yorik and my new son. To my surprise, the gathering had grown dramatically to a fully-fledged family meeting. These days that meant quite the crowd.

“I’ve never seen such a cute little orc,” Six of my son’s older sisters said as they rubbed his head. He was standing on his own once again, and he was already tall enough that he stood over my knees. He had a steadiness about him that someone so recently born shouldn't have, and he didn't sway or fidget as he stood. Instead, he stood with his hands clasped behind his back and a stern expression on his face, standing at attention while his older sisters inspected him.

His clothes were of fine make, tailored to his form. Malla must have sewn over the past few hours, complete with shoes and a shirt that matched my own. They were starting to look slightly stretched out over his body, like he was already a size too large for them.

I approached the boy, and when he saw me coming he wormed out of his older sister’s grasp and threw me a salute.

“Father! I’m ready for battle!” The tiny orc said.

My eyebrows shot up my forehead. When had he learned to talk?

“Uh... listen, son...” I intoned.

“Dulik, Sir!” My son, who was apparently named Dulik, saluted me again. “Just give me a weapon and I’ll show you what I can do.”

“Aww, aren’t you just the cutest little orc,” Minyus, a daughter of Assyrus, said as she pinched Dulik’s cheek. My son did his best to ignore his older sister’s attempts to break his soldierly composure.

I was already feeling a bit of pity for Dulik. Having twenty-five older siblings wouldn’t be easy on him.

I straightened my back, adopting the commanding presence I wore when interacting with the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe. “In that case, I really will have to see what you can do. Where I come from, there’s a challenge of skill and coordination many fathers have for their sons. It’s called... catch.”

I produced a small monster bladder, which I filled with air and tied off to make a ball. Then I tossed it to Dulik. He caught it by reflex. He seemed awkward in his catch, and I realized his coordination, while good for a child, was far from battle-ready. But that he caught the ball at all showed it wouldn’t be long before he could do more than play catch.

“I’ve caught your ball, father! Have I completed the challenge?” Dulik asked.

“Not quite. Now you have to pass it back to me,” I said.

“Right,” Dulik had an expression of absolute seriousness on his face as he threw the ball back in my direction. The two of us passed the monster's bladder back and forth, and I increased the distance between us as Dulik started getting the hang of the game.

I was getting a good impression of my son now and took him to be both loyal and incredibly diligent. I promised myself that I’d do better by him than I’d managed with Segolas.

“I want to play with him!” Pyriana and Nyatana reached for the ball I was passing and I tossed it along to them. They both shared Eltiana’s purple hair and mischievous grin.

“Easy on the kid. He was born just this morning,” I warned.

Dulik puffed up his chest and rolled up his sleeves. “Do your worst!" He challenged his older sisters. "I’m ready!”

I felt somebody tugging on my sleeve and found Argona standing behind me. “Who are all the new people? I was told this was a family members only meeting?”

“Argona!” I said as I swung my daughter around. “Meet your little sisters, Pyriana and Nyatana!” I announced as I pointed at the two mischievous girls passing the ball back and forth while Dulik stood in the middle doing his best to snatch it out the air. He was having a lot of trouble because of his diminutive height, but I imagined the two girls wouldn’t be able to pull that trick on him for much longer at the rate he was growing.

“Sisters?” Argona said blankly.

“That’s right! They were with your mother on the World of Struggle and Strife,” I nodded sagely.

“Oh,” Argona stared at her two little sisters.

I scanned the crowd. I had a fourth daughter by Eltiana around here somewhere. I didn’t see Darana until I looked up at the ceiling and found her hanging upside down from the rafters of Castle Mac overhead. They really were just like their mothers.

I gave Argona a pat on the shoulder. “Introduce yourself!” Then I leaned over and whispered. “And see if any of them would be any good at enchantment. I might snatch them from your mother yet.”

"Oh, who's this!" Pyriana said as she caught sight of Argona, who was awkwardly approaching her and her sister.

"Your hair looks just like ours!" Nyatana noticed as she looked at Argona.

"That must mean we were meant to be,” Pyriana said. "Want to become our thrall? It'll be a lot of fun! I'll tie you up all sexy-like each night."

I sputtered on Argona's behalf on that request. "I think not,” I interjected. "Pyriana, Nayatana, this is your big sister Argona. She's my daughter, and like you two her mother is Eltiana."

Argona nodded and spoke to both women. Comela arrived not long after, and I had a similar conversation with her.

“I have... what?” Comela asked with a confused expression.

“Three little sisters! Well... really nine half-sisters and three full sisters,” I nodded.

“Family meetings are going to get complicated,” Comela said with a furrowed brow.

I laughed. “Without a mind spellheart and Mac I probably wouldn’t be able to keep all of you straight.”

My children introduced themselves to one another, which was in interesting experience. I realized there was a bit of a divide between the various generations of my children, as both had spent many of their formative days interacting only with each other. The ones who'd grown up on the World of Struggle and Strife also had a bit of a different demeanor to them.

They acted more orcishly. Like they were more comfortable being forward with their intentions and didn't have the reservations common to elves. They weren't quite as direct as orcs, but they certainly didn't try very hard to hide their true motives.

"You're pretty,” Lyrela, one of my new daughters by Nela declared as she studied one of the Hearthwood's castle servants. "And you're very good at serving my father. What do you say we find out how good you are at serving me? In my new bedroom? Without your clothes on?" Lyrela took a step forward with each statement, and the castle maid blushed furiously as she backed up against the wall. I doubted she'd ever been approached so aggressively before, and she didn't know how to respond.

I stepped forward and hauled Lyrela back over to rest of the group, where Pelise was trying to teach her new siblings how to play a card game. I seated Lyrela next to her older sister Comela, and hoped Lyrela's older sibling could keep her under control.

Despite the differences of the new additions, I hoped everyone would learn to get along as one enormous family.

Once the food was served, I tapped a spoon against a fine cup made of blown glass.

When had the Hearthwood gained a talented glassblower?

I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention.

“Hello my women and children! I’m glad you’ve all had the chance to meet and chat with one another. That was my primary aim with this little get together,” I began. "Now, let’s eat and we’ll get to the second order of business for the evening once we've filled our bellies.”

Everyone sat as a family. We had a massive circular dining table that held all thirty-three of us and the large feast laid out for our evening meal. My children who’d lived on the World of Struggle and Strife while they were young gasped in awe as they saw the incredible display of food before them. Most of it was from the Hydroponic Farm, and most of the meat came from the Plains Stompers I'd killed south of Moonbow City. Despite eating as much as we could, the Hearthwood hadn't even made a dent in the amount of monster meat we had in storage.

“Delicious!” Salura, one of Sava’s younger daughters declared as she bit into a slice of one of her mother’s famous giant strawberries.

“I’m glad you like it, dear,” Sava said with a motherly smile. “From now on, I’ll hand over the chore of growing them to you.”

Salura sagged in her seat but continued eating from her plate of food. Countless more delicacies from the Hearthwood were hauled up one at a time, and I realized I was currently eating even better than I had when I stayed in the capital as Princess Tivana’s personal guest.

Once everyone had consumed their fill and we spent less time shoveling food in our mouths and more time talking, I broached the second subject of discussion for this little family gathering.

“So,” I announced after I got everyone’s attention. “You might have heard a few rumors recently that the Hearthwood suffered an attack.”

“We did,” Nela said as she put down her glass. “I heard you drove the enemy off though. How did we fair?”

“Father did more than drive them off,” Comela answered her mother on my behalf. “He crushed their army, conquered their fortress, captured their princess, then took on their entire army to slaughter all the true mages the Rakaren Queen sent our way. Then when the Rakaren Queen had me abducted, father killed the queen too and most of the true mages she had left!”

Eyebrows raised around the room, most not quite believing the fantastic tale. My son Dulik took his sister’s words at face value and nodded sagely. “Our father is an invincible warrior and an unparalleled chieftain,” the little orc said.

“The princess and most of the prisoners are still being held captive in the Hearthwood,” I said as I swirled my glass around, not really wanting to talk about all the ones I'd killed. “I’m told that now that their queen is dead, quite a few of them are perfectly willing to swear loyalty to the Hearthwood Clan. Since we even have the Rakaren crown princess and nearly all their important people, we currently hold the keys to the entire Rakaren Queendom.”

“We... conquered a nation?” Illiel scrunched her nose in surprise.

Yorik slapped her thigh and laughed merrily. Dulik joined her soon after. My women and children were overcome by their enthusiasm and smiles broke around the room, though most of my women and children didn’t yet understand the implications of this victory.

“We defeated a nation in battle,” I corrected. "But defeating and conquering one are two separate things. However... I would not mind seeing the Hearthwood Clan's influence expanded some. To do that, we need to stake our claim and hold it,” I answered. “I need scouting parties to identify all the key Rakaren resources that can be sent to the Hearthwood, and I want all the powers remaining in the region interviewed for their sentiment. I’d rather not integrate the Rakaren nation with the Hearthwood directly, but instead, seize control and govern it as a satellite state under the control of our family.”

“So you need someone to scout the nation and talk to the few true mages that remained after their Queen rallied everyone to attack the Hearthwood,” Comela realized. “I would like to volunteer to lead the expedition.”

I frowned. Truthfully, I’d wanted to hand the task to Comela’s mother, Nela. Comela herself had been through a grueling experience, and I wasn’t sure if she was mentally recovered from her ordeal yet.

“Tell me...” I muttered. “Do you want this mission to secure the Rakaren Queendom for our family, or for revenge?”

“I plan to do my duty as a soldier of the Hearthwood,” Comela answered easily. Dulik looked up at his sister with an expression of growing respect.

After a long moment, I nodded. “Very well. You’ll get to go in and do the talking and interviews, but you’ll report to your mother. She’s done things like this before.”

Nela agreed. “Figuring out the loyalties of the remaining factions shouldn’t be too different from reclaiming the conquered Songstone lands for our clan.”

I asked Comela take some of her new sisters under her wing for the mission, and a dozen of her siblings volunteered to go along, including Dulik.

“We’ll keep him out of the fighting,” Comela promised.

I let out a long slow breath. “Fine, but only if Yorik goes with him.”

Yorik agreed to look after our son and with both Nela and Yorik there to protect them there wouldn’t be anybody in the Rakaren homeland able to fight them.

“Your job is to just tally who we can work with and markdown who we can’t,” I repeated my instructions. “Those who stay here will work with the true mages in our prisons and do the same with them. There's no rush on that part. Argona worked out a way to put their cultivation to use refining more zeal crystals for us while they’re imprisoned, so I'm fine with them staying where they are indefinitely if they don't come around.”

“One thing continues to worry me,” Nela began. “The Rakaren Queendom may be something of a backwater compared to a nation like Deania, but they still had a queen at the wizard realm. Are we truly worthy of controlling such a region without having a wizard of our own?”


“We are more than worthy,” I grinned as I revealed something I’d been waiting all day to share. I dropped the Cultivation Concealment spell hiding my new strength and showed my family the fruits of my recent labor.


“The wizard realm!” Nela gasped. “You… you reached it?”


“I did,” I smiled.


“Now that our patriarch is at the wizard realm, we are every bit as powerful as the Songstone Clan was,” Nela continued. “Perhaps even more powerful, considering what you were capable of at true mage.”


My family stood one at a time to congratulate me, and I raised my glass to each of them.


“Someday, I hope all of you will join me at the wizard realm,” I said to the gathered members of my family. “Of course, by then I plan to reach much higher, so don’t think I’ll let you catch up to me so easily!”


The celebration doubled in force and volume, and I was certain rumors of my advancement would quickly spread throughout the entire Hearthwood. Sava was already making plans for a bigger celebration that would cover our entire territory, and I was certain the city council would support her whole-heartedly.

With seizing control of the Rakaren Queendom divided among the members of my family, we could return to our earlier more lighthearted discussions.

Dulik was the life of the party. His sisters soon learned that he would accept any challenge they threw his way, and one by one his older siblings had him battle them in competitions of everything from doing push-ups to the most elegant swing of a sword. The last challenge made me nervous, but despite his youth Dulik hefted the weapon easily and safely. I realized Yorik and I would have to start the kid on body cultivation before he left.

Hours passed, and we laughed and smiled. The castle servants delivered food to us and beat a hasty retreat when they realized what a chaotic mess our family gathering had turned into. Pyriana and Nyatana demonstrated their skill with knots by tying two of the castle servants together, and even I took a few notes on the artful way they bound the elves.

I made a few new rules against touching the castle maids inappropriately or tying them up when they had work to do, and soon we were all one merry family.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










THE FAMILY GATHERING didn’t wind down so much as trickle off as family members were called away to their duties one by one. Even I had to retire when Sava and Melise announced they were ready to try curing Segolas. Many of my third generation of children were eager to meet their older brother, so they followed to watch Sava and Melise attempt to cure him.

“Father, why is my brother sleeping?” Dulik asked as he brushed his hand against Segolas’ arm. My eldest son sat on the bed, brows furrowed and face pale as he lay in bed, terrorized by nightmares in his own mind.

“He’s hurt,” I explained. “Very hurt. But one day he’ll be better.”

Someday I’d be far stronger than Tim ever was, and I’d crush the hexes like the one plaguing my son like a gardener plucking a weed. But for now, I trusted Sava and Melise to have the best idea at curing it. Sava was a Grandmaster Alchemist, and Melise was a skilled Spirit Healer. If anyone could fix him as things were, they could.

Sava pulled the vial of Body-Severing Magic-Devouring poison out of her bag of holding. “The dose here is key. Too much and he’ll die,” Sava explained as she ladled out a few droplets of poison and put them in water. Sava picked up the glass and pressed it to Segolas’ lips, looking at Melise.

“I’m ready. You can begin,” Melise nodded. Her fingers lit with golden zeal and she touched her fingers to Segolas’ temples and chest, using her power as a Spirit Healer to help Sava’s poison do its job.

Sava drizzled the water into Segolas’ mouth. He swallowed a bit at a time, and soon he’d consumed the entire glass. His face turned an even paler shade of white and his writhing on the bed turned into a gentle tremor that ran up and down his spine.

“Our hope is all on you from here out,” Sava said as she patted Segolas’ shoulder.

“I think he’s stabilizing,” Melise said. “His zeal is growing weaker. We need to get him into one of the Cultivation Chambers!”

We’d been ready for just that, and the room we were treating Segolas in was right next to a closet. Mac had rerouted the entrance to the Cultivation Chamber we’d set aside for Segolas to be in that very closet. I picked my son up and carried him down while Sava laid out the sheets on the hard wooden floors of the Cultivation Chamber.

We sat there together for an hour. Mac gave us what sensor readings he could, but the scanner didn’t work particularly well inside the Cultivation Chamber because they were so well insulated against all magical effects. All Mac could do was make visual observations using the camera in the room.

I paced back and forth as Sava fretted.

Mac reported enough time had passed to consume all magic left in the Cultivation Chamber and what reserves the curse had left. If we were right, it was fading away to nothing right now.

“Quick, we have to pull Segolas out now or the treatment will kill him!” Melise said.

I threw open the door to the Cultivation Chamber. My son hadn’t budged from where we’d lain him on the ground. He looked pale still, and his green hair lay matted against his head. I scooped him up and hauled him out to be placed on the cot just outside the chamber.

Melise shattered a zeal crystal for him outside and Sava fed Segolas a potion. Between their efforts, color returned to my son’s cheeks, though he did not stir from his slumber.

“Did it work?” I asked as I watched Segolas under mage sight.

He seemed healthier, and color filled his cheeks. His breathing grew easier and his eyelids fluttered for a moment.

I held my breath in anticipation. Looking him up and down, I saw only a healthy young elf.

“I think it worked! We should—“

Just as I was about to celebrate, sickly black and amber zeal splashed across my vision like an inkblot on clean parchment. The Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death flared back to life in an instant, restoring itself to full strength.

My face sank, as did Sava’s. Everyone around the room grieved.

“Perhaps... if we tried a second time? Maybe longer? Or a larger dose of potion?” Comela suggested.

Melise shook her head. “We already used as risky a treatment as we dared,” she let out a long sigh. “It was... worth a try.”

Sava rested her head between her hands, struggling to keep her emotions in check. I placed a hand on her back, though I realized I needed some comforting as well.

My mood turned sour as I realized this attempt to cure Segolas had failed, though it had been the most promising treatment yet. Perhaps if I continued leveling up the Medical Bay, we’d be able to fix him that way. Or maybe I’d need to grow as strong as Tim was when he reflected the spell.

A tap on the door broke our moment of parental grief.

“Patriarch? There’s someone here to speak with you,” the Hearthwood guard standing in the hallways said.

My face turned sour. “I’m spending time with my family right now. Tell them to wait.”

“It’s Amisra Copperguard, the Captain of the Palace Guard,” the castle guard explained to me. “She said she needs to speak with you.”

I would have made almost anyone else wait, but Amisra deserved more. So I soothed my bleeding heart and stood. “Alright. Where is she?”

“She’s in the Medical Bay being treated for her injuries,” the castle guard explained.

My expression turned alarmed, and I headed towards the medical bay.

I made my way there without delay, and soon I was opening the door to find Amisra lying on the bed. She was sitting up, so her injuries couldn’t have been too severe, but she was sipping from a vitality potion and nursing one arm. Her eyes shot up to mine, and she blinked in surprise when she realized the power I emanated was in the same realm of her own.

“Theo? You... became a wizard?” Amisra asked in surprise.

“I did,” I confirmed. “But I heard you were injured, and that you needed to speak with me. What’s going on?”

“Things in the capital have gotten worse. Princess Tivana was holding off the three remaining enemy nations through her own efforts, though my return eased some of her troubles for the brief while I could maintain order. In fact, with me in the capital she felt comfortable leaving for long enough to go out and deal with the Auquiallian Island wizards, wipe out some of the bolder forces from the Ancient Tree Temple, and even exchange a few blows with the king of the Sunspire Kingdom before retreating to recover from her wounds. But trouble came from within the capital itself. Trouble in the form of the Princess’ own aunt.”

“Countess Frostweaver,” I clenched my jaw to avoid grinding my teeth together. “Did Anya the Seer not stop her?”

Amisra bit her lip. “We were... under the impression that the honored ancestor Anyatara was staying here in the Hearthwood with you.”

“I see. So that’s why you rushed back here so quickly. Wherever Anya the Seer is, nobody’s seen her in weeks. Even her apprentice, Melise, has been left in the dark as to her whereabouts. My guess is that she’s doing something elsewhere.”

“Then there goes our last thread of hope,” Amisra sighed and sagged back against her cot. “Countess Frostweaver has activated the capital’s defenses, locking Princess Tivana and our most loyal forces out of the only place that could withstand the combined might of several enemy nations. I don’t know what she’s doing behind those closed doors, but we know the man now known as Archreaver Samuel is inside with her.”

“Whatever they’re up to,” I growled, “It can’t be good for us. Something must be done.”

I paced the floor, considering my options. Things had just gone from bad to worse. The orcs would come any day now, and there wouldn’t be anywhere safe for the elves of Deania now that the capital was closed off. I had to get Tivana back in there somehow.

“Tell Tivana to move her inner circle and administrative headquarters for everything except the capital here, to the Hearthwood,” I announced. “We’ve already dealt with the Rakaren Queendom, and we have the Circle of Necromancers between us and the Lifekeeper Sanctum. We’re safe and out of the way.”

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate the gesture, but I don’t think Princess Tivana would be comfortable putting that level of scrutiny on you. Having her camp here would paint a target on your heads. You might get sorcerers coming here with hostile intent,” Amisra protested.

“There’s been a target on my head for ages now. Check our dungeon and you’ll find every living true mage from the Rakaren Queendom locked up in chains down there. They tried to attack and failed. As for sorcerers? We’ve already fought one of them off. What’s a few more?” I chuckled, reminding her of the fact that we still had Tim locked away in a magical box.

“I suppose it could work,” Amisra said. “I will relay your message to the princess along with the news that the honored ancestor Anyatara isn’t here.”

The thought of Tivana coming to visit irked something inside me, needling that hidden shame at failing to stop the orcs. I didn’t like that feeling.

“No need to relay any messages,” I said. “I’ll tell her myself. Come on, we’re leaving.”



***


I left a message with Mac telling my women where I’d gone. If I told them myself, they’d no doubt want to come with me, but they’d spent long enough away from home. The Hearthwood needed them, as did our operations in the Rakaren Queendom. I hoped they’d use this time to keep our family safe and cultivate their own powers.

Amisra and I headed towards the capital with all haste.

I found my flying sword flagging behind hers. My old enchanted tool just couldn’t keep up with Amisra’s. I was certain the Rakaren Queen had a better flying sword, but I had another idea.

“I’ll meet you up ahead. You’ll see me jump,” I shouted to Amisra. Then I activated Unearthly Movement and slipped into a ley line, going in the direction I was looking for. I slipped inside, counting the moments tick by as I existed among the flow of earthen energy. When my count was up, I exited the ley line to the open ground. I glanced around the area to get my bearings, then jumped as high as I could.

When I used Titanic Force on my legs, that turned out to be quite a jump. Now that I was unconcerned with doing damage to my home, I didn’t mind-shattering the ground with the force of my takeoff, and a casual leap sent me flying a kilometer into the air, and I knew I could go higher if I wanted.

Despite being so high, I felt no sense of fear and had a perfect vision of the terrain beneath me. My eyes could see so well now that I could count the field mice searching for food and hear the rustle of the blades of grass, despite the rush of the surrounding air.

I leaned forward, directing the wind around me and soaring closer to my destination. My trip through the ley line had taken me past the edge of the Hearthwood to Queenshold, and I waved to Amisra through the trees many kilometers behind me as I fell through the sky.

I approached the ground and aimed myself at the next large ley line headed in the direction I wanted to go. I skidded across the ground, kicking up a fountain of dirt and sand as I dived into the earth once more.

I swam through the currents of earth zeal again before popping out closer to the town of Coppersand than I was to the Hearthwood. I jumped into the air again and caught sight of Bronzeridge at the apex of my jump. Behind me, Amisra was racing to catch up on her flying sword.

My next jump took me to the edge of Bronzeridge. I arrived near the city with some spectacle, to the alarm of many of the residents.

“A wizard! Call the spirelords!” One of the mage acolytes tending to a shop at the end of the city cried with fright.

I pointed to one of the surrounding elves at random. “You. Where can I get news about what’s been happening at the capital?”

“Uh... umm. uhh...” the elf stuttered as she pointed at herself, hoping I wasn’t speaking to her.

The rest of the elves took a step back from the one I signaled out and retreated to peer out from behind a cluster of nearby buildings.

Eventually, I got the stuttering elf to take me to a nearby tavern to meet with an information broker. I paid her for everything she knew to confirm what Amisra had told me about the state of the capital. The average elf didn’t know what was going on, but this information broker apparently had contacts in the capital and knew nobody was getting in or out right now, by orders of Countess Frostweaver.

“Thank you, that’s all I needed to know. I’ll review these documents on my own,” I waved the information broker away. She wrung her hands together before scurrying off. I realized she’d forgotten her payment and left a few extra Macmarks on the table for her while I reviewed the papers and waited for Amisra to catch up.

The spirelords of Bronzeridge showed up one after another. I still owed them a favor for helping me out against the Demonstar Clan, so I wasn’t about to make trouble for them. Once I’d put their fears to rest, they scurried off themselves, just like the information broker. I was starting to get the feeling that most elves were rather frightened of my power. I suppose crashing to the earth like a meteor on the outskirts of the city and demanding answers hadn’t helped my image, but I didn't have the time to be a polite guest or come into the city disguising my power.

“You’ve gotten fast,” Amisra said as she touched down in the city and made her way to me.

“The spell is taxing to use on the mind for so long and so frequently,” I explained. “But I should be able to get us to the capital quickly enough now that I've had a bit of time to rest.”

“Us?” Amisra asked.

I opened my Pocket World and gestured to Amisra. “Head on in.”

I folded the documents I’d been studying and tucked them into my Dimensional Storage while Amisra stared at the portal.

“You have your own, private pocket space! I heard Dean the Destroyer made a few of these, but a portable one with living things in it is supposed to be incredibly difficult. I'm not sure if even he could have built something like this,” Amisra poked her head inside, but quickly backed out again to look at me. "You know... it’s a terrible idea to step into another cultivator’s private pocket world. It puts you completely under their power,” Amisra protested.

I raised an eyebrow, and a corner of my mouth turned up in a grin.

Amisra caught the look and stepped into my pocket world with a meek and blushing expression. She'd been completely under my power before, so there was no reason not to show me complete trust now.

“How long—“ Amisra’s voice was cut off when I zipped the portal closed.

I’d long since identified the ley line I’d used to make my way out of the city, and I slipped into it. I followed the flow of earth magic in the capital's direction and emerged when I sensed a disturbance in the flow of earth zeal around me, like the stream before me had a gate in front of it, letting zeal pass but not me.

I popped out of the ground to stand before the edge of the city. The thirteen flying mountains hovered above me, and a massive colorless barrier draped over them like an umbrella, shielding the city.

I opened my Pocket World so Amisra could look as well.

“—is this going to take?” Amisra finished her question, only to realize we were already at our destination.

“What’s going on here?” I asked as I gestured to the barrier.

“That’s the capital’s primary defense. A barrier of space, crafted by our ancestor Dean the Destroyer at the height of his power. It was one of several countermeasures he and Samuel the Fateweaver made to defend the city of their descendants.”

“So we won’t be getting inside,” I realized. “But Tivana is out here, with us?”

“She is,” Amisra confirmed. “She couldn’t get inside the city either. Her aunt has the controls to the defenses in the palace.”

I took a deep breath. “Take me to Tivana,” I said with a heavy heart.

Amisra nodded and led me to the shadow of one of the larger mountains. There was an unremarkable hatch in the ground that led to an underground cellar. This was likely an outpost that had belonged to a group of smugglers that made their living by knowing how to get goods into the capital without tariffs. I bet they had a terrible day when Princess Tivana herself kicked down their door and demanded the use of their criminal outpost.

I braced myself to meet with Tivana again. What would I say to her? What would she say to me? Would she be disappointed I’d failed to secure the peace treaty we’d both hoped for?

Amisra bent over and opened the hatch in the floor, revealing a rather spacious alcove hidden under the earth. A talented earth mage had crafted and reinforced this chamber to the true mage level.

I entered the underground chamber and spotted a familiar figure with her back turned to me. Near a table in the center of the room, Tivana was hunched over an illusion of the capital on displayed on the table before her. There were several true mages gathered around, and all of them watched Tivana work from a respectful distance.

“More bad news, I assume?” Tivana asked without looking up. The slump in her shoulders told me none of the messengers coming in through that hatch told her anything good.

“Yes, I’m afraid,” Amisra agreed. “But Patriarch Theo of the Hearthwood said he’d rather explain it himself.”

Princess Tivana’s eyes shot up from the table and her head turned in my direction. She looked at me for a moment as though she didn’t recognize me, but then her eyes focused and her worried lips broke into a smile.

“Theo!” Princess Tivana said.

I met her smile with one of my own. “Hello, Tivana.”

She put down the stone controlling the illusion she’d been staring at just moments ago and ran up to me. Tivana looked me up and down, as though checking to see if I was injured. She leaned close, wringing her hands together as though thinking about doing something with them.

I decided that if there was any time to be bold, it was now. I wrapped my arms around Tivana’s back and pulled her into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t stop the orcs for you.”

Tivana stood surprised for a moment as I embraced her, but after a moment of tension, she sank into my arms and wrapped her own hands around my chest to return the warm and welcoming hug.

“I’m just glad you came back,” Tivana said. “If we have to worry about the orcs besides the six nations attacking us, then so be it.”

“Six instead of three?” I asked. “I thought the necromancers were holding their own? You should only have to worry about the east, west, and south.”

“I received word from Xoreda. Things aren't looking so good for them anymore. One of their key fortresses fell, and with it their line is broken. They'll be on the defensive from here on out. And there is another enemy to the northwest called the Rakaren Queendom,” Tivana answered with a shake of her head. “They aren’t strong, but they have a lot of true mages and a few wizards. More than that, they’re not the kind to leave our minor villages and towns untouched when they attack. They’ll burn every village and farm if it means they can hurt Deania.”

My smile widened. “Then it would seem I can bring you some good news after all,” I grinned. “I was able to take care of the Rakaren Queendom. Their true mages are dead or my prisoner. The same goes for their wizards.”

Tivana blinked in surprise. “You... defeated them already?”

“Don’t look so shocked. We held back Tim, the Sakaku Clan, and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, didn’t we?” I laughed. “You shouldn’t be surprised we defeated one petty Queendom of would-be conquerors. They didn't even have a sorcerer. If you ask me, they shouldn't have even had the courage to give you a single sleepless night, let alone attack Deania while it was under your protection."

A smile touched Tivana’s lips again. “Then it seems I have one great clan left on my side after all,” she leaned in close. “And I never expected you to get a peace treaty with the orcs, anyway. We’ve tried before, and the only one who ever managed it was my grandfather. But even he couldn’t do so until he was strong enough to make his will as undeniable as heavenly law.”

“I haven’t given up yet,” I said. “We’ll deal with the orcs. And crush your enemies. I promise.”

Princess Tivana met my eyes, and I realized her lips seemed soft as she gazed up at me. A heated flush came over Princess Tivana’s cheeks and I saw her shrug her shoulders, an instant from pulling away from me.

I didn’t let her. I wrapped one arm tight against Tivana’s back, pressing her close to me. She seemed startled at the strength in my limbs, and she looked at me as I traced a hand up the small of her back. Then I leaned down and pressed my lips against hers.

Tivana’s eyes went wide, but she settled into my arms. After a moment of hesitation, she returned the kiss. I held her there for a few moments before we broke apart.

Tivana blushed as she cast a brief glance at her assistants behind her, who were studying the two of us with barely concealed smiles on their faces. This was probably the first time they'd seen Tivana happy in a while.

“So... these cellars are our temporary headquarters,” Tivana explained as she waved her hand around the extensive cellar. “There are a couple more of them outside the city and it’s where my loyal true mages and I have been staying. We’re locked out of the capital by the city’s defensive spells.”

“I've heard,” I said. “And sadly, there’s no sign of Anya the Seer in the Hearthwood, which we take to mean she won’t intervene on our behalf again and force your aunt to open up the city.”

Tivana sighed. “I’d thought that might be the case. My aunt wouldn’t have dared make a move like this if she wasn’t certain it would succeed.”

“I want to invite you and your people to the Hearthwood. You’ll be safer there than here.”

Tivana bit her lip in thought, but nodded. “If your fortifications can hold up against the Rakaren Queendom, then they’ll be better than ours. Thank you, Theo. I’ll send a delegation of my most trusted true mages to manage all our operations. Northern Deania is our only safe region at the moment, so administrating a war effort from there is logical. In the meantime, it seems like I owe you some congratulations. You’ve already reached the wizard realm.”

“That’s right,” I grinned. “Don’t think you can keep your troubles to yourself now. I plan to give you my help, whether or not you want it. The Hearthwood Clan and I owe you a lot, and I plan to repay that debt tenfold.”

“I’ll need it,” Tivana said. “We’re too short of my grandfather’s anti-mind magic pendants. Most of them went to the matriarchs of the great clans, and now that I need them most, they’ve suddenly stopped responding to my messages.”

“You think they’ve fallen to the cult?” I asked.

“Maybe, though I think they just want to keep their matriarchs close to home. They know I’d ask them to fight for Deania, and there are enough enemy wizards here that a true battle might prove lethal. The great clans are nothing without their wizard matriarchs, so they dare not risk them in battle,” Tivana sighed. "But if I did have a few wizards at my side, I’d be able to cover much more territory."

“Well, you have one,” I said as I jerked a thumb at my own chest.

That brought a smile to Tivana's face, and she answered some of my questions about cultivation, clearing up some confusion about the wizard realm and how to progress through it.

“The wizard stage is when my grandfather began the process of converting his storm zeal to space zeal, and when Sam the Fateweaver started catching glimpses of fate zeal,” Tivana explained. “Maybe you can do something similar, depending on what secrets your aura fragment holds.”

“I hope it does as well. But in the meantime, now that my earth aspect aura is secure, I can take a fragment for mind magic. I’ve killed a few true mage cultists, but none of their auras showed any reaction to me.”

“You should keep exploring your aura, just like you did when you were a true mage,” Tivana suggested. “Each stage of the wizard realm is called an aspect, and as before, there are nine aspects in a realm. You must come to understand nine aspects of your aura to forge your aura and cultivation into one, stretching your magic beyond mere elemental aspects of zeal.

“One aspect my grandfather grasped was the act of breaking, and he passed that connection on through his bloodline to each of his descendants, along with his other comprehensions. It is what allows me to break through space with my spells so easily. It's part of what led to him mastering space when he became a sorcerer.

“On that front, I have it easier than you. I could walk the path of understanding in my grandfather’s footsteps thanks to having both a fragment of his aura and his bloodline. You’ll need to figure out your aura for yourself.”

“I see,” I nodded, rubbing my chin even as I felt around my body for my aura. What concepts did this thing hold in store for me?

“I have more auras for you as well, several of the mind aspect,” Tivana said as she reached into her bag of holding. I held up a hand when she tried to give them to me.

“No more handouts, please. You’re fighting a war. Let me trade for them. I have weapons and potions aplenty. I'm sure you need both.”

“Having more cultivation supplies might help me entice mage acolytes to join the cause,” Tivana muttered. “That would mean having more eyes out there. And true mages might be more eager to fight if I gave them pills, potions, and items as rewards. Very well, Theo. We’ll trade.”

While the true mages packed the equipment in Tivana's base and sent messages back and forth about their relocation, Tivana let me look over a few bags of holding filled with loot. Meanwhile, I had Mac send over an inventory list with everything the Hearthwood had. Thanks to our efforts to fund and outfit militia groups in northern Deania we had plenty of equipment suitable for low-level elves to arm themselves and cultivate with.

“I’m impressed, Theo,” Tivana said as she looked over the list. “Many of these things I’d only expect to see in the capital. I was convinced we were going to run out of resources for the lower cultivators, but that won’t be a problem now. And you have so many anti-mind magic pendants! They aren’t as powerful as my grandfathers’, but you have so many all the true mages will have one.”

I accepted potions and pills from Tivana meant to aid in a wizard’s cultivation. In exchange, vast quantities of tools, weapons, and potions all made their way over from the Hearthwood to Tivana’s assistants. From there, they were distributed to wherever they were needed and Tivana's eyes shone with a new light they'd lacked before I'd spoken with her.

I felt the worry that had been gnawing at my chest flow away like water on the beach. Suddenly, I thought it strange I'd been nervous at all.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










DANGER LOOMED AS we prepared to send a portion of Tivana’s true mages north to the Hearthwood.

Its first sign came as a messenger, a waifish elf who was only a mage acolyte. She was here to report the movements of powerful enemy cultivators from the other nations.

“The Sunspire King recently left the village he’s been staying in,” the messenger said. “A group of wizards from the Auquiallian Islands is close behind him.”

“What direction are they headed in?” Tivana asked the messenger as she tapped her chin.

“Towards here, the capital,” the messenger replied, shifting uncomfortably in place. She knew the significance of her news. That several major players were all headed in the capital's direction while we had everyone running around above ground preparing to evacuate was a worst-case scenario, and it suggested our enemies had at least some knowledge of our movements.

“I see,” Tivana reached into her bag of holding and plucked out one of the Seven Corners Yellow Purification pills made in the Hearthwood that she’d recently purchased from me. She tossed the pill to the messenger as payment, and the messenger caught it with a look of glee on her face. “Move south and keep an eye on the orcs there. My sources tell me a new chieftain by the name of Chief Blackgorge killed the old conqueror of Moonbow City and has taken it over for himself. Monitor him and the rest of his kind.”

I lifted an eyebrow. It seemed even Tivana didn’t know I was Chief Blackgorge. I realize that would be a complicated story to tell, so I decided to leave it for when the two of us had fewer disasters to deal with.

The messenger left and Tivana turned to me. “We'll have to get moving faster than I thought. The Sunspire King is a chaka, like you. He’s a member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, and he recently overthrew the Sunspire Queendom’s royal family, killing their queen and driving their crown princess into hiding. All reports show he’s a despot and a brutal tyrant who rules because of overwhelming physical and magical power. He practices powerful sunlight magic that he converted into a type of plasma zeal. I fought with him a month ago and though I drove him off, I suffered enough wounds for it that I'd have been easy prey for the next sorcerer to come along. I have no desire to fight him again."

“He’s that strong?” I asked.

“Yes,” Tivana confirmed. “Worse, he’s got a magic crown. We haven’t figured out what it does, but I didn’t have a chance of beating him so long as he wore that thing. We think it's some sort of legendary item crafted by immortals. It's bound to him like your magic ship is bound to you.”

That intrigued me. "Where did he get it?"

Tivana shrugged. "As far as we know, he had it ever since the earliest records of his first appearance. He used the crown many times years ago and used it to defeat true mages even before he learned his first heartwielder spell."

"So it's a potent weapon,” I nodded. Potentially something as potent as The Wanderer, though with more direct-combat uses. “When will we finally meet a human I can be friends with?” I said grimly.

“I expect you’ll have to fetch my grandfather for that,” Tivana said. “But that will have to wait. In the meantime, let us take action ourselves. I don’t know what these two groups intend to do with my aunt in the capital, but I know I won’t like it. My grandfather left records of a series of secret underground passages and doors that bypass the outer shields, built so defenders could get in and out without needing to power down the shields. They’re locked tight, but I know the secret unlocking spells. The only problem is the passages were only ever built to let two in each day. My grandfather and Samuel the Fateweaver assumed they’d be here to defend the city whenever disaster struck, and we would need only the two of them to fight.”

“Then we can get into the capital after all, but only the two of us,” I realized.

“Or Amisra and I can go into the capital while you take my followers to safety,” Tivana suggested.

I shook my head and reasserted my desire to fight by Tivana’s side. “I’m stronger than ever now, Tivana. You’ll need me.”

Tivana’s face seemed doubtful, but she trusted me. So with a great deal of hesitation, she nodded. “In that case, I’ll have to rely on your help. I’ll need to take a while to open the passageway into the capital. Guard the true mages for me with Amisra while I work. I must not be disturbed until I’ve completed the task. The slightest mistake could make the defensive wards trigger against me, and those lingering spells are powerful enough to kill even a sorcerer in an instant.”

“Understood. We won’t let anyone bother you while you open the passage. And I won’t let harm come to your people while I’m around to protect them,” I promised.

I opened my Dimensional Storage to the elves transporting large and valuable goods. Bulky training equipment, carriages, and large enchanted cannons made their way into my Dimensional Storage and were hauled into position around the Hearthwood. My people were already assembling a series of structures for Tivana to use as her headquarters. The orcs had only just vacated the area we'd constructed for them, so all we had to do was a little cleaning to get it suitable for Tivana's people.

“Any heartwielders or mage acolytes making the trip need to go into my Pocket World,” I said as I zipped my Pocket World open. “We’ll be traveling at a rapid pace, and we won’t be slowing down for anything,” I planned to make a quick trip back to the Hearthwood to get Tivana’s northern base established before I headed into the capital city with her to figure out what Tivana’s aunt was doing and stop it.

Using my pocket world, Tivana's people would make it to the Hearthwood far faster than they would have under normal circumstances. Elves filed into my pocket world in small groups. Mostly, they were the families of Tivana’s true mages, but a few were messengers or palace servants. Once I’d tucked them safely away, I planned on reconvening with Amisra to talk about our route and formation as we traveled.

Those thoughts were blasted out of my head by a thunderous noise that shook the earth like a hammer striking an anvil.

“Come on out, little princess!” A loud male voice shouted. His words carried over the open air on currents of magic. They came from high above us, and I traced their origin to find a tiny black dot that even I couldn’t make out very well approaching us at high speed. “We didn’t get to finish our last brief bout before you ran off!”

My heart leaped into my chest as the figure came into view. I scanned the camp, jumping through the air to land at Amisra’s side.

“Is that who I think it is?” I murmured to Amisra.

“The Sunspire King,” Amisra confirmed. “The messenger said he wouldn’t get here for several more hours at least.”

“It seems she was wrong. Tivana is already trying to open the passageway, which means it’s up to us to fight him off.”

Amisra’s fingers turned white as she gripped the handle of her sword. “The Sunspire king is a sorcerer, Theo. I won’t be able to defeat him, though I’d love to put a usurper like him on trial for regicide.”

“He might underestimate us. You're a peak wizard and I'm a wizard and a silver realm body cultivator. We're both as strong as wizards come. If any pair at our realm could fight off a sorcerer, it would be us."

Amisra bit her lip, nodding silently at her words.

Sunspire King (Early Sorcerer, level 41)

This man was an entire realm above me, but somehow I wasn’t frightened. After all, I had new spells to test.

The Sunspire King was a pudgy man. He carried himself as though he was older, though his face looked young. The man might have been past middle-aged before he started cultivating and extended his lifespan to regain his youth.

He had the look of someone who indulged in his vices. He had little muscle on him, which was a relief to me, as that meant he likely practiced spirit cultivation alone and had no body arts to speak of. As a sorcerer, he’d still be physically strong, but nowhere near as strong as someone like me who practiced body cultivation. I’d be able to physically overpower him if I could get in close and hit him with a combination of my most powerful attacks.

From what Tivana said, sorcerers didn't like taking big risks without reason, and I was betting if I hit the Sunspire King fast enough and hard enough he'd retreat to heal and reassess the situation. I had no hope for a complete victory on a level playing field, but I had a lot of tricks in my pocket these days, and I was anxious to see how they'd fare against an enemy like this. I was surprised to find myself almost eager for a fight.

“I need to close the distance,” I said to Amisra. “If you can catch his eye, I can make him bleed.”

“Understood,” Amisra said. She pulled a long spear out of her bag of holding, leaving her sword at her waist as she hefted the longer weapon. The tool was clearly enchanted. Sapphires and diamonds lined its length, and sparks flew from Amisra’s fingers, dancing along the length of the spear.

Those sparks flew over Amisra’s body as she activated her movement technique, and a pair of sparks shot out of her to take the form of tiny humanoids the size of my fist.

Lightning Elementals (Mid True Mage, level 25)

The pair of lightning elementals shot forward toward the Sunspire King while Amisra charged an attack.

“I have an idea,” I said as I pulled a pair of Sword Storm blades out of my Dimensional Storage. “Have your elementals stick to my weapons,” I sent the Sword Storm blades forward. As I’d hoped, the elementals stuck to the metal blades with eagerness, dancing across their metallic surface like a dragon on a horde of gold.

“Well, this is a surprise,” the Sunspire King said when he noticed me. “I didn’t expect I’d meet another human here.”

“Nor did I,” I said coolly. “Tell me, why are you working with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, and what do you have to gain by attacking Deania?”

The Sunspire King ignored my question. “I haven’t seen you around before... which means you joined us recently. Since you're alone, I take it you woke up with something special. Tell me, what’s your trick?” The Sunspire King demanded. “I encountered one of your kind with a magic watch that could predict danger, and another with a ring with the spirit of a master cultivator inside it. How about you?”

I kept my mouth shut. If he would not answer my questions, there was no point in answering one of his.

The Sunspire King harrumphed at my silent glower. “No matter, I’ll figure it out eventually. In the meantime, I’ll show you mine.” The Sunspire king tapped his head, where a golden laurel leaf crown sat adorning his brow. I’d assumed the crown was merely a mark of his kingship, but from his gesture, it might mean something more.

“Now then, to business,” the Sunspire king declared. He pointed his finger at a pair of true mages who gazed up at him with faces full of terror. Without a trace of pity on the man’s face, he shot rays of bright golden light at the pair of true mages. The beams of energy traversed the distance instantly and burned a hole the size of a fist through both true mages. The pair of them stared at their wounds in shock for a moment before their bodies began dissolving into white light.

I was glad I’d already tucked the heartwielders and mage acolytes safely away. If this sorcerer could kill true mages instantly, then weaker elves wouldn’t even see what killed them.

The lightning elementals Amisra created that were concealing my Sword Storm blades closed in on the Sunspire king, He let out a cold and dismissive harrumph at the thought of two elementals at the true mage realm attempting to attack him, and a golden barrier shimmered into existence around him.

To his shock, the elementals shattered the barrier instantly. Or rather, the Sword Storm blades they were clinging to did. The Sunspire king hastily erected another barrier before noticing the gleam of iron. He squinted into the flickering light as recognition dawned on his face, and a suit of ornate armor sprung to life around him in the same manner as my Everlasting Jade armor equipped around me.

The armor was enough to stop the iron blades, but the lightning elementals did their best to shock the Sunspire king. Such spells wouldn’t put something as powerful as a sorcerer down, even if they’d gotten through his defenses. They could annoy him though, and he let out an undignified yelp as the pair of elementals shocked him.

On the ground, Tivana's remaining true mages organized their power into a warding formation, joining hands over a collection of enchanted items. Alone they stood no chance against a sorcerer, but with the right wards, they might combine their powers into a shield that could withstand a few of his attacks.

Amisra and I did not waste this opportunity to fight. While our combination attack drew our enemy’s attention, we went on the offensive.

Amisra cast her chain lightning spell, darting to and fro unpredictably as she closed the distance between her and the Sunspire king. She kept her spear level with our enemy, and the moment the lightning elementals faded under the Sunspire king’s retaliatory attack, Amisra launched another lightning spell to reinforce them.

The Sunspire king erected another barrier that would have deflected those bolts of electricity, but I directed the iron Sword Storm blades already inside the shields to interfere with his spell as he cast it.

The Sunspire king growled at my interference and was shocked a second time. He was probably feeling the burn of humiliation as two wizards got the better of him in front of several hundred true mage witnesses. If imaging stones of this got around, some of his subjects might question his strength.

Drawing Spell Eater, I pulled my flying sword out of my Dimensional Storage to help me close the distance. Using Unearthly Movement would have been faster, but I wanted to keep that as a surprise. Instead, I came in for what must have looked like little more than an ordinary wizard’s close-range spell.

I cast one of my new abilities, Gravitational Control, to help bring the sorcerer down to earth. He’d been hovering just above the air moments ago, but his heels were soon touching the ground as his weight increased tenfold.

The Sunspire King threw me a sneer for my attempts to ground him and merely dumped more power into the spell, keeping him aloft. He started climbing back into the air, using sheer power to overwhelm my gravitational enhancement.

I pointed at the ground at his feet. A dozen Stone Obelisks shot out of the ground, each as tall as a building now after I reached the wizard realm. Mud shot into the air with them, sticking to the Sunspire king’s ankles and hardening as though they were ropes trying to haul him to the earth.

That genuinely angered the sorcerer, though likely more for getting his clothes dirty than for any threat weak mage acolyte and heartwielder spells caused him. He pointed at his ankles and a beam of golden sunlight energy easily sliced through the bonds at his feet. He turned his gaze to me.

“You’re certainly an annoying one, and not the most clever, either. If you were, you would have run the moment you saw me. That’s the most a wizard can do in the face of a sorcerer,” the Sunspire king taunted.

I responded by flicking my hand upward, sending the Stone Obelisks flying up at him like spikes. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have been able to lift so much in the air, but I inverted my Gravitational Control spell to lighten the force of gravity holding the stone pillars down.

The Sunspire king adjusted his spell to keep him in one place, but was soon battered to and fro by flying pillars of stone shooting up into the air. The series of blows ruffled his hair and clothes, and he scowled.

He lost his casual demeanor and started conjuring two balls of sunlight in either palm. The energy collected in his hands and an instant later he slapped his hands together. A deafening roar rang through the area, reverberating against the open ground and the flying mountains behind us.

A blindingly bright light followed the noise. I had to shield my face from it, though I still felt the back of my arm blister like I’d gotten a bad sunburn. To do so much damage to my body with his spell suggested it was meant to kill an ordinary elf outright.

I saw Amisra turning a sickly shade of red, and her face bore an anxious expression as she looked at me. I pulled the largest of my flying swords out and sent it towards her, but her skin started smoking as the heat grew more intense and I wasn’t sure if my weapon would make it to protect her in time.

Amisra pulled something out of her Dimensional Storage then, a cluster of small red spheres I wouldn’t have recognized had I not handled so many myself. They were blood crystals, and the size of them was exactly right for those gathered from slain elves.

Amisra shoved a handful of the crystals to her lips and drank them like slurping up a sip of water. Her skin immediately returned to a healthy shade of pink and she activated a defensive spell and dived behind my onrushing Sword Storm blade for protection.

My Everlasting Jade armor deflected most of the spell, but I pulled out another couple Sword Storm blades to shield the few parts of me that weren’t covered in protective armor.

The Sunspire king pointed his open palm in my direction, focusing more of the energy he was channeling in my direction. I activated Layered Durability to enhance my defenses, and soon the burn on my skin ebbed to little more than the feeling of the sun at noon.

The portions of my skin that were wounded quickly started healing as Complete Regeneration activated, and thanks to Bodily Supremacy, I knew it wouldn’t affect my ability to attack.

I drew Spell Eater back and prepared to use Titanic Force and Magical Shattering. My weapon drove towards the sorcerer’s chest and he held his hand up like he intended to catch my weapon and then contemptuously flick me aside.

That was a mistake. My thrust sped up, and instead of catching the shaft of Spell Eater, he took a long cut along the palm. His defenses shattered, both magical and mundane as my techniques combined with the power of the enchanted weapon in my hands.

The Sunspire king realized his mistake as he saw his bleeding hand. He took in a sharp breath and brought up his other hand to defend himself. He started hastily casting a spell, but I ignored it as Spell Eater pierced his armor and drove straight through the sorcerer’s chest.

My enemy coughed up a mouthful of blood when he was skewered straight through by my weapon. His eyes went wide in alarm as he came to terms with the unexpected peril, and his unwounded hand flashed with light as he blasted me with a golden glow.

The light hit me like it had a physical weight behind it, and it didn’t disperse upon contact. It lingered on my body, scratching and gnawing at me like a swarm of insects. I let my aura seep out of my skin, greedy and hungry. It nipped at the light spell before diving out in force and tearing the spell to pieces to be turned into raw zeal.

The Sunspire king met my eyes, and I saw fear there when he saw how quickly I dispelled his attack. His good hand touched a necklace made of shining gemstones around his neck.

At his touch, the necklace detached itself from him, then each gemstone flew from the string and floated freely in the surrounding air. They lit with a brilliant yellow glow, flashing brightly as they assembled themselves in a sphere around the Sunspire king. An instant later, the light around each gemstone formed a plane of force, shielding the Sunspire king as he clutched Spell Eater, still embedded in his body.

Being skewered like that would be difficult, even if the offending weapon had been an ordinary ironwood spear. With Spell Eater, the danger was tenfold. The iron, steel, and life-stealing enchantments in the weapon went to work as soon as they tasted the Sunspire king’s blood and they were busy sapping both my enemy’s physical and magical strength. He could no doubt feel his life slipping away with the spear in his chest, and if he left it in long enough, I’d eventually kill him.

He knew he had to tear Spell Eater free, and I knew he’d do just that. I’d designed the weapon in such a way that the flared heads on the blade would take half my enemy’s torso with them if he wanted to tear the weapon out of him by force. But sorcerers had many mysterious abilities, and this one had an even greater trick than most in the form of his crown, which seemed even more dangerous than The Wanderer in a direct fight like this one.

The Sunspire king pressed a pair of fingers to his temple and the laurel crown resting over his brow. The crown lit with brilliant golden energy of a darker shade than his own sunlight zeal.

“I wish this spear was outside of my body!” The Sunspire king shouted.

Suddenly, the spear wasn’t inside the Sunspire king. There was no flash of light or sudden movement. The spear simply changed locations without warning or reason. Like I’d blinked and missed something.

I pounced on the golden barrier, trying to shatter it with my fists. I had the right magic for the job, but this was a powerful artifact that the Sunspire king had kept to save his life in times of great distress. It was many times stronger than the pocket world barrier sealing the Devilbeast Wilds, and even with Magical Shattering, Titanic Force, and my iron aura, I was only now seeing cracks forming.

“I wish he had this wound instead!” The Sunspire king gestured to the gaping hole in his stomach. His crown flared again, and I looked down to gushing blood. I couldn’t see the wound while wearing my Everlasting Jade armor, but I knew there was a gash wide enough to see clear through me.

Bodily Supremacy told me the damage was bad. I wouldn’t be able to use my legs at all for the next thirty seconds while Complete Regeneration reconnected my spine and repaired my internal organs.

I found I couldn’t breathe properly either. My diaphragm must have been sliced to ribbons by the wound I’d inflicted on the Sunspire king. I gaped like a fish, glaring daggers at my enemy and the crown on his head. Somehow, that item had done this to me.

But how? There were no enchantments on it, and no sign of zeal being consumed at all.

I might have died but it soon became apparent that the Sunspire king’s wishes didn’t come without a price. Whatever he had done had cost him. He coiled in on himself, clutching his head as pain shot through him beyond anything physical.

“My palace!” He cried aloud. “Damned crown! I'd bound my aura to that thing. What accursed ill fortune!” he snarled in my direction like it was my fault he'd used what was clearly a double-edged weapon so many times in quick succession. In a way, it was. Perhaps if I could continue to pressure him his own crown would kill him.

Whatever had happened, the Sunspire king’s presence in the area had weakened. His power ebbed, like a balloon being deflated. I had him on the defensive already, though in doing so I'd taken heavy losses. This was the first real opportunity I'd gotten to scan him.

Sunspire king

Status: Temporarily weakened to Late Wizard, level 37.

He was only a late wizard now. I wasn’t sure what the Sunspire King's crown had done, but I planned to strike while my opponent was weak. Originally, I'd planned to retreat, but I wasn't sure how long this weakening would last. Wounded as I was, my options were limited.

My lower body might have been disabled, but that didn’t mean my upper body couldn’t keep fighting. I’d lost my purchase on my flying sword after having my spine severed, but I reached out to the two Sword Storm blades and had them plant themselves underneath me to hold myself in the air.

I swung my hands with open palms. I drew on as much power as I could from my World Titan Fiendbody, chaining spells together. I used Magical Shattering, Titanic Force, Fists of Stone, Embrittling Palm, and Five Fierce Furious Fists all in one.

My hands lashed out in five places at once, all of them striking with immense amounts of inhuman strength. My punches could smash holes through solid stone, and I was certain this barrage of blows would be enough to demolish mountains if we did not reinforce them with earth zeal.

The cracks in the barrier grew larger, letting my aura seep between the spider web of lines and nip at the barrier from the inside. That was enough to finally break the barrier. It collapsed like shattering glass, and the instant it was broken my aura swept out like a curtain of gray mist.

It enveloped the points of light, swallowing them down and refining them for zeal as I propelled myself forward. My eyes flashed crimson as I activated my petrification spell, and the Sunspire king froze for an instant as he met my eyes.

Golden light flashed from his own rises just as his skin was turning gray. He broke eye contact with me and his power fought the petrification spell crawling up his arm. He opened his good hand, which was still glowing with golden sunlight zeal from his last spell.

His hand glowed so brightly I could make out the bones in his hand. That glowing light flowed from his palm like liquid. It shot through the air like a bar of plasma. It passed through my chest, right where my heart was. It burned a hole straight through what parts of my flesh were intact, and I felt the iron-like taste of my blood in my mouth.

I reached forward, casting two last spells as I endured the pain flooding my body. The healing talismans were already hard at work and were functioning with Complete Regeneration. Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust activated in that instant, and my hand brushed across the Sunspire king’s good hand.

At my touch, his fingers crumpled. They looked like ancient stone withering to dust in a storm. His hand followed soon after, and the magical reaction was rapidly crawling up the Sunspire king’s arm.

With an expression of utter panic, he activated the crown on his head again.

“I wish I was safe!” The Sunspire king pleaded.

The annihilation of his body came to an abrupt stop, as though my spell had simply lost all ability to continue. He looked at me with a victorious expression. I was certain I looked quite miserable now, with a hole in my stomach and a destroyed heart. Anyone else would have been on the verge of death.

It looked like the Sunspire king was about to finish me, so I activated a few defensive countermeasures. Amisra was barreling forward to save me as well. Our deadly exchange of blows had lasted a mere fraction of a second, leaving both me and the Sunspire king in terrible shape.

But apparently, the Sunspire king’s crown didn’t consider this area as safe. Blue light flashed, exactly the same shade as what The Wanderer produced when constructing new rooms. The next moment, the Sunspire king was gone.

Sunspire King defeated. +1000 points.

I felt the adrenaline and the rush of battle flow out of me when my opponent was gone. I slipped off my Sword Storm blades and started plummeting towards the ground. If Amisra hadn’t swept low and caught me before I struck the ground, I would have made a small crater there.

“I’ve got you, Theo!” Amisra said anxiously. “Tivana stopped her attempts to open the passage into the capital so she could help us, but she ran into the wizards from the Auquiallian Islands and is chasing them off. She’ll be with us soon.”

I tried to ease her worries, but without the ability to breathe I couldn’t do anything more than mouth a few words. My injuries were gruesome, but Bodily Supremacy assured me I’d be fine.

My Complete Regeneration technique was already in effect and I felt my spine knit back together. The blow had punctured my Everlasting Jade armor with that last plasma attack from the Sunspire king, but I was happy to see it was knitting together as well. It quickly patched over the hole in my chest, protecting my vulnerable innards from the open air and Amisra’s worried gaze.

I felt my diaphragm heal, and I could finally breathe again, which was good because I felt myself on the verge of losing consciousness. The extra air was of minimal help because I didn’t have a working heart, but eventually my body fixed that too. I probably didn’t look too pretty underneath this armor, but I was alive.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










“THEO!” PRINCESS TIVANA’S voice shouted from far away. She approached with great speed and soon she was at my side. “This is the Sunspire king’s signature spell,” Princess Tivana said as she examined the lingering damage to my armor. “What drew him off? Did my aunt use the capital’s defensive wards?”

“No,” Amisra answered. “Theo forced him to retreat. He used an incredible combination of spells to shatter what should have been an invincible barrier, then nearly killed the Sunspire king with another unique combination spell! It was extraordinary to watch, and I have a few ideas of my own to try and improve my combat techniques just from watching Theo fight.”

“Remarkable. I’d heard he was a talented combatant among mage acolytes and true mages, but being able to chain attacks at the wizard and sorcerer level is an entirely different matter. Very few wizards can use two unique spells in quick succession, let alone combine their effects,” Tivana said as she cradled my head. “A wizard fending off a sorcerer. That's a rare sight. Usually, it's the sign of someone destined to reach much further, if they survive long enough to reach their peak."

“He might have even killed the Sunspire King outright if it wasn't for the fact that our enemy had a few powerful items. That crown especially is something I've never even heard of before."

"I don't know what it is either,” Tivana sighed. "And it's the main reason I haven't been able to deal with the Sunspire King myself, despite being a better cultivator than him. But Theo put him on the run anyway. I don't know if I could have done any better myself."

It’s like Jynna said,” Amisra explained. “He’s got a natural talent for zeal manipulation, and a mind born for combat tactics. Legends say Samuel the Fateweaver and Dean the Destroyer were the same."

“Not like this,” Tirana countered. “If what you’ve told me is true, then magic comes to him as easily as breathing, despite the fact that he’s only been exposed to it for a year or so.”

As nice as it would have been to listen to the two lovely ladies compliment me some more, I felt myself nodding off. My wounds were heavy, and only time would allow my World Titan Fiendbody to heal them.

I fell asleep as the two of them fussed over me, and when I awoke again I was leaning against Amisra’s body as Tivana flew us toward the Hearthwood. I wiggled my toes to confirm my spine had reattached correctly, though I planned to have Mac look at me, anyway.

I snapped awake, worried I’d slept the day away as I recovered from my wounds.

“Hush now. You were hurt badly,” Tivana replied. “I’ve got the true mages moving, and I unlocked the first part of the passage into the capital. It isn’t safe to leave my trusted true mages out in the open around the capital though, so we need to expedite our plans to keep them safe in your castle to the north.”

“Right,” I sat up and blinked myself into wakefulness. “I can help with that.”

“Theo!” Tivana chided. “I saw your wounds. I doubt you can walk, let alone—“

I cut Tivana off by hopping to my feet. I glanced down at myself to see I was still wearing my Everlasting Jade armor. I pulled it back into the mark on my body with a thought and lifted my shirt to examine my wounds.

“Not a scratch,” Amisra said as she ran her fingers across my stomach. “He looks healthier than he did before,” Amisra pressed her palm against my abs and felt them for far longer than was needed for a simple medical evaluation.

“Body cultivation works wonders,” Tivana confirmed as she poked at my pectorals, just above my heart. Not long ago, there had been a gaping hole there. Now, there wasn't even a scar.

Tivana's finger didn't leave my chest, and my muscles bulged against her prodding hand. I looked down and realized I was a lot more muscular these days than I had been before.

No, muscular was an understatement. I was built like a superhero. If I looked in a mirror, would I even recognize myself?

Amisra and Tivana were taking their time looking me over for wounds. Eventually I had to clear my throat to get their attention.

“We need to get these true mages to the Hearthwood quickly. I’ll make it there the fastest and can carry groups of them in my pocket world,” I said. “How did opening the secret passage into the city go for you, Tivana?”

“Not well,” Tivana sighed. “I knew I had to set things aside to help the two of you deal with the attack. Given another attempt though, I should be able to open the passage into the city in an hour at most."

I popped open my Pocket World to check on the heartwielders and true mages stuck inside. To my surprise, they weren’t there. Instead, Sava, Assyrus, Illiel, Eltiana and Korra stood together glaring out the door.

“Did you know your Pocket World has a back door, just like the Dimensional Storage?” Sava asked with her arms crossed. “The world unfreezes when either door is opened.”

“Is that so?” I nodded in appreciation as I ignored the glaring women. “That will make getting Tivana’s people to the Hearthwood much easier.”

“Yes,” Sava said. “And now you’ll never have an excuse for running off without us again!”

I chuckled. “Alright ladies, I suppose I could use your help. But so can the Hearthwood. And to be honest, most of these foes aren’t the kind that true mages can handle.”

“We’re good for more than just fighting, Theo,” Sava reminded me. “We have crafts, potions, information networks, and many other tools at our disposal. Nela and Yorik are working to subjugate the Rakaren Queendom. Melise finally ran into her master again and vanished on us.”

“Anya the Seer appeared in the Hearthwood again?” I looked up in surprise. “Did she say where she was going or what she was doing?”

“She did. She said she was going to put Melise in charge of the Fateweaver Society. She mentioned nothing about stopping Countess Frostweaver though.”

“I see,” I ran my fingers across my stomach and nudged away Amisra’s hand, which was still checking me over for wounds. “Then we’ll have to do this ourselves.”

With my Pocket World serving as a portal leading directly into the Hearthwood it hardly took any time at all to transport living elves back home, where Mac had already renovated the complex we'd built for the Blackgorge Tribe to be suitable for elves.

“Now, we have to get into the city,” I declared. “Amisra, you’ll have to wait back in the Hearthwood. Tivana said the passageway into the city only takes two. Once there, I'll open my Pocket World back up and you can come through.”

Amisra obeyed, and I kept guard over Tivana’s back while she worked. She cast an elaborate space magic spell that didn’t seem to do anything in particular other than interact with the wards around the passageway.

Like a magical lock accepting a magical key, the protective enchantments fell away and a Teleportation Array appeared before us as though they had plucked it from another dimension and pulled into ours.

“Quickly. We only have about fifteen seconds before the wards reactivate,” Tivana gestured to the space beside her on the teleportation array.

I hopped up next to her, and she hit the activation button. An instant later we were in a dark and lightless chamber.

I quickly found the exit, despite the black emptiness around us. Then I led Tivana by the wrist out to find us in a hallway lined with coffins."

“Catacombs?” I said with surprise. That was certainly one of the best places to keep a secret passage, but elves didn’t leave bodies behind when they died. What would be the point of catacombs?

“My grandfather constructed these tunnels and filled them with coffins enchanted to create undead. He said they added to the ambiance he was going for down here.”

“Ah,” I said in realization. Dean just being Dean. “I’m sure all the death spellhearts came in handy, though.”

“They certainly did,” Tivana agreed. “They are what allowed me to found the alliance with Xoreda's Circle of Necromancers in the first place. To think, my grandfather could have foreseen such a need and planned accordingly as far back as centuries ago!”

I didn’t correct Tivana. I’d let her hang on to those naive thoughts of adoration towards her ancestor for a little while longer, because that admiration would quickly be crushed once she met the man in person.

We left the catacombs soon after and emerged from a dilapidated structure in the inner city close enough to the palace that it was probably owned by the royal family, whether or not they knew it.

“This is as good a place as any,” I said as I zipped open my Pocket World. Amisra and the Hearthwood’s matriarchs walked out one after another and entered the capital.

Amisra looked around us, confirming we really were in the capital. “So long as you’re here, Patriarch Theo, we’ll be able to come and go as we please, barrier or no barrier.

“I imagine Tivana will need to send orders to her people back in the Hearthwood,” I agreed. “But for now, we’re here to hunt down Countess Frostweaver and find out what she’s up to.”

“I’ll talk to my agents in the Seven Snake Syndicate,” Eltiana said. “They’ll know what’s going on in the capital.”

“As will the alchemists on the green mountain,” Sava said. “I will visit my shop and speak with my employees there.”

Korra left to help Eltiana, where she felt she’d be the most use. With Assyrus, Illiel, Amisra, and Tivana, I headed towards the palace.

“Stay close to Illiel and me. I said to my companions. We’re both using mind magic that will keep us from being noticed. Just don’t get anyone’s attention.”

Alone, I wouldn’t have been able to hold an unnoticeability spell over so many people, but I suspected Illiel would have had no trouble maintaining the spell even without my help.

“Is it just me, or is your version of the spell more complicated than the one you taught me?” I whispered to Illiel as we approached the palace.

“There were some mind magic spell manuals meant for true mages among the belongings of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye members we’ve killed,” Illiel explained. “You can learn the improved version of the spell once you’re a true mage.”

We fell into silence as we approached a pair of palace guards. They leaned against the wall, eyes glazed over as they held their position, staring at nothing.

Guarding things was a rather dull job, and those who took it as their post tended to have complete mastery over the art of dozing off while looking alert.

Amisra nearly chastised the guards for not paying better attention, but I hid her under my arm. Amisra’s face might be familiar enough to these guards that it would break the spell, so I needed to hide her.

“I can’t believe we slipped by the outpost so easily!” Amisra hissed. “My guards just stood there and did nothing!”

“If it makes you feel better,” Tivana said, “we wouldn’t have gotten through the wards with that trick. They had to recognize our identities.”

Amisra grumbled under her breath as we made it through the familiar halls of the palace. With a lifetime resident leading us, we quickly made our way to the nearest magical hallway and opened one door after another until we found our way to the throne room.

We burst into the chamber ready for a life-and-death battle, only to find there was nobody there to battle us. “Where is my aunt and what is she up to?” Tivana muttered.

“It seems she isn’t particularly eager to take your mother’s place,” I noted. “None of the thrones have been moved in the slightest since we were last here.”

“Well, that’s quite relieving,” Assyrus said. “Maybe we won’t have to fight your mom after all,” she gave Illiel a nudge.

Illiel’s face turned grimmer. “My mother never lusted after the throne. She never cared for that sort of thing. She was always dedicated to one cause. Her goddess.”

Tivana’s face darkened. “Agreed. If I know my aunt, she’ll be doing something on behalf of the Frozen Blood Witch. But what is she doing, and where?”

Illiel pressed her fingers to her temple. “There’s someone coming.”

We all stiffened, but Illiel eased our worries with her next words.

“They’re not an elf. Though they’re certainly spending a lot of time thinking about elves,” Illiel said, fingers pressed to her temple.

“Noggen, the palace artificer,” Tivana said. “He’ll know what’s going on. You can drop the mind magic spell, Illiel.”

Noggen approached the room, wrench in hand. He leaned over to a small dimple on the wall and started working at it with the wrench to pry it from the wall.

We surrounded him and Illiel deactivated her spell.

“What’s going on here, Noggen?” Princess Tivana asked once the dwarf was no longer being magically compelled to not notice us.

Noggen groaned. “For the thousandth time, this isn’t an imaging device to spy on you elves. It’s part of the defensive network approved by the queen herself! Though, admittedly, it takes images every quarter hour and sends them to my workshop. But if I see something you don’t want me to, it’s your own fault for doing it in a public space!”

“What?” Tivana arched an eyebrow. Her arms were crossed, and she tapped one foot, holding the haughty posture many elves did when they spoke with the dwarf with company around. "No, we need to know what’s happening with my aunt, Countess Frostweaver. She locked me out of the city and I had to get back in through some very difficult means."

“Oh, Princess Tivana!” Noggen said as he rolled over to face the elf. “Thank goodness you’re here! Your aunt has been building a giant shrine in the center of the city. She’s declared herself a high priestess and promises that her goddess will lead this world to a bright future. I’m not too sure about that. Us dwarves know never to trust a vampire, and that goes double for immortal vampire gods.”

“So it’s true then,” I realized. “Your aunt really doesn’t want the throne or anything like that. She wants to turn Deania into some sort of temple for her goddess.”

“More than that,” Noggen explained. “She believes she has a ritual that will allow her to pierce the veil around this world enough that she can channel some of her mistress’ power into an elven host to create an avatar for her on this world. An entity at that level could dominate the entire World of Sanctuary and Serenity if she could come here, even in avatar form. You'd all be at her mercy, and I'd beat a hasty retreat to the dwarven home world.”

I shot Tivana a glance. “Then we know what your aunt is up to. And we know it definitely isn’t good for us.”

“Agreed. Take us to this shrine, Noggen,” Tivana commanded.

Noggen sighed, rolled to his feet, then swung his wrench back up over his shoulder. “Alright then. I’ll take us through the worker’s entrance. In fact, you lot can help me transfer some of my equipment over. I’m supposed to be hauling some of the new machines from my workshop over to the temple where they’ll be blessed and become instruments of worship,” Noggen rolled his eyes, clearly doubting the value of the blessing procedure.

We entered Noggen’s workshop, which held even more implements for stimulating hidden elven desires than it had the last time I’d been in here. Noggen pointed to a large sawhorse with two bindings on either side for a pair of elven legs, as well as a large cross with leather cuffs at the ankles and arms.

“The high priestess wants those two. And maybe that one as well,” Noggen tapped his chin and pointed at a pair of stocks that would have the bound elf on her knees with her rear in the air.

I put that machine away in my Dimensional Storage along with the others, and Noggen led the way to the temple Countess Frostweaver was constructing.

“Your mother certainly has some strange ideas about worship,” I said as I shot a glance at Illiel.

"The Witch of Frozen Blood gives her followers pain and pleasure in equal measure,” Illiel explained as she blushed. "Some elves really enjoy it."

To draw attention away from herself, Illiel shot a look at Amisra, who was examining the machines herself. From what I'd seen of her, she was definitely the type of elf to enjoy such things. Amisra turned to regard Illiel and me who were both staring at her, and her face turned as cherry-red as Illiel's.

“Oh sure, when I use them, they’re disgusting dirty little machines, but as soon as Countess Frostweaver or you say they’re going to get one, all the elves in the city line up,” Noggen rolled his eyes.

“Maybe you just haven’t met the right elf yet, Noggen,” I shrugged as I wrapped my arms around Illiel and Assyrus. “Or maybe elves, if you plan to take after me.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, Theo. Their sneers of icy contempt only make it all the sweeter when they knock on the door of my workshop in the middle of the night,” Noggen laughed and a healthy blush rose to his cheeks.

I shared his hearty laugh and wondered how well the dwarves got along with orcs.

As we walked, I caught a good glimpse of the city. The streets were packed around us with elves milling about left and right. What had once been open ground for trees and grass was now filled with dense arrays of tents.

The trees that had been ornamentation now had structures sitting in them, and many of the denser residences seemed packed full of elves huddled densely together. Many of the heartwielders looked a little skinnier than seemed healthy, and I realized food would quickly become a problem for the weaker elves with the city locked down like this.

Noggen led us out of the palace and into the city at large. I saw our destination ahead of us without even needing Noggen to point it out. It stood out from the rest of the ground-bound buildings hovering in the shadows of the hovering mountains in size and structure.

It was the foundation for what would become a massive crimson spire. It jutted into the sky like a finger pointed at the heavens, as red as blood and with sharp jagged sides. Even from this distance, I could tell the walls were not made of earth, but instead crafted from frozen blood.

When the structure was completed, it would no doubt cast the entire capital in a dull crimson light with its reflection. For now, it merely tinted a portion of the city red.

The elves in the city seemed to avoid the structure, and despite the crowded streets elsewhere, few elves dared linger around it for long. There wasn’t a single tent pitched near the base of the spire, despite the fierce competition for space elsewhere.

“If this spire is designed after the spire I grew up on,” Illiel began, “then when completed it will rise even higher than the peaks of the flying mountains.”

“Teleportation arrays work better closer to the void,” Tivana explained. “I suspect the same is true for portals or other means of travel. My aunt likely has something along those lines planned.”

“It seems like a waste to build a tower to touch the heavens when you could just send a rocket into orbit,” I remarked.

“A rocket?” Tivana glanced at me curiously.

“You’ll have to come to the Hearthwood sometime and see me and Argona launch one to understand. I’ve put a few teleportation arrays around the world. I’ll give you the coordinates if you need to get anywhere fast.”

Noggen led us into the spire and Illiel and I recast the unnoticeability spell to hide while I pulled the special equipment out of my Dimensional Storage so we wouldn’t look out of place.

“I’m here with Countess Frosteweaver’s, no sorry, the High Priestess’ new equipment,” Noggen said to the spire guards. Unlike the royal guards who wore chitinous blue armor, these spire guards wore spiky armor made of the same frozen crimson blood as the spire they guarded, adorned with bejeweled collars and manacles just like Countess Frostweaver herself.

“No one is allowed in the Temple of Frozen Blood without a set of chains,” the guard held up the decorative manacles around her wrists and throat, then gestured to a barrel beside the door. Inside it was sets of ironwood manacles and collars that looked considerably more practical than the set the guards were wearing.

They were thick pieces of wood and I even spotted tiny iron studs in them designed to interfere with zeal manipulation. The bindings reminded me of what orcs used on their thralls.

Noggen made a sickly choking noise. “We’ll pass on that. We’re just the delivery crew."

"Illiel, hit the guards with mind magic or something,” I whispered.

I wasn’t sure if they accepted Noggen’s explanation or if Illiel had gotten through to them with a spell, but we ended up getting inside without adopting a deplorable sense of fashion.

The halls around us were the same shade of crimson as those outside. I wasn’t sure if the walls were made of real frozen blood or magically conjured blood, but they had more gleam than gore to them. In either case, I was thankful it was frozen, because if this tower started to thaw it would have smelled terrible.

By how smoothly this infiltration was going, this was not the first delivery Noggen had made, and he knew his way around the Temple of Frozen Blood. He led us up the spire, and we dropped off the dungeon furniture we were carrying midway up the steps. Before long, we came to a massive set of bronze doors concealing the grandest room in the spire.

The moment the door opened we were greeted by a pair of guards dressed just like the ones outside the temple had been. They protected a half-finished chamber with no walls, open wide to the sky above us.

“You may let them pass,” Countess Frostweaver said from deeper inside the chamber. She was hunched over, kneeling on the cold ground before a statue of a beautiful woman.

The statue was made of the same frozen material as the rest of the structure. Shadows from the candles seemed to play tricks on the eyes, and flickered beneath the hooded figure. I could only just make out the lower half of a beautiful woman’s face, with lips tilted upward in an arrogant grin.

Her posture, as she loomed over the room, suggested she stood above everyone, and all others were to feel small when they gazed upon her.

Know your place, the statue seemed to say. As I gazed into the shrouded hood, I could make out a faint red glow marking the eyes, and the tiniest hint of a fanged canine was visible between her ruby-red lips. Unlike the chains and collars that adorned the elves of the temple, this statue wore only a single silver key.

“Hello, aunt,” Princess Tivana said frostily.

“Mother,” Illiel greeted quietly.

Countess Frostweaver let out a slow laugh as she knelt before the statue. “I knew you’d find a way back inside the city, Tivana. I was afraid I’d have to ask my mistress to reincarnate your wisp, but that will be unnecessary. And you, Illiel! You made it to the true mage realm. A shame you aren’t still a member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, but I would have had you leave them once you reached true mage, anyway.”

“What are you doing with the capital, Countess Frostweaver?” I demanded.

“Freeing all elf-kind,” Countess Frostweaver explained. “Freeing them from the burden of choosing their own destiny and granting us a powerful protector who can lead us beyond this world that has been our prison for so many generations.”

“She wants to break the barrier around the world,” a fresh voice said. I turned to find Sam leaning against a distant doorway. No, not Sam, Archreaver Samuel.

He looked just as he had when we’d last fought. The confident smirk on his face seemed unfamiliar to me and the Sam I knew, but I reminded myself this was not my Sam.

"And rob this world of its protection?” I demanded. I remembered the shimmering barrier I saw when Grognak the Wargod threw me from one world to another.

“So you’ve seen it yourself then?” Archreaver Samuel tilted his head curiously. “It blocks out anything too dangerous from entering this world. My companion can hardly channel the will and power of her patron with it in place.”

“That tells me why she wants to break it. How about you?” I demanded.

Archreaver Samuel went quiet. “I have my reasons,” he hissed. “Enough talk. You proved to be quite the tricky opponent last time, Theo, but I’ve regained more of my old skills since the last time we fought. Now I’ll finish what I started before.”

Archreaver Samuel (Late Wizard, Level 39)

Countess Ashanel Frostweaver (Mid Sorcerer, Level 45)

“Illiel, Assyrus. The two of you had best head into my Pocket World,” I instructed.

“But—” Assyrus protested.

“No buts,” I cut her off. “Go. Now,” I zipped open my Pocket World. The door on the other side was open, leading back to the Hearthwood.

Illiel and Assyrus both ducked into the pocket world. I closed it behind them, leaving only me, Noggen, Amisra, and Tivana facing Countess Frostweaver and Archreaver Samuel.

Our two sides stared each other down from across the chamber.

“A portable pocket world. Is that what your power is?” Archreaver Samuel asked. “I have seen you pluck items from the air without reaching for a bag of holding. Still, that seems a little mundane to me, considering how late you joined us. If that was all to your gift, you’d have joined us a few hundred years ago.”

“You don’t honestly expect me to answer you,” I said dryly.

“No, but I’ll be able to figure it out for myself once you’re dead,” Archreaver Samuel declared. “And you will die today, Theo. I have looked into the future. Based on the abilities you showed me before, your death is inevitable in the face of my new powers.”

“I’ve beaten long odds before,” as I spoke, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and let Sword Storm blades fall out of it one at a time. First three, then ten, then thirty of them. My control over the spell had grown, and now even I didn’t know the limit to the number of blades I could control.

“If we deal with Archreaver Samuel quickly, we can help Princess Tivana with her aunt,” Amisra hissed in a hushed whisper.

I shook my head. “Leave the Archreaver to me. Help Tivana.”

Amisra’s eyes grew distant as she no doubt replayed the scene of my fight with the Sunspire King.

“Finish up quickly then, that way you can lend both of us a hand,” Amisra said.

There was a flash of colorless light and a massive spider appeared with seven long necks, each bearing a face with seven eyes, one large and central with six clustered on either side of its head. Its set of seven phantom wings flapped in the air, sending wind rustling past me despite their ethereal nature.

That was Archreaver Samuel’s Timeweaver aura fragment.

“Impressive,” I began. “But I think you’re forgetting you left me with a very special aura fragment as well.”

I looked up at Archreaver Samuel’s Timeweaver looming around him. As I did so, I thought about my aura fragment. What would it take to make mine appear behind me like that?

I turned my attention inward for a moment, focusing on the aura bound to my dantian. I urged it to stir and take the independent form it had once held.

That command was all that was needed. The aura poured from my skin like black mist seeping out of me. It gathered behind me in a swirling dust cloud of dark power.

The clouds took shape into a towering serpent, with four horns adorning its face, rows of vicious teeth, and a long coiled body that stretched off into the distance beyond the edge of the tower's open roof and into the rest of the city.

Archreaver Samuel looked up at my monstrous aura in surprise. “A primordial beast...” He murmured. His eyebrows rose when he realized the serpent created from my aura loomed even taller than the Fate Weaver behind him. His aura flinched back in the face of the mighty serpent before him, like a spider spotting a snake.

I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage, and as I waved it, thirty Sword Storm blades rose into the air. “I also plan to finish what we started.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










ARCHREAVER SAMUEL PRESSED his fingers together. As he did so, the Timeweaver spread its limbs and created a magical web in all directions. I’d seen this trick before and knew that this ability would allow Archreaver Samuel to cast some bizarre spells within the confines of the net.

I had no intention of letting him finish the spell.

“Attack!” I pointed at the Timeweaver. Behind me, my massive primordial beast aura serpent pounced on the Timeweaver like it was prey waiting to be devoured. The Time Weaver cut its spell short to defend itself, and Archreaver Samuel growled in frustration as his time weaver fought for its life.

“Impressive,” Archreaver Samuel admitted while grinding his teeth. “It takes a powerful and complete aura to manifest your aura as a living creature at the wizard realm. Most can't manage it until they're a sorcerer. Here I thought I’d be the only one who could pull off that trick at the wizard realm.”

“I have better tricks than that. Like this one,” I waved my hand again, and all thirty Sword Storm blades descended upon Archreaver Samuel.

His face sunk into a serious expression as he took in so many weapons headed in his direction and he pressed a single finger to the buckle on his belt, sending seven spheres of glowing light shooting out of it.

I’d seen this enchantment before. It had been one of the enchanted items Archreaver Samuel had activated when I started pushing him. But I didn’t expect him to use it so soon.

Unfortunately for him, seven spheres of light were entirely insufficient to block thirty Sword Storm blades.

My control over so many blades used at once was lousy, and there were only eight or nine groups, which comprised many blades flying side by side.

But their mere presence besides the Archreaver would interfere with his spell casting, and I planned to make this fight as difficult as possible for him.

I sent two clusters of Sword Storm blades towards him from either direction. The rest circled in such a way as to skewer him if he attempted to dodge.

Archreaver Samuel activated a spell, though I couldn’t be sure what it was. The seven spheres of light surrounding him flicked outward and attacked one Sword Storm blade each.

The spheres of light collided with the weapons, and the iron in them quickly turned to rust. Seven out of thirty wasn’t a significant portion of my offensive power, and I tried to close in with the remaining blades.

But the Archreaver’s earlier spell had enhanced him. Maybe it had provided him insight on just how to move to break free of my circling blades.

Or maybe he’d slowed down time for himself so he’d have impossible reflexes. Whatever it was, he glided through the tiny gap in my swarm of swords he'd created by taking out seven of them like he was dancing to a well-rehearsed tune.

The Archreaver charged towards me after weaving through my barrage of weapons, drawing a sword from a bag of holding as he did so.

I was confident in my abilities at close range, but I wasn’t sure what that sword did. Any blade in the hands of an Archreaver had to be special, and I didn’t intend to find out how special it was by letting it touch me.

I raised Spell Eater to shove it forward, aimed to knock Archreaver Samuel’s blade aside and thrust into his heart in one blow. But whatever spell the Archreaver had cast to evade my Sword Storm blades were still active, and he twisted just the right amount to avoid my thrust.

He curled his weapon around the shaft of my own, knocking Spell Eater askance with his blade headed straight for my heart, which my body had only just remade that very morning.

Losing my heart again would be painful, and potentially deadly depending on how the Archreaver followed it up. But I wasn’t beaten yet. I’d already activated Quicksilver Thought and Twisted Step, though both abilities were of limited use in a fight between wizards.

Between me and the Archreaver, I cast Gravitational Manipulation to slow his steps. Archreaver Samuel stuttered in his charge, weighted down for a moment by the increased force of gravity before he compensated by sending more zeal to his limbs to enhance them.

My eyes flashed crimson right after casting my gravity spell, and my enemy froze in place for a moment as the tips of his fingers turned gray.

He defeated that spell like the first by sending zeal through his meridians to overwhelm my magic, but doing so took him a moment of concentration. Unlike the Sunspire King, Archreaver Samuel wasn’t a sorcerer, and it was far harder for a wizard to overcome my spell.

That was all the opportunity I needed. I reached out a hand, fueled with all the strength of my World Titan Fiendbody. I wrapped my fingers around the Archreaver’s throat, gripping it with enough strength to carve grooves in stone.

The Archreaver’s eyes bulged under my straining hand. If he thought that was all I was going to do to him, he was sorely mistaken.

“I don’t know who, or what, you are. But you should have never taken my friend’s form,” I was certain my expression was furious, and I spat the words at him. No wizard would be killed by choking alone though, so I cast Return to Dust and Corrosive Touch on my hand.

I felt the skin beneath my fingers weaken as the physical bonds holding the flesh together broke apart. The magic running through them collapsed as well, and I squeezed tighter as the spell spread, tearing flesh apart bit by bit.

Archreaver Samuel squirmed in my hand. He reached for his belt, trying to activate another swirling cloud of white light. I spun Spell Eater around and severed the offending hand in one swing. Then I jammed the tip of my spear into Archreaver Samuel’s stomach for good measure.

“Let’s see what you’re made of,” I wondered aloud. The last time I’d wounded this creature wearing Sam’s face, I hadn’t found human flesh inside him.

I slid Spell Eater's blade up the Archreaver's stomach, opening him wide from his waist to his chest. When I pulled him open with my free hand, I found a churning mass of shifting tendrils. They shimmered in and out of existence, as though they were only partially present in this dimension.

The tendrils stirred more frantically when they were exposed, and Archreaver Samuel’s eyes turned into multifaceted crimson spheres. As my deadly combination of spells destroyed his body, his skin cracked and peeled, revealing more inhuman features.

The skin on his cheeks split, revealing two sets of eyes on either side of his face. An instant later, the skin on his forehead cracked open and a massive central eye appeared before me.

I glanced above us and realized the face before me matched that of the heads on the Time Weaver above us, still locked in battle with my aura serpent.

Archreaver Samuel caught my gaze, and he hissed. Or rather, it hissed. Now I knew this thing wasn’t Sam at all. It was a monster, plain and simple. The only question was how it obtained Sam’s powers and memories.

“What are you!?” I demanded from the creature.

It hissed and sputtered at me, making words no human throat could utter.

Then the worming tendrils beneath my grip flickered with the colorless zeal of fate. An instant later the creature flickered out of existence, only to reappear where it had been seconds before.

I narrowed my eyes at the thing and used the Universal Analyzer to find out as much as I could before it covered itself with its disguise again.

Information purchased. -150 points.

Time Weaver Parasite Avatar

These transdimensional parasites consume portions of their fate for power. They live in vast nests in pocket worlds outside of ordinary space and time, ruled over by Fateweaver Queens. They hunt in ley lines of fate and space zeal, where they capture prey and drag them back to their nests. As they drink the essence of their victim, they inherit power and memories from their hosts. When they’ve consumed enough, they become powerful enough to split off clones of their host under their control, enabling them to...

There was more to the message, but I didn’t have time to read it in the middle of the battle. What I had read was enough to infuriate me.

These damned spiders were sipping off Sam's essence. I wasn't sure if they'd captured the two of them and brought them back to their nests, but if they had this creature here was someone who could tell me.

“I was going to just kill you,” I told the parasite. “But now it looks like I can’t. I have a lot of questions to ask you.”

“I’d rather you hadn’t seen that,” Archreaver Samuel said as the tendrils under his skin squirmed. The human flesh over it strained to knit back together, but he didn’t have my healing powers and it would take some time for him to recover from such grievous wounds.

“You might as well talk now,” I spat. “I’m going to haul you back to the Hearthwood and pry the information I want from your mind.”

In response, Archreaver Samuel tapped a pin on the tattered remains of his shirt. He turned his mouth to it and spoke. “This is Archreaver Samuel. I’m calling in my favors. Get out to the capital of Deania. I’m willing to give up my share for a little aid now."

Help arriving on the enemy side was the last thing I needed. By the sound of fighting around me, Amisra and Tivana were battling away above me still.

I needed to finish this quickly, but I couldn’t kill the parasite. I had precious few clues about where Sam and Dean were, and this parasite was one of them. I wasn’t about to let something like that slip between my fingers.

I launched myself forward. My keen vision picked out colorless zeal flowing through the air between the parasite’s fingers, and I knew it was casting another spell. I wasn’t sure what the spell did, but I didn’t need to understand the spell to destroy it. I used Magical Shattering to slam my fist down on the nascent flow of magic.

The physical force translated into a wave of magically disruptive power, which tore the fate spell to tattered shreds.

The parasite reached for another magical item on his belt. Directly next to the buckle that made those glowing white spheres was a disk made of polished gold.

The disk was inlaid with diamonds and jewels like the gold was merely the anchor holding so many valuable gemstones together. He tossed the disk in the air, where it hovered before collapsing into golden light.

I realized this was goldmongering magic. From what I’d seen, goldmongering could create impressive barriers and area effects. but I was well-suited to breaking through such spells with my physical might and armor-piercing techniques.

I cast Titanic Force to join my Magical Shattering spell. Just as a golden barrier was shimmering to life, my fist hit it and brought the nascent spell crashing down.

I was about to remark at how easily the barrier had shattered when I realized the parasite was casting a spell. The goldmongering magic must not have been to defend him, but to let him get a special spell off.

The tentacles under the parasite’s wounded human skin wriggled rhythmically, and an instant later the spire around us vanished and was replaced by a vast expanse of lines.

“You’re in my web now,” the parasite said. “And I no longer need to restrain myself.”

The parasite split open down the middle. The skin there was already damaged and cracked, so when the tendrils squirmed outward they widened the existing gap.

They seemed more solid now than they had been before, and their features were clear and defined. At first, I thought they had solidified somehow, but then I looked down at my hands and realized they had the hazy, indistinct shimmering that the tendrils once had.

That was when I realized what happened. The Archreaver’s spell had taken me from the familiar world of the elves to this strange place filled with shimmering lines and webs.

Those webs were not made of silk or anything mundane, but they contained concentrated space and fate zeal. In fact, those two aspects seemed to be the only zeal in the area. There was no water, earth, sunlight, or even air zeal. Merely space and fate.

“Surprised?” Archreaver Samuel asked. “We are no longer in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, or even the dimension where that world can be found, following its ordinary rules. The mortal aspects remain in the mortal world, and we have taken a step into primordial space!”

I sneered. “I take it you’re shy then? Don’t want all the capital to see your true form and take away your ability to exploit my friend’s reputation?”

“I am Sam!” The parasite said. “Or at least all that will be left of him, eventually. I have his memories, his magic, his everything!”

“You’re not him!” I spat back. I’d listened to this thing speak long enough without getting answers out of it, so I curled my free hand into a fist and swept Spell Eater around in my other hand.

My Sword Storm blades were gone, left behind at the top of the spire when this monster pulled me into its home dimension. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and plucked out several more. These were backups and not as elegant or well-formed as my other blades. Some of them didn’t even have an edge and were just flying ingots of raw iron and steel.

Their presence distorted the web of fate and space, twisting and turning around the two of us, and I realized that even though we were fighting on this parasite’s home ground, I could make this place my own.

I spread my aura out behind me, though most of it had also been left behind at the top of the spire and was slowly drifting back towards me across dimensional barriers. What I still had with me spilled out and nipped at the zeal in the air.

This power was strange, and I wasn’t sure my aura could consume it like other aspects. But to my surprise, it devoured the webs of zeal around us even easier than it normally could. It seemed at home here, like a fish returning to the sea after many years on land.

The Rakaren Queen and this parasite had both called my aura a Primordial Beast. And we were in a primordial space. Perhaps this really was home to it.

Archreaver Samuel stared me down from across this hazy void. He coiled his hands, where there were no longer human fingers but now insectoid appendages mimicking the shape of human hands. As he squeezed his digits the surrounding webs closed tighter. But my hungry aura fragment only devoured the webs all the more voraciously for its tightening.

“Damnable beast!” Archreaver Samuel hissed. He cast his hand aside and the enclosing webs receded. “I’ll have to do this the hard way.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I replied as I closed my own fist. The Sword Storm blades I’d recently pulled out of my Dimensional Storage spun through the air.

My Sword Storm blades bore down on the parasite. To my surprise, they sliced the parasite to ribbons. The first blade passed through its head as easily as poking through wet paper, and the rest of the blades perforated its body. I stared at the damp pile of blood and gore that was all that was left of the parasite. I reached out with Spell Eater and gave the corpse a poke, only to find it shimmering in and out of existence, just as it had been before we’d come to this strange pocket dimension.

I had a terrible premonition, and I turned around, bringing Spell Eater about just in time to protect me from a set of mandibles coming for my head. The mandibles shimmered with crimson energy, and there was some sort of spell on them. Despite evading the blow, I felt the mandibles clamp down on either side of my head as though the attack had landed true.

The result was a pounding headache that made blood drip from the corners of my eyes. Something between the mandibles shot for my face, glistening with inky purple poison. The stinger jabbed me in the forehead, but the pointed appendage bounced off.

“Damn you,” I hissed as I swept Spell Eater around me to make room, ducking aside as poison dripped into the corners of one of my eyes. “What was that?" I felt like my skull had been crushed and there was poison flooding through my veins, but checking my head told me my head was still there, and Bodily Supremacy said any poison that made it through was minimal at best.

“There was a twenty percent probability the blow would have landed,” the parasite declared. “So my spell did twenty percent the damage.”

“Convenient,” I muttered as my head healed back to full shape and I wiped away the blood dripping down my cheeks. “But don’t think you can beat me so easily.”

The parasite’s mandibles snapped. It had lost any semblance of Sam’s identity now and had shed that humanoid form like shedding skin. Curiously, the mass of human flesh it had cloaked itself in was twitching on the ground, like it was itself alive and struggling to pull itself together, despite being little more than an empty pile of flesh.

I cast Earthshatter. The surrounding area shook, though there was no earth to tremor. I followed it up with Draconic Roar to distract my foe, then jumped forward. I swung Spell Eater around intending to see how tough a talking insect's exoskeleton was.

The parasite lunged at me with its mandibles again. Since I knew there was no dodging this attack, I curled my hand into a fist and cast Embrittling Palm and Titanic Force. Between the two of them, my hand cracked the parasite's mandibles upon contact, shattering the chitinous body whether it was empowered by fate zeal or not. My head hurt as the monster’s fate spell landed on me, but I ignored the wound as I swept Spell Eater around to take off one of the monster’s arms.

The parasite stumbled backwards. On two human legs it might have toppled to the ground, but four more sets of insectoid appendages sprouted from its back to catch its fall.

“Sisters of the colony! In the queen's name, defend me!” The parasite hissed.

Instantly, the magical webbing made of fate and space zeal grew denser all around me. They crept forward even faster than my ravenous aura could consume, and soon they were pressing against my face and limbs, trapping me in place. The tendrils wrapped around me bit by bit, and I could sense parts of my body go numb, as though someone trapped them in space and time. If I let myself be completely cocooned like this, I would never escape.

I strained with the full might of the World Titan Fiendbody. I cast Titanic Force and Magical Shattering to help me break through. Even Return to Dust and Corrosive Touch to break apart the zeal bindings. I pulled my aura closer to nibble away at them as I strained, but it was no use. More were being added by the second, and I just couldn’t keep up.

I needed another burst of strength, like casting Titanic Force with twice the zeal behind it. If I could do that, I could shatter these bonds with pure might. Glancing down at myself, I saw how effortlessly my aura serpent wormed between the lines of power. My aura was formless and shifting. It could pass through the webs as easily as taking a stroll through the night.

But that aura fragment was me, and I was the aura fragment. It was bound to my power now and understanding its aspects would strengthen me as a wizard.

I focused on the formlessness of the aura. Its shifting and ever changing shape. Could my body be the same?

I steadied my breathing and stopped my struggling to focus. The webs wound around me all the tighter for it.

“Giving up already?” The parasite mocked me as it licked its wounds.

Black mist poured out of my body, far darker than the shade of my aura. It flowed through the gaps in the webbing binding me. I had far greater control over this black mist than my usual aura. In fact, it felt as though I was the black mist.

It felt like the only thing holding me together was the World Titan Fiendbody. The body art had made my skin and muscles extremely durable, and I had more trouble coaxing those parts of my body to accept this new spell I’d gleaned insight of from my aura. I fought against my power, struggling to make my body comply.

The webs wound tighter around me and webs covered my eyes. My aura and the black mist twisted and turned around me, just outside of my bindings. If only there was some way to get my two cultivation arts to work together...

That was the last piece of the puzzle. I forced the World Titan Fiendbody particles in my body to accept the power flowing around them, embracing it just as my dantian had. Then I collapsed into a formless black cloud.

Congratulations, you have discovered a concept. You are now a level 31 wizard.

Cloud Shifting ability discovered.

The sensation of being without a body was strange. It felt similar to controlling my Sword Storm blades, floating through the air levitated only by my power. Except this time I was the Sword Storm blade.

This strange dimension seemed different seeing it through my aura’s eyes. I swam through it naturally, flowing between and around lines of fate and space. There were other aspects of zeal here, waiting undiscovered for me. If I lingered long enough, I might see them.

The alluring call of this form reminded me of traveling through a ley line, and that thought brought me back to my senses. It would be dangerous to stay like this for too long. I needed to reform my body.

So I picked a point behind the insect monster and remembered what it felt like to have a physical form. My bones were hard to assemble, but they fell into place. Once they did, my World Titan Fiendbody knew where the rest of me was supposed to go better than I did, and the particles quickly arranged themselves in an orderly fashion. An instant later, my body reformed.

My clothes probably wouldn’t have come with me if I hadn't pulled them into my Dimensional Storage just before dematerializing. When I reformed my body, I activated my Everlasting Jade armor to cover me once more.

“Impossible! You’re a primordial beast as well!?” The parasite screeched. “Comrades! Help me!”

The skittering of spidery appendages told me more of this Timeweaver’s kind were coming. Fighting one was easy enough, but I didn’t like my chances against so many. So I zipped open my Pocket World. The door on the other side opened up to the Hearthwood. And no matter where this creature had taken me, I knew I could get back home using that portal. But I didn’t want to return alone.

I grabbed the parasite by its intact limb and hauled it into the pocket world with me.

I’d taken action just in time, because as I dragged it away by force, the strange otherworldly dimension twisted and shifted. More parasites were crawling into that strange space, one after another. I’d bested one of them easily enough, but two or three of them would have been harder. And by the looks of it, dozens were approaching, if not hundreds.

I closed my Pocket World. The portal snipped off several monstrous insectoid limbs that had been scrambling for purchase outside the door.

“My kin will come for me!” The parasite hissed. “They will shatter the walls of your pitiful pocket world!”

I glanced around the chamber and saw no walls shattering. I looked down at the disgusting insect creature with a smirk. “I don’t think they’re going to break through this one.”

The parasite seemed shocked because the walls weren’t collapsing as Timeweavers crawled through holes in space and time. I laughed as the horrified expression shone through the unfamiliar face of such a peculiar creature. Then I walked out the door leading back to the Hearthwood and slammed my pocket world shut on the other side.

Time Weaver Parasite defeated! +850 points!

[Theo?] Mac said as soon as he noticed my return. [What are you doing here? Weren’t you in the capital a moment ago?]

“No time to talk,” I replied to Mac as I hastily headed towards the Teleportation Array. “I need to get back soon. Tivana and Amisra need me. There’s a dangerous creature locked inside the pocket world. It’s at the peak of the wizard realm. Don’t let anyone in the Hearthwood open the door.”

[I’ll have a warning posted. By the way, your children have made excellent progress getting the Rakaren Queendom in order after the death of so many of their true mages, and many of our prisoners have already been rehabilitated and have agreed to swear loyalty to the Hearthwood Clan from now on! Do you want a full progress report?]

I waved Mac off as I jumped into the Teleportation Array and dialed in the coordinates for the capital. “Later, Mac. I trust you and the girls have it well in hand. Tell them I approve and move on to the next step without me.”

The first teleportation failed, and I realized a shield still protected the capital. So I dialed up the coordinates for a teleportation array in Bronzeridge instead.

I was afraid that had failed too, but after a late start the array fired up and I left the Hearthwood. When I reappeared, I found myself in a room packed with true mages. Some of them were even elves I recognized.

“What’s going on?” I asked nobody in particular. None of the true mages responded. When they sensed I was a wizard, they even shied away from my presence. I grabbed one of the true mages at random, and she flinched under my touch.

The elf bit her lip. “Revered wizard, how may I be of service?”

“What’s going on here?” I asked her. “Why are there so many true mages in Bronzeridge?”

“The capital is under attack,” the wizard answered. “We’re... uh... moving our family assets so something survives, even if our heartwielders and mage acolytes are all killed.”

So they were all fleeing.

“Isn’t the capital the safest place in Deania?” I cocked my head and looked at her askance. “Where do you plan to run too?”

“One look at what’s outside the shields and you’ll know the capital won’t be safe for long. Besides, a rumor’s been going around about a secretive clan of elves in the forest to the north who’ve built an impregnable fortress using a tame dungeon core and some mysterious form of magic. Many of us hope to seek shelter there.”

I ran my fingers along my chin. “What about Countess Frostweaver? Have you heard the results of the battle between her and Princess Tivana? What happened there?”

The true mage shrugged. “They were still fighting on top of the spire, but the countess seemed to get the better of the princess. That’s part of the reason so many of us were eager to escape. The Countess’s obsession with her goddess is... creepy. I’d rather be a thrall to the orcs than a worshiper of that goddess. At least the orcs let you go after a few years.”

I pulled out my flying sword and headed towards the capital with all haste. Tivana was in trouble, and it was my turn to save her.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










I DOVE THROUGH a ley line and popped up close to the capital. When I surfaced, I gazed at a vast army of elves.

Perhaps army was the wrong word. The elves had nothing as organized as ranks and formations, but they could muster a large mob of elves and have them stand outside the city keeping watch and building something like a city beyond the city. Even now, they constructed fortification and milled about, practicing with their individual weapons in disorganized sparring duels or trying to make two sections of walls line up.

The mobs were not organized by colors or uniforms, but I immediately recognized three distinct groups beyond those of small families and clans. On the eastern side of the capital, there were elves adorned in armor made of seashells and fish bones. Airships with rounded hulls, clearly meant for the water and the air, hovered above them. These were the elves from the Auquiallian Islands.

On the western side of the capital, there were elves adorned in yellow and gold. Many of them wielded elegant swords with a curve to them, and those who did not hold long spears. Their long and lightly colored garb reminded me of the Sunspire King, and I could make out the man I’d fought with hovering in the air above his people. These were the elves of the Sunspire Kingdom.

In the north, closest to me was the largest group of elves. These could only be the elves from the Ancient Tree Temple. They reminded me of a more feral version of the Riverweed Clan when I’d first met them. They seemed like wild-forest dwellers, robed as much in leaves and flowers as they were in fabric.

There had to be over a million elves around the city. That number was deceptive though, as most of those elves were just heartwielders and mage acolytes. They’d help their leaders seize control over small villages and pieces of the countryside, but they hardly mattered overall. Both they and the mage acolytes were here more for their own experience and the hope of advancement through looting resources and combat experience than anything they could contribute to conquering the capital. These weaker elves were clustered around over a thousand true mages, who formed the bulk of the invading forces might. 

Those true mages gazed up deferentially at over a hundred wizards who hovered on flying swords or platforms, gazing at the city beyond the walls or running messages for the true powerhouses of this force, the sorcerers who led them all.

There were only seven of them, and only four appeared to be from the three factions represented upon the ground. One was a silver-haired elven woman from the Auquiallian Islands. Another was the Sunspire King, who I’d fought with earlier today. Looking at him, I noticed he was still missing an arm and a smile lit my face as I realized his wounds from our fight would linger for some time. There were two green-haired elven women with matching hair wearing nothing but two wreaths of leaves, one around their chests and one about their hips. That pair must have come from the Ancient Tree Temple.

The three remaining sorcerers were all human men, and all of them were wearing the characteristic robes of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

They turned to regard me as I watched them from afar. As sorcerers, their senses were only slightly inferior to those provided to me by my World Titan Fiendbody, and since they practiced mind magic, I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them had a spell that would alert them when they were being observed.

The seven sorcerers exchanged some quiet words. The Sunspire King pointed at me furiously, then gestured to his bandaged stump and the rest of his wounds. All seven sorcerers turned in my direction to regard me, and I knew there was no point in trying to hide.

The wizards must have received messages from their sorcerer leaders because they each stopped what they were doing and turned back to discreetly circle me. I scanned the ground around the capital for an earth aspect ley line and positioned myself over it. I could run away and this entire army wouldn’t be able to stop me. But I didn't want to run away, I wanted to enter the capital so I could help Tivana.

Indecision plagued me for a fraction of a moment. I was still undecided when a voice rang out in my mind.

[It looks like a new brother has woken up. You must be the one who gave Tim so much trouble.] The voice in my mind said. [Come closer and let us introduce ourselves.]

The voice differed from Mac’s, and instead of merely passing the words into my head, it felt like this communication was jamming them into my head. He probably expected me to keel over bleeding from my ears. But my brain was as tough as the rest of my body, and I was a mind aspect cultivator myself, so I easily shrugged off the mental assault cloaked as a message.

“No thanks,” I said in reply as I channeled my earth zeal and prepared to activate Unearthly Movement.

[Do you think you can escape a group of sorcerers? You shouldn’t bother.] The voice said. [Besides, the wizards belonging to my friends here have already locked down the entire area around this city. The wards are already up. You might as well come speak to us.]

I had no intention of standing between seven hostile sorcerers. But I wouldn’t mind learning their names and figuring out what they had at stake here in Deania.

“Don’t pretend like you can’t hear me fine from where you are. We can chat from a distance just fine,” I said in reply as I glared at them from several kilometers away.

[You’re a paranoid one. It’s an admirable trait, though pointless in the face of overwhelming force.] The voice continued. [I’m the man in the middle in the long and stylish robes.]

One of the three human men from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye waved his hand. He looked much like Tim, though slightly friendlier-looking. He wore a loose tunic under his cultist robes, and his face held an amiable smile. I could imagine him as a middle manager doing his best to seem approachable.

[The two ladies from Ancient Tree Temple are Teilinith and Feilinith.] He waved his hand to a pair of wild-looking green-haired elves clothed only in leaves. [And Yillinarena of the Isles, recently ascended to the sorcerer realm through my aid. And I believe you’ve already met the Sunspire King.]

The Sunspire King glared at me from afar, as though he knew his companion had mentioned him in his telepathic message.

[And then there’s me and my two companions from our little club.] The voice spoke as he gestured to his fellow cult members. [That’s Ned, and that’s Will. I’m James.]

“I’m Theo,” I shouted back in reply. “And I want me and mine to be left alone. What do each of you want?”

James smirked as he glanced back at his companions. [We divided this land, its people, and its resources up long ago. When Sam and Dean were living here, we were more than content to leave it for them to tend to it however they wished. But now that they’re gone...] James shrugged. [I suppose you could liken it to cutting the grass of the house next door. It would be a shame to let all that hay go to waste.]

“Nothing is being wasted here,” I said as I curled my hands into fists. “Deania is an independent nation, and it’s done fine on its own, whether Sam and Dean are here or not!” I edged closer to the walls of the city while we spoke. The wizards continued to position themselves to block my retreat, but that hardly mattered when I carried a portal to the Hearthwood in my pocket.

[The big boys seem to think otherwise.] James shrugged. [And we’re more than happy to do the groundwork. You don’t reach the demigod realm without a lot of luck and a lot of resources. No amount of hard work alone will cut it. Most of the humans who’ve reached demigod were gifted something special before they woke up here. But not Sam and Dean. They both reached the sorcerer realm without such a trick, and in less than five hundred years too. Truly a remarkable feat that many of us without special gifts would like to repeat.]

While the sorcerers thought I was wandering deeper into their grasp, I tried to figure out what they each had at stake. “So that’s what you’re after? The secret of how Sam and Dean reached the Demigod realm so fast?”

[That is our primary aim, though we wouldn’t mind helping ourselves to the other prizes to be found in their old collections.] James explained. [If you know where it is, then we have plenty of rewards available for any wizard who does us a favor. How about your choice of mind aspect aura fragments from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s personal collection? I have a sample of most of the aura fragments we've got with me, and some specimens are breathtaking. I envy the man or elf who gets to bond with one of the seven-star aura fragments I’m carrying.]

“They’re quite impressive, no doubt,” I said as I approached the walls of Deania, hemmed in by the circle of wizards. James and the other sorcerers were inching towards me bit by bit.

[Would you like to examine them?] James waved his hand. [You’re free to look. One of the easiest jobs in the cult for human men like us is siring an army’s worth of elves. That’s all you need to do to earn a decent aura fragment. Someone at your cultivation level could meet the number in a few months at most.]

“No thanks. I have no desire to be some sort of breeding stud. Knowing the cult, those children wouldn't exactly be in store for a good fate,” I squinted into the distance at James. His offer of a mind aspect aura fragment collection, especially one that contained a few top-notch auras, sounded extremely tempting. But if I got my hands on his offered aura fragments, I’d do so on my terms.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Amisra on the other side of the barrier. She beckoned me forward towards the portion of the wall that had opened up for us before. I waved James and his gang of fellow hooded cultists and opportunists goodbye and pressed my back against the barrier around Deania. The instant I touched the barrier gave way. For a brief instant, an illusion of a barrier replaced the real barrier around this part of the city.

I slipped through effortlessly and easily, and James’ brows scrunched together when he saw me slip through.

Once past the barrier, I threw myself back into the city. James and his compatriots approached the part of the wall I’d slipped through with incredible speed, but the illusion had already been replaced by a real barrier once again. The small swirling bits of my aura still trapped in the city swirled around me like a puff of smoke before sinking into my skin to join the rest of my aura.

“What happened during your fight with the Archreaver?” Amisra asked me. “We lost sight of you. He used some sort of spatial magic that even Tivana couldn’t reach through. We thought you were trapped in an alternate dimension.”

“He’s taken care of. I returned home through my pocket world. I captured him, but I’ll need help to get information out of him. My kids and the Hearthwood’s matriarchs aren’t strong enough to safely perform that kind of interrogation. But enough about me. Where is Tivana? What happened with your fight against Countess Frostweaver?”

“A draw,” Amisra said grimly. From her tone, it seemed to be closer to a loss for us. “Countess Frostweaver doesn’t want this city destroyed any more than we do. When it became clear Archreaver Samuel wasn’t coming back and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was here with friends, she offered Tivana a truce, on the condition that Princess Tivana would be the one to power and use the city’s defenses.”

“That doesn’t seem advantageous to us,” I muttered. While the city had passive defenses like the shields around it, the more active defensive measures required the constant attention of a sorcerer. By using them, Tivana would be out of the picture while she defended the city. That meant her aunt, Countess Frostweaver, would be free to do as she pleased while her niece protected everyone.

“It’s up to the two of us to uphold the queen’s law. But for now, we should watch Tivana use the defenses to chase off the invaders on our doorstep.”

Amisra took me to the top of the walls around the palace. Above us, the flying mountains of the capital lit with a multicolored glow. When I’d first entered the capital, I’d been told that Dean and Sam built the mountains as part of the city’s defenses. I was eager to see what my friends had come up with.

The glow surrounding the mountains continued to build as energy-filled them, powered from a location deep in the palace. That was where Tivana was, controlling the city’s defenses.

The surrounding army glanced up at the flying mountains warily. Even the sorcerers were looking up with nervous expressions on their faces.

I watched James wave his hand to the wizards, and they started retreating to a further distance. The light of the mountains reached a critical level, and the mountains shot forward, spreading out over the top of the army.

Over a million elves at true mage and below fell into the shadow of Deania’s flying mountains.

“The flying mountains have never been used before,” Amisra explained beside me. “Our enemies severely underestimated them in bringing so many of their true mages and weaker people here. If we can eliminate enough of them, our foes will have difficulty harassing our smaller villages and towns.”

The multicolored mountains around Deania glowed even brighter. How would they defend the city? Lasers? Missiles?

Without warning, the mountains started falling out of the sky.

All at once, all thirteen of them crashed to the earth. The quake that resulted from their fall would have torn the wall beneath my feet asunder had it not been magically reinforced with earth magic. Behind me, half the city crumpled as the shock waves tore down temporary structures. I imagined the buildings on top of the mountains fared even worse.

“So that’s why Dean initially forbade anyone from building structures on top of the flying mountains...” Amisra muttered.

The devastation on our city's side was nothing compared to the calamity our foes had suffered. The mountains had fallen directly on top of their largest groups. The heartwielders and mage acolytes helpless against several hundred billion ton mountains crashing into the ground. Dust flew into the sky as a bomb had just detonated overhead, and I couldn't even hear the shouts and screams over the tremors running through the ground and the great cracking of stone. People would feel an earthquake from this for leagues in every direction.

“The shields dampened the effect of the earthquake on the mountains and here in the city,” I realized as I inspected the shimmering barrier around us and realized the mountains hadn't leveled the city in the same way they'd crushed everything outside of it. “Curious.”

“Even a sorcerer would have a tough time blocking a falling mountain,” Amisra said as she pointed. “But it doesn’t look like Tivana got any of them.”

“That's to be expected,” I shrugged. “They’re too fast. But I think Tivana got a few wizards. I winced a little as I saw the flowing multicolored stream of wisps flowing out from beneath the mountains. It almost looked like a rainbow, but it wasn’t. It was hundreds of thousands of bodiless wisps from elves who’d recently been killed.

Plenty of elves had survived the initial assault, but Tivana wasn’t done. She’d only get one chance at this. And Tivana planned to destroy as much of the enemy army as possible.

The thirteen mountains flickered, and an instant later they disappeared. We had suddenly fallen into the shade again, and I realized the mountains were in the air as though they’d returned to where they were moments ago. That must have been Sam’s handiwork.

The mountains spread out again, and an instant later they fell from the sky once more. The elves who’d survived the initial falling mountains and thought they were safe soon learned that they hadn't lived through this yet. Those that owned flying swords quickly mounted them, hoping they could escape through the air, but Tivana had provisions for that as well.

A crisscrossing web of gray lines lit up, passing between the mountains like wires strung between them. I’d seen this spell before when Tivana had cast it from her own hands. Those little lines of gray could slice like razors, cutting through flesh as easily as paper.

They did the same now, flickering in and out of existence from moment to moment as they aligned at different points between the mountains. The chaotic web of spatial power sliced two wizards from the Ancient Tree Temple in half and would have killed more if the pair of leaf-garbed sorcerers hadn’t darted in to save their underlings.

James and the rest of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye sorcerers stood back passively as they surveyed the damage with cold eyes, but the rest of the sorcerers tried to save the elves in their individual factions as Tivana pulled the mountains back into the air and brought them down a third time.

After the third mountain fall, I judged the surviving elves of the army to be barely a hundred thousand. A mere tenth of how many had stood at our gates moments ago.

“It seems Tivana did just what you said and killed most of the weaker cultivators, though most of the wizards and above escaped,” I said as I examined the enemies who were flying around.

The mountains flickered one last time, returning to their original positions in the air around the city. The colors in each of the mountains were dull and washed out, as though using them had consumed some reserve of energy that would need to be refilled before they could be used again.

“That should at least make things easier on our own true mages,” Amisra sighed. “But we don’t have an answer to their wizards and their sheer number of sorcerers. Not unless the queen herself comes out of seclusion.”

I glanced around at the devastation. Deania was facing peril like it never had before. Despite the heavy blow Tivana just struck, it wasn’t enough to win us this war. “Perhaps it’s time to send the Queen a message and ask for her help after all.”



***


I returned to the palace with Amisra. While we flew over the city, I noticed the top of the spire was cut to ribbons, and several of the upper floors were exposed to the open air. They looked as though portions of the building had been simply erased. But as I examined the structure, I could see elves inside cleaning and repairing the spire from the damage it suffered during Tivana and Countess Frostweaver’s battle.

I had half a mind to keep them from completing their task. But Amisra must have sensed my thoughts and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“We promised Countess Frostweaver we wouldn’t interfere with her affairs again,” Amisra explained.

I murmured displeasure, wondering if I could blame a bit of shifting earth under the spire’s foundations on aftershock from the falling mountains. But in the end, I turned and headed towards the palace, doing nothing to the spire.

We found Tivana leaning back in a large chair positioned in the center of a ring of imaging stones, which displayed the area outside of the city. Looking at it, I realized there were more craters than empty patches of the ground around the city. Anybody who wanted to get to the capital now would need to bring their hiking boots.

“There’ll be no shortage of memories from dead elves floating around the capital. Any wisps we’ve got are bound to manifest soon,” I said. My mind went back to the eggs the girls and I had left in the capital to accumulate memories and experience here before manifesting their bodies.

Tivana clutched her temples, as though keeping an intense headache in check.

“Hopefully I won’t need to do that again too soon,” Tivana said with a groan. “Things are looking grim, Theo. We’re under siege, and I’ll be stuck in this chair defending the city until that’s no longer the case. Meanwhile, my aunt is doing who knows what within the city’s borders. She’s rebuilding her shrine, and whatever she intends to do with it won’t be good.”

“Have you thought about alerting the queen?” Amisra asked softly.

Tivana’s face turned grim. “My mother is still progressing to the demigod realm, as far as we can tell. I left a message for her and received no response. We can’t expect her to emerge from seclusion to save us. And apparently, we can’t expect Anyatara the Seer to intervene on our behalf either. We’re on our own.”

By the look on her face, it had pained Tivana to go crying for her mother for help, and it had pained her even more to get no response.

I reached out a hand and placed it on Tivana’s shoulder comfortingly, I leaned forward, doing my best to ease her troubles with what little aid I could lend.

“Princess Tivana!” A cluster of six young elves rushed into the room. They were all heartwielders, and they bore towels, water, and many refreshments.

“Get away from Princess Tivana and stop bothering her!” A tiny green-haired elf waved her finger at Amisra and me. “She’s exhausted, and the city needs her in peak condition to defend my property investments! Uh... I meant... all the innocent people within its walls.”

The little green-haired girl blushed in a way that seemed very familiar to me. In fact, I’d seen the same expression on Sava’s face several times. The hair and eyes matched those of my matriarch as well, and now that I was looking closer I saw each of the heartwielder’s who’d entered the room resembled one of my women.

“These are my personal assistants,” Tivana explained. “They hatched in my personal incubation chamber, so I knew they couldn’t be spies since they had no loyalties to any clans or nations outside the capital, and their eggs came from a very trusted source.”

“Oh...” I blinked in surprise. “These are... those eggs?”

“You better stay away from Princess Tivana!” The little green-haired elf stepped between Princess Tivana and me. “She loves my father, and there’s no way I’m going to let you come between them!”

“Not this again...” I groaned.

Thankfully, Tivana cleared up the little misunderstanding before my own kids could attack me.

“Yes, Theo. They’re yours,” Tivana smiled as one of my kids placed a glass of cold water to her lips. Then she immediately spat that water out when she realized what the little green-haired elf had just said. "P-pay no mind to what they're saying though. The staff loves to gossip, and I'm afraid they've been overhearing things."

I chuckled, and threw the little green-haired elf a wink. "Of course, Tivana."

“They’ve been remarkably helpful as well,” the princess said, quickly changing the subject. "Thank you for leaving them to be my assistants. The palace staff has been training them for me. They’re overeager, but I appreciate their efforts.”

“F-father?” The green-haired young elf’s face flushed red, and she looked me up and down.

I pulled her into a hug before she got too embarrassed. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you all hatched. How many of you are there?”

“Twelve of us manifested from the clutch of eggs from the Hearthwood Clan,” my new daughter explained. “Are you going to... take us back to the Hearthwood Clan?”

I sensed worry in her face, and in the eyes of her sisters. “Only if you want to,” I whispered. “I have a way to get you there to meet your mothers and other sisters. They’d all love to meet you. I will spend time with each of you soon enough, but for now, we have a city to save.”

“How can we save the city?” My daughter asked with wide eyes.

“From what I saw, there are large food shortages, along with a lot of wisps that will crowd this place once they manifest. There are plenty of skilled craftswomen here willing to work for cheap, they just need the right raw materials. The Hearthwood can provide that, along with enough food to feed the city. I’ll just need a list of everything the city has and everything the city needs, and I’m certain we can come up with a deal to satisfy everyone.”

Tivana was too tired to discuss such arrangements with me, and she didn’t dare leave the control center for the city’s defenses for long. Even now, the enemy sorcerers were probing the shields around the city, and the automated enchantments were only so clever. Tivana had to reinforce and control the shields as needed while also recharging the mountains and activating their lesser defenses here and there to keep the enemy wizards from standing too close to the city.

Fortunately, I had my new children there to help me. The other six arrived when their sister called, and I spent a few minutes talking to them and telling them about the Hearthwood. Learning each of their names would have to be saved for later, but for now I was happy to meet my new kids.

This was my second batch of children, now that I thought about it. My women had lain their eggs before we headed off to the World of Struggle and Strife, and based on the date of their manifesting, I realized these girls were actually slightly older than the ones who grew up in the Blackgorge Tribe.

One thing was for certain, I had a lot of kids now. I hope I’d unlocked some parenting information from The Wanderer’s information repository because I’d certainly need it.

Though I had little time with my new children, they quickly proved their competence to me. They were clearly skilled administrators and assistants, and the palace staff had trained them well. Their cultivations could use a little work, but that was nothing I couldn’t fix with the resources of the Hearthwood Clan.

And so I set myself to establishing a presence for the Hearthwood Clan in the capital. Sava arrived to help me soon after. Virtually every building on the green mountain had been flattened when the mountains became weapons, so Sava wanted to recruit my aid for rebuilding her shop. I introduced her to one of her new daughters, who’d invested most of her pay into investments on the green mountain, including a stake on a couple plots of land recently abandoned when their owners fled the capital.

Before long, mother and daughter were haggling for the best deal. I knew no matter what, the Hearthwood Clan would benefit, so I left the two of them to it.

Food flowed like water from my Dimensional Storage, along with many raw materials. Soon the entire capital was hard at work, and the city’s economy gradually changed to manufacture what the Hearthwood was buying in exchange for the goods we could send back.

“At this rate, we’ll never die to a siege,” Amisra said as she gazed over at the city. Hungry elves were much rarer now that I’d brought the price of food down to a reasonable price, and the capital once again had the raw materials to keep itself running.

Her eyes shot to mine, probably expecting some hint of pride there at all I’d done. All she found was worry as I gazed up at the World of Struggle and Strife, which was now so close it covered a whole quarter of the sky. Soon, it would fill all of it, and then the orcs would pour forth from portals to take the elves of Deania for themselves.

“It’s not enough,” I drawled. “Not nearly enough. I have to get back out there and do something.”

“We need you here,” Amisra said. “Without your Dimensional Storage, the people of the capital would soon starve.”

“Perhaps,” I muttered. “But perhaps not.”

I opened up my Pocket World, which broke open like a rift in space. Just an hour before, Amisra and I had opened it up and pounded the Timeweaver inside into submission, and tucked it into one of the Hearthwood's Monster Dens. Now it was clear once more and available to use.

“I’ve done a few experiments,” I said as I stepped a few paces back from the open Pocket World. Already, this passageway was becoming a key feature of the capital's defense by allowing people to move in and out of the city despite the lingering portions of the enemy army outside the walls. “The passageway doesn’t close if I step further away. I could leave it open here.”

“There are wizards in the capital who would love to seize control over a passage out of the city if you left it unattended,” Amisra warned me.

I let out a shallow snort. I'd already been approached by a few moderately wealthy families who hadn't realized how bad things were going to get in the city and were hoping to flee through the Hearthwood. “Let them try. A few months ago I might have feared the capital’s wizards. That is no longer true. Besides, you’ll be here to keep order. Consider guarding this passage part of that. After all, the connection to the Hearthwood is the capital’s lifeline.”

“What will you do outside the capital?” Amisra asked. “You’re not strong enough to fight the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, and you tried to stop the orcs from coming, but you couldn’t.”

I sighed. “As the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, I couldn't stop the orc pilgrimage to this world. On that front, there's nothing more I can do. But I received some advice that suggested the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe can do something still. After all, there are six nations to attack around these parts, why focus on ours?”

Unlike Tivana, Amisra was aware of the fact that I was Chief Blackgorge. Her eyes shone in the afternoon light.

“Do you think you can talk the orcs into attacking our enemies instead of just us?” Amisra asked hopefully.

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I’ll succeed, but I know orcs only respect a man who leads from the front lines. I have to try.”

“It will be dangerous,” Amisra warned. Tivana might have tried to stop me for that reason, but Amisra gave her warning while smiling.

“While the sorcerers are here, there shouldn’t be anyone stronger than a wizard back at their homes. I’m hoping a bit of chaos there will draw them away from the capital.”

I approached the Pocket World again. “One more thing, just tell Tivana I’m trying to negotiate with the orcs again. She’ll worry far more than you will, and I don’t want to place more weight on her shoulders than there already is.”

Amisra saluted me the way her guards often saluted her. “May you bring justice to these invaders who assault our walls and complete the mission handed down to you by the princess.”

I returned her brief goodbye, and with no further hesitation, I ducked into the Pocket World and headed back to the Hearthwood.

Chief Blackgorge had a lot of work to do.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










THE FIRST THING I did upon my return was to investigate the status of our prisoner. The Timeweaver was being kept in the empty Monster Den that had once contained the Blightstone Elemental, which had turned into the Everlasting Jade Armor I wore into battle.

“And how is our unwilling guest doing?” I asked Mac upon my return.

[It’s been leaving cobwebs all over the place!] Mac complained. [I had that Monster Den cleared of rubble just for it, and it spins spider silk everywhere.]

“But it hasn’t attempted to escape?” I asked.

[Oh, attempts have been made.] Mac chuckled. [But the Monster Dens function by the same means as the rest of The Wanderer’s rooms. It tried some trick where it would tear through space and escape to an alternate dimension, but the room it’s trapped in is sealed off towards wherever it wants to flee too. The Monster Dens wouldn’t be very good at holding powerful creatures if that wasn’t the case.]

“Good. Have you gotten any information out of the thing?”

[On that front, we’ve had less luck. Your women and children haven’t dragged anything more than hisses and growls out of it. Jatese’s interrogation techniques aren’t of the type that anyone wants to perform on that thing.]

“Understandable. I suppose I’ll just have to ask the questions myself.”

So I headed out of Castle Mac and into the dungeon beneath it. From there, I made my way down long underground corridors until I came to the Monster Dens. The path was straighter than it had been before, and I realized Mac must have taken complete control over this region of the Hearthwood. I congratulated him on spreading his influence as a dungeon core so far.

[Soon all the world shall learn of my cleanly ways!] Mac declared.

I stood before the Monster Den and tapped on the shimmering blue light to get the attention of our prisoner. Moments passed, but eventually I detected the flickering of shadows far to the rear of the Monster Den.

Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, dangling as though they’d been there for years, though they couldn’t have been placed there more than a few days ago. The gray webs were so thick that they blocked out light to the point that even I had trouble seeing through them until I switched to mage sight.

Then the Timeweaver Parasite that had been Archreaver Samuel reared its head. Its insectoid mandibles lashed out at the shimmering blue barrier between me and it, clawing and scratching sickeningly. The monster’s body seemed hazy now, like it was only partially in my reality and like it longed to return to that strange place outside of space and time where it had brought me.

“If you don’t want to repeat what happened the last time we fought,” I said slowly, “I suggest you keep those teeth of yours to yourself.”

The Archreaver growled inhumanly. Despite its strange physiology, I knew it could perfectly produce intelligible words, whether it was wearing a skin suit shaped like Sam or not.

“Speak!” I demanded. “I have little time to waste, and I must know everything you do. If you cooperate, your stay here as my guest will be as pleasant as possible. But I’ll remind you I have mind magic, as do several of my women and children. We’ll tear the information we’re looking for out of your head by force if need be.”

“Hsssss....” the Archreaver let out a low breath, insectoid mandibles clinking together as it did so. “Not Samuel anymore. That was the skin. You think you’ve stopped us? One of my brothers or sisters wears your old friend’s body now, and Archreaver Samuel lives again, whether or not I’m free.”

“So you’re not the only one who can pretend to be Sam,” I stroked my chin. I’d suspected I was up against a whole hive of Timeweavers, but this confirmed my fears.

“The skin holds the power,” the Archreaver said.

“I remember seeing that. You must have taken it from a living sample of the real Sam.”

“Cut out a cup of flesh and grew it into a full clone, then hollowed it out,” the Archreaver explained, snapping its mandibles open and closed, leaving no doubt to how the clone was hallowed out.

“How... sickening,” my nails dug into my palms. “What is your agenda? What do the Timeweaver’s want?”

“Same as always. Prey. To expand the hive,” the spider-thing before me did something meant to resemble a shrug. On such a hunched and alien creature, the motion felt like it was rearing back for an attack.

“And what were your plans with Countess Frostweaver?” I demanded.

“She wants to open up the world. So do we,” the Timeweaver parasite hissed.

“You’re planning some sort of invasion?”

The Timeweaver was silent. It spoke no more now that my questions had pinpointed something of such importance to its kind. Despite the influence of the Monster Den, this creature's will was too strong to have it provide answers that so sharply contrasted with its own interests.

“I will give you some time as a reward for the questions you answered. But I do expect an answer to that last one,” I said as I left the Timeweaver behind. By the sound of things, I wasn’t quite done with Archreaver Samuel yet, but I was figuring out how I might deal with these Timeweavers and Countess Frostweaver both.

I relayed what I’d discovered back to Mac.

[You’re welcome, by the way.] Mac added once I told him how much information I could gather. [I’ve been subtly influencing our prisoner with the Monster Dens to make them a little more compliant.]

“You did well, Mac. Have Illiel or one of my children pick up where I left off. How goes the conquest of the Rakaren Queendom?”

[Actually, two of your children are here to report to you on that. Comela returned from the Rakaren homeland, and Jatese has made a great deal of progress with the Rakaren princess. She claims it’s time to install the princess back on the throne as queen.]

“Interesting. I would have thought one of my children would argue to be put in charge themselves instead of giving the country back to its former rulership,” I said.

Mac chuckled. [Go see your daughter. You’ll see that the princess has been thoroughly conquered. They’re both waiting for you in the Throne Room.]

That piqued my interest, so I headed to the Throne Room.

I only expected my two children there waiting for me, so it surprised me when I found the room was crowded with true mages.

The power of true mages alarmed me. My women were still the only true mages in the Hearthwood, and I knew where they all were, so sensing others at that realm of power meant there were outsiders in this room.

But when I examined the true mages under ordinary sight, I realized they were familiar. Each one of the true mages were members of the Rakaren army I’d defeated when they attacked the Hearthwood. More than that, all the true mages were kneeling on the floor, with their eyes to the ground as my two daughters stood over them.

Among the ranks of kneeling true mages, I noticed the Rakaren princess. It took me a moment to recognize her out of her royal armor and military uniform. Her current clothing was made of thin garments made of leather, with adamantium plates sewn into it. Such a design was reminiscent of the higher-end armor Argona was making with the help of the Hearthwood’s tailors and my enchantable adamantium blanks.

But what the Rakaren princess was wearing was definitely not armor. The bands wound around her two breasts and just wrapped around her waist. Besides these two sparse coverings, she wore only a thin copper loop around her throat.

In such a state, the true mage princess and heir to the throne of the Rakaren Queendom knelt submissively by Jatese’s ankles, arms wrapped around my daughter’s legs as Jatese ran her fingers through the princess’s hair.

The Rakaren Princess looked up at my daughter with a dazed and obedient expression, like that of a faithful and well trained puppy. I’d seen the same look on the face of elves living on with orcs on the World of Struggle and Strife.

As the door to the throne room opened, I watched my daughter tilt up the Rakaren Princess’ head with a finger under her chin. She caressed the cheek of the Rakaren princess possessively as the princess lifted her face, and Jatese planted a kiss on the princess’s forehead. The princess smiled at the fond touch, and if she had a tail, I was certain it would be waggling back and forth.

The rest of the Rakaren true mages were staring at Jatese and their princess with expressions ranging from shame to interest. Their eyes roamed between the sight of their princess kneeling at my daughter’s ankles and Comela, who stood before them with her arms crossed as she paced back and forth before the empty throne.

“I’m pleased the two of you can... handle so many true mages,” I said as I entered the Throne Room.

“The zeal restricting collars certainly help,” Comela said. “I can’t seem to tame prisoners to anywhere near the level of my sister,” Comela nodded her head at the Rakaren Princess, who was on her knees before a mere heartwielder. Ordinarily, the Rakaren Princess would have been able to destroy Jatese with a wave of her hand, and yet that dynamic had been entirely reversed under my daughter’s skillful touch. Despite wearing no visible restrictions to her zeal, the princess seemed completely devoted to my daughter’s whims and was hanging on her every word.

“Father!” Jatese looked up when she noticed my entrance. The Rakaren princess’ eyes widened, and she shrank back from me in fear. In doing so, she hid behind my daughter’s thigh and gazed at me with a trembling lip.

“Hello, Jatese,” I said as I glanced between her and the captive princess.

Jatese looked down at the Rakaren Princess. “Go on. Say your lines, just like we practiced.”

At my daughter’s continued urging, the Rakaren Princess crawled forward on her hands and knees.

“I swear I’m loyal to the Hearthwood Clan!” The Rakaren Princess proclaimed in the mechanical nature of something practiced and rehearsed. “I’m loyal to you, its matriarchs, and your daughter Jatese. I promise that so long as I rule the Rakaren Queendom, our entire nation will be devoted to serving you and your family, now and forevermore! I swear this upon the heavens. Let them strike me down should I or my descendants break this oath!”

The heavenly oath of absolute loyalty and obedience fell into place. The zeal in the air churned under the weight of so oppressive a promise. But the Rakaren Princess had made her promise eagerly. She threw her head back in pleasure at the words she’d just spoken, and Jatese kissed her neck affectionately.

I turned to Comela for her thoughts. Comela nodded at my look. “I’ve seen Jatese’s... uh... training sessions. I don’t think there’s anything the princess wouldn’t do for her.”

“My enemy rehabilitation system is a resounding success!” Jatese proclaimed. “The reason I had Comela bring all these other Rakaren true mages here is because these individuals are all essential to the Rakaren Queendom’s internal bureaucracy. They’re the true mages who kept the nation running on their queen’s behalf. They can do the same for my toy here... uh... I mean the Princess, soon to be Queen.”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked my daughter.

“I’ve trained a few of my sisters in my methods,” Jatese explained. “We can train up everyone of importance just like the princess here until they’re loyal to our family. Then we can simply reinstall them in their original posts, where they can rely on us as their contact to the Hearthwood Clan, and their personal keepers to attend to their ongoing training.”

I glanced to Comela again. A red flush filled my other daughter’s face as she looked on in embarrassment. “I... uh... volunteered to become a keeper for some of the more military minded true mages. Jatese’s technique works, and it’s a more effective means for securing conquered territory than installing one of us as governor.”

I glanced back at Jatese, who was running her fingers around the underside of the Rakaren Princess’ jaw possessively again. Jatese’s face was as flushed as Comela’s, though for a different reason.

The Rakaren true mages who’d been made to witness their princess debase herself like this and pledge her nation’s undying and eternal loyalty to me and my clan were blushing. More than a few were eyeing their princess, no doubt wondering what Jatese had done to turn the haughty young royal into what she was now. They were also wondering how long it would be before they were the same.

“Jatese, your method seems both efficient and bloodless,” I said after a long moment of thought. “You may perform this process for the whole Rakaren Queendom. If things work out, I might even have to tap your talents elsewhere.”

Jatese jumped up and down, clapping her hands with joy. The Rakaren Princess looked up at my daughter with a big smile on her face as she shared in her keeper’s giddy joy.

"Tell me a little more about these methods," I asked Jatese with a bit of trepidation in my voice.

"Well, it's all based around specific kinds of stimulation," Jatese explained. "I actually found the book that described it all in your library. Apparently, you and mother pulled it out of a chest found in the dungeon."

I remembered that trip underground. We'd found a crate full of historical documents detailing some scholars analysis of the elven condition and why their males were so weak compared to other species. I hadn't had the chance to read it yet, but by the look on Jatese's face, I could tell she'd studied it in great detail.

"Well, the book I read theorized that a huge portion of the elven population is susceptible to certain kinds of stimuli," Jatese explained. "It's like a button that can be pushed using the right words, visuals, physical stimulation, and pheromones."

"Pheromones?" I asked curiously.

Jatese blushed. "It looks like it was made for orc pheromones, but chakas like you can trigger the process with an even greater affinity. You might have noticed you only ever get to wear an outfit once. After that it disappears? Me and my sisters have been shredding them and putting them into an alchemical solution to extract what we can and make a special perfume. It can't force anyone to do anything they don't want to do, but it can definitely arouse their interest!"

"I see...” I frowned. "That's certainly an intriguing process. And it seems to be working, so I won't ask any more questions no matter how odd it is."

I could tell by the look on my daughter's face she was afraid I'd shut her down. But I wouldn't put an end to a project she was so passionate about.

“Thank you, father! You won’t regret it!” Jatese said.

“I don’t think I will,” I chuckled. “In fact, your method reminds me a bit of the orcs. I’ll have Mac deliver a very special book for you to read. I think you’ll like it.”

[Are you referring to the orc holy tome, the Book of the True Man?] Mac asked in my head.

“Yes, that book. Cut out a few of the irrelevant sections for Jatese to respect orcish traditions, but otherwise I think she’ll get even more use out of the book than I did,” I replied to Mac.

With those events concluded for the time being, Comela and Jatese broke the important Rakaren true mages up into groups small enough for a couple of my daughters and their assistants to handle. I saw a few of my second-generation children, born in the capital, back here in the Hearthwood and realized some of them had returned home after all. I wished Jatese the best of luck with her project and turned my attention back to the Hearthwood’s other matters.

I paid a quick visit to Segolas. He lay on his bed in his room. He’d moved since last I’d seen him, but I wasn’t sure if that was the castle maids tending to him or if he was moving a little now. I looked him over with mage sight as I did every time I visited him, but I still was not strong enough to detect any obvious means of freeing him from the curse that plagued him. The power was too intimately tied with his soul.

There was a way to fix him. I just wasn’t strong enough yet. Perhaps with a better understanding of death and mind zeal, I’d know better.

“Hang in there, son,” I whispered. “Your father won’t let you suffer much longer.”

I left the room soon after. Comela had not been the only person of importance to return from the Rakaren Queendom. With her had come Yorik and my second son, Dulik. He’d gone with his mother and older sisters to the Rakaren Queendom to help in its conquest, and I wanted to spend some time with the lad like I tried to do with each of my children.

I asked Mac for their location and he told me Yorik and my son were practicing at the Training Grounds. Yorik must have been teaching our son how to fight. I headed in that direction and was surprised to find Yorik sparring with a male orc.

I was wondering who he was when I really looked at the orc. He was taller than the average orc, almost at my height. Upon closer inspection, the furrow of his brows as he fought and the look in his eyes seemed familiar. He looked a little like Meldrik, I thought. And a little like me when I was a teen.

A few of my third generation children were there cheering the two orcs on. Pyriana, my daughter by Eltiana, was playing with a pair of daggers and looked to be coating them in a purple liquid. Tanela, my daughter by Nela, was watching the orcs fight with her hands behind her back as she kept track of any blows scored by either side. The male orc had yet to land a single blow on Yorik, but he was moving better and faster by the moment.

That was when his identity clicked into place. This was Dulik, with an extra meter of height tacked on him since I’d last seen him.

“You’ve grown so big so fast, Dulik,” I said as I arrived. “It looks like I already missed my chance to play catch and hide and seek with you.”

“Chief!” Dulik dropped his weapon to salute me the way an orc soldier would salute their tribe’s chief.

“At ease, son,” I laughed. “While we’re at home like this, dad will do just fine.”

Just as Dulik was about to try greeting me again, Yorik smacked him in the back with the blunt end of her weapon.

“New lesson. Don’t drop your weapon in a fight,” Yorik instructed.

Dulik’s face flushed. “Understood, mother.”

“Mind if I have a bout with the lad, Yorik?” I asked. “I’ve have had little time with him.”

Yorik stepped aside, offering me her hammer as she did so. I waved it off.

“What do you know about being a True Man, son?” I asked Dulik.

“I’ve... never heard the term before, father,” Dulik admitted.

I chuckled. “Well, it’s a rather important concept in your mother’s culture. One way orcs prove their mettle is with their fists and their skill in unarmed combat. Let me demonstrate.”

I curled my hands into fists and took up an aggressive stance. Truthfully, since I’d already reached the Silver realm, I could let Dulik beat on me all day with all his might and I wouldn’t feel a thing. But I didn’t want to demonstrate improper form for my son, so I’d have to fight seriously, even if I’d be pulling my punches.

Dulik mimicked my posture, but I pointed out several flaws in his footing and where he rested his weight.

“You’re poorly balanced,” I explained. “You do that while facing an opponent and you’ll get knocked over like this,” I pushed him with an open palm, sending Dulik sprawling backward on the ground. To his credit, the young orc dusted himself off without a trace of embarrassment, despite his giggling sister behind him. Then he mimicked my stance better, and I tested his defenses with a few slow punches.

To me, the fight felt like it was happening in slow motion. I could have landed a hundred blows with enough strength to shatter a mountainside in the time it took Dulik to throw one punch. I was barely moving at a tenth of my normal speed. But to Dulik, it felt as though he was enduring a constant barrage of attacks, one after another coming at him from all directions.

After I deemed his defenses were adequate, I had Dulik try to throw a few punches at me.

“I couldn’t punch you, father. That would be disrespectful from a soldier to his chief,” Dulik protested when I said I wanted to feel what one of his punches was like.

“Don’t be a wimp, son. Punch me!” I demanded.

Dulik still looked hesitant.

“I swear by the heavens that I screwed your mother, Dulik! And she loved every moment! Be a man and punch me!” I shouted.

Anger flashed across Dulik’s face, followed by confusion. Still, he threw the punch I was looking for. It collided with my abdominal muscles, and I felt a tap akin to a fly crashing into a set of plate armor on my chest.

“That can’t be all you’ve got,” I put my hands on my hips and goaded him into punching me harder under the threat of telling him the full story of his conception.

“Strike with the bottom three knuckles, not the first two!” I instructed. “And don’t just throw your hand forward, spring off your back foot! You should feel the punch start there and travel up your back into your arm.”

The Training Grounds worked quietly in the background as we practiced, and Dulik had improved noticeably by the end of the training session. When my son seemed about ready to fall asleep on his feet, I let him take a break. By now, he was fighting as though he had practiced like this every day for half a year.

“I’m going to have something special set up for you while you recover, son. I practice a body cultivation art called the World Titan Fiendbody. Mac can print off a copy for you. I don’t expect you to master it, because the body art is impossible to learn for an ordinary person. But if you can understand any of it at all, you’ll have an advantage over any other body cultivator. Integrate whatever secrets you can glean into your mother's Blackgorge Fiendbody and you'll be more powerful than any other orc body cultivator at your level you might come across.”

“I won’t disappoint you, father,” Dulik saluted me one last time before collapsing to the ground. I had two Hearthwood soldiers lift him up and haul him to his bedroom.

“Now, Pyriana, Tanela,” I said as I glanced at my two daughters who’d been watching the sparring session and giggling the whole time. “Since you two are here, I might as well teach the both of you to throw a punch as well.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










I SPENT THE rest of the day attending to minor matters throughout the Hearthwood. The place ran itself these days, but my presence made it run just a little better. I also liked to keep in touch with our people, and spending time here kept me from losing focus.

After touring the Hearthwood and taking a few deep breaths, I was thinking about spending a bit of time more introspectively and working on honing my abilities a little more. So I headed to the Cultivation Chamber, only when I arrived I found someone already waiting in front of them.

“Korra? What are you doing here? I’m sure Yorik could use your help on the training grounds,” I said as I greeted the catgirl standing before the door. Her eyes were downcast, and she seemed to think long and hard about something.

“Yorik can handle training her son and your other children on her own,” Korra shrugged. “I noticed this room worked for all your women. And yet every time I try it, it just feels like sitting inside a damp, dreary chamber,” Korra fingered a spellheart. I’d seen her toy with spellhearts before. Her people's magic was strange and confusing, and she seemed to use these things for fuel. I knew she had spirit cultivation like an elf, but she'd never shown me any spells, so I guessed she was more comfortable with her people's own magic than any spells she'd learned since coming here.

“I’m not surprised,” I answered. “The room doesn’t work for everyone. Only those closest to me.”

Korra’s shoulders slumped. “Ah... I see.”

Her eyes turned to the ground, and she shuffled her feet away from me.

I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from running off on me. “Would you like to learn how to make it work for you?”

“There’s... a way?” Korra looked up at me, and her eyes seemed wet behind her long, batting lashes.

“There certainly is,” I assured her. “The Wanderer seems to call those who can use most of The Wanderer’s features as my followers. After I upgraded the Throne Room, I gained the capability to accept more. Come with me to the Throne Room, and we’ll do the same for you.”

“Really?” Korra asked. “J-just like that?”

I shrugged. “I can’t make any promises. Truth be told, I don’t know what makes The Wanderer accept someone. But we can certainly try.”

We made our way to the Throne Room, and I took a seat upon the Throne There, just as I had the time my matriarchs had sworn their loyalty to me.

“What do we do now?” Korra glanced around the chamber and looked up from the bottom of the steps leading to my throne. It had grown grander and more impressive after the upgrade. While still large and austere, there were hints of gold and exotic swirls of colors adorning the area around the throne.

“Last time,” I began, “the girls took a knee right where they were standing and swore their eternal loyalty to me and my cause. Do you think you can do the same? Mind you, if you join me in this way, you won’t be an employee of mine anymore. Your fortunes will be joined to mine.”

Korra smiled and tapped on the pouch at her waist. “I’m afraid I’m not a very good mercenary. I never even spent any of the coins you’ve been paying me. I have a room here in the castle and you provide everything I could want.”

“Then I’m glad to hear your finances won’t change much. Though each of my matriarchs gets a personal stipend that vastly exceeds your pay. We’ll have to go out and buy you something nice if this works,” I said. “Now, take a knee and say some words about swearing loyalty to me.”

Korra shrugged and knelt. “I swear myself to Theo, the Patriarch of the Hearthwood!”

I waited for a message to appear before me, but nothing did. Moments passed, and I queried Mac to ask if anything had happened.

[I’m afraid you’ll have to try again. I think The Wanderer considers actions and intent more than any words. Perhaps you’ll need to have her do something to better prove her loyalty and affection?]

I repeated Mac’s words to Korra, and she nodded. “So I need to do more than kneel and say a few words. Prove my loyalty... prove my loyalty...” Korra tapped her chin while I tapped mine.

“Strange... maybe we should go monster hunting in the dungeon, just the two of us? I did that with all of my women before The Wanderer accepted them.... wait, Korra? What are you doing?”

“Proving my loyalty,” Korra said. She shrugged her shoulders and using her feline flexibility, she wriggled through the neck hole of her garments. The shirt fell around her hips, leaving her top bare and exposing her petite upper body, naked except for that small red collar adorning her neck with her name on it.

She wore nothing beneath her shirt, and her nipples stood on end as color filled her cheeks.

Korra glanced up at me shyly as she bit her lower lip, and her pupils narrowed into slits as she walked forward with her gaze locked on me.

My own eyes went to her perky breasts and toned waist. One glance was all it took to know why this feline was as nimble as Eltiana. The two women shared lithe and agile forms, filled with energy and as much strength as could fit in such a tiny package.

I was about to protest, but I glanced around the Throne Room and found it empty.

“Mac, clear my schedule for the next few hours,” I said aloud. Then I opened my arms and beckoned Korra forward.

Korra jumped up all the steps to my throne in one leap, and I rested an elbow on one arm of my throne.

“Don’t forget to kneel before your patriarch,” I reminded her as I pointed to the ground in front of my throne.

Korra fell to her knees before my throne, eager to prove herself to The Wanderer. She supplicated herself like a devout worshiper in a temple to their god, glancing low until I reached out and tilted her head up with my hand.

Korra needed no further instruction. Her hands reached up to my throne, and she planted her hands on my thighs as she scooted closer. I leaned back upon my throne and placed my hands on the arm rests to either side as I waited for Korra to prove her loyalty in her own unique way.

Her fingers unclasped the buckle of my belt, and my pants splayed wide. She rubbed her palms against my thighs as she pulled my pants lower down the throne before getting a better idea. Moments later, she leaned forward with her perfect little lips and bit at my undergarments with her little canines, and pulled them down with an adorable blush on her face.

My cock pulsed at the sight of Korra kneeling before me. I felt blood pulse in my lower half, but I used my unparalleled control over my body to redirect it elsewhere. I didn’t want to make this too easy on Korra.

She buried her face in my crotch, breathing huskily. “Did your matriarchs do this before The Wanderer accepted them too?”

“They did,” I agreed. “They did this, and much more.”

Korra flicked out a tongue, and again I was reminded of the fact that she wasn’t human or elven. The surface of her tongue was rough, and many of my women had whispered their plans for Korra's tongue in my ear stretching all the way back for when we'd first captured her.

I felt my cock swell, despite my efforts to quiet it. Lustful thoughts flared within me as Korra planted a row of kisses on either of my balls and along the underside of my shaft. Korra looked up at me with reddened cheeks and half-lidded eyes, and I smiled down in approval as she continued to lap and lick.

I gave up any efforts to restrain my hardness and my cock quickly swelled to its prodigious erect length. These days, what I was packing was more sword than dagger, and Korra rested the length of my shaft across her face.

My cock stretched from the base of her chin past the top of her head, and her eyes widened to see it so close to her. It must have gotten bigger again since the last time she’d seen it.

“I’m afraid you have quite the challenge,” I said as I leaned back. “I suspect I could make it smaller if it’s too much for you to handle.”

Korra gulped and shook her head as she prepared herself for a gargantuan challenge. She opened her dainty mouth as wide as it would go and wrapped her lips around the head of my shaft. The pulsing, throbbing head filled her mouth with its size, and Korra’s jaw was stretched taking that much of me inside.

I felt Korra’s tongue on the underside of my cock’s head, and she pulled her hands from where they’d been planted on my thighs and gripped the length of my shaft with both hands. She wrung and squeezed my length with her fingers so she could work her hands back and forth, up and down my shaft bit by bit.

Ever since learning the World Titan Fiendbody and the techniques that came with it, my understanding of my physical form had been enhanced to incredible degrees. The change had been like seeing the world in greater detail than ever before, but for every sense. That enhancement translated directly to sexual pleasure.

I felt each twitch in Korra’s fingers, saw the nervousness and the anticipation painted in the corners of her eyes, felt her tongue against my glands, and sensed the jitter in her back. A smile broke across my face and I reached up from my throne to place a hand on Korra’s shoulder and run my fingers across her skin. It wasn’t as soft as elvish skin, but it had a nimble uniqueness to it that was pleasant to touch all on its own. I stroked Korra’s shoulders and the back of her neck as she worked at my shaft.

Her tongue flicked back and forth and I felt every movement of her fingers as she struggled to take more of my massive size down her throat. To my shock and surprise, she was actually managing it.

“Don’t hurt yourself,” I cautioned. I needn’t have bothered. It turned out Korra’s mouth and throat were as flexible as the rest of her. Watching my shaft vanish in her mouth seemed strange, as though that huge extremity had been sucked into some wet and sensual pocket realm. When her lips touched the base of my shaft, my eyes went wide. There was no way such a tiny thing should have been able to take my massive cock all the way!

But take it she did. And after taking it, she held herself there. I pulsed and throbbed inside her. I felt an inhuman load of seed roiling inside me, ready to burst like a hose under tremendous pressure. I held myself back though, because I could tell Korra wasn’t done with me yet.

The whole time she’d been sucking me off, she’d been fidgeting in place. In doing so, she’d slowly wormed her way out of her garments one by one. She squeezed her hips through the neck of the shirt she’d wriggled through earlier, and her top sunk to the ground around her ankles. Her pants followed thereafter, and a pair of adorable pink panties came down last, exposing a pussy slick with anticipation.

When Korra was naked except for the collar I’d given her, she finally pulled herself off my cock with a wet slurping sound. I was slick with her saliva and my own oozing fluids. Korra planted one dainty foot on the seat of my throne as she climbed to her feet, then placed her opposite knee on the arm rest to my side.

As she got closer to me, I pulled my own arms off the rests and wrapped them around Korra’s rear, holding her tightly to my body as I ran my fingers down the small of her naked back. I felt the firm muscles of her rear and gave them a little squeeze as Korra positioned herself atop my throne. She felt so light in my hands. To someone with my strength, carrying her with one hand felt little harder than holding a feather.

“Fill me, Theo. My master, my patriarch,” Korra purred.

“Gladly,” I said as I lowered Korra down onto my shaft. The head of my cock met her lips and was swallowed just like vanishing into the catgirl’s mouth beforehand. I felt her clamp down around me as her womanly tunnel tugged me deeper into her.

Korra rested her arms on my wide shoulders, squeezing the muscles there just as I’d run my fingers up and down her shoulders recently. Her grip was tight, and her fingers were sharp. I felt them dig into me like claws, but I didn’t mind. Any other man might be cut to ribbons by those talons on her hands, but my skin might as well have been a set of plate armor. She could claw my back all she wanted and not leave a scratch.

Korra sighed as she felt my cock entering her, stretching her lower lips. One of her hands came off my shoulder as I supported more of her weight to guide my cock into her. Her fingers rubbed at the little spot above her opening, heightening her eagerness and pleasure.

I leaned forwards and took one of Korra’s nipples in my mouth. Her breasts were small, but perky and warm to the touch. Despite their modest size, they felt soft against my cheek and I rubbed my face against them like a male cat rubbing against his mate to mark his territory.

Korra stopped sinking lower down my shaft, and she winced a little at the sudden blockage. I blinked in surprise at the change of expression on the catgirl’s face, and it took me a moment to realize what the problem was. My little Korra was a virgin!

“First time?” I said in surprise.

“No!” Korra protested, though she blushed as she did so. “Well... my first time with the real thing. Yorik trained me for this. It’s just...”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. In fact, my seed is full of so much vitality you’ll probably feel better than ever after taking my load. Tell me when you’re ready.”

Korra closed her eyes and grit her teeth, as though preparing to be struck by Yorik’s warhammer. She took a deep breath and nodded at me. An instant later, she shifted her weight, and I stopped holding her up.

“Ah...” Korra took in a sharp breath as she plunged down to the base of my shaft. I could feel the head of my cock pressing against the top of her womb and reaching around her narrow waist, I thought I could almost feel my bulge inside of her.

“Are you alright?” I asked Korra.

She replied with a kiss. Korra started by giving me a gentle peck on the cheek, but that brief peck soon turned into a deep and passionate battle between our tongues. As nimble as her feline mouth was, my tongue was strengthened as much as the rest of me was by the World Titan Fiendbody, and Korra could do nothing but yield submissively to me as I plunged into her from both ends.

Moments passed and Korra grew accustomed to my prodigious size inside her. I could feel her inner muscles flex and squeeze against my shaft, wringing its length in search of my seed. I continued to hold myself back, if only to preserve the panting and blushing look on Korra’s face a little longer.

Eager for more, Korra pulled herself up onto her knees and started drawing herself up and down my length. The rhythmic insertions into her sex made her breaths come hotter and faster. She panted, though I was certain this act was no great exertion to a magical catgirl like Korra. She tilted her head upwards as she broke the kiss to immerse her mind in the feeling of my cock filling her. I planted kisses along her neck and ran my hands along her body as I took possession of every part. If Korra hadn’t been one of my women before, she was now.

“The Wanderer still hasn’t accepted me, has it?” Korra asked in a soft and gentle voice as she panted and slid up and down my shaft.

“There’s only one thing left to try,” I said. “By the time my women had become my followers, I’d spilled my seed inside them to make my first generation of beautiful children. Perhaps that is what The Wanderer is looking for?”

Korra bit her lip, and her eyes grew distant for a moment before a big smile covered her face from cheek to cheek. “Please fill me with your seed, Theo. I want to have a litter with you!”

That was all the prompting I needed. I released the mental block preventing me from ejaculating and released a load of seed inside her. My fluids pumped in a continuous stream out of my cock, and I watched Korra’s belly swell as my fluids entered her. The walls of her pussy were too tight, and not a drop could escape her grasp.

Within moments, Korra looked as though she’d spent all day at the feasting table, and her arms turned shaky on my shoulders. I wrapped my arms underneath her and supported her with my hands. Her body began absorbing my seed and if Korra was anything like an elf woman, she’d quickly return to normal.

Korra has pledged herself to you. Do you wish to accept her as a follower?

“Yes,” I said as I squirted the last of my load deep into the quivering catgirl’s womb.

A smile spread across Korra’s face as she leaned forward to rest her head against my chest.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










AS COMFORTABLE AS Korra felt resting against me like that, both of us knew there was much to do and little time to waste. So we put our clothes back on and I threw Korra over my shoulder so she wouldn’t have to walk on such unsteady feet. Her knees still shook when she tried to stand, and I suspected it would take a few more sessions before I acclimatized her to my tremendous size.

I headed to the Cultivation Chamber, which now had two distinct chambers after the upgrade.

“Now it should work just fine,” I said to Korra. “Go ahead and cultivate to your heart’s content. I assume you want that spellheart as big as you can get it?"

"That's right," Korra confirmed. "I have a special plan for it. My people grow stronger by binding elemental spirits to ourselves and feeding them. This spellheart will let mine grow quite a bit, maybe all the way to the equivalent of true mage. And once I'm done feeding it, I can work on my mage acolyte cultivation. Perhaps I'll get to true mage that way as well by the time I'm done,” 

“I’ll be in the other chamber doing my cultivation,” I said as I closed the chamber hatch above Korra’s head. We soon parted ways, and I settled in to cultivate just as Korra was doing.

At my current level of power, items for cultivation were few and far between. The body cultivation items I’d taken off of Belrar of the Yellowmountain’s corpse were gone. The Hearthwood Clan had been purchasing the full economic output of the capital for the past couple of days, and a sizable portion of that productivity went into my own hands. As a result, I could make up for quality with sheer quantity.

The Seven Corners Yellow Purification Pills Sava and my children made should be useless for anyone in the wizard realms. Their power was too weak, and clearing contaminates wasn't part of growing stronger at my level. But I’d sat back and theorized for a while before eventually developing a method to use them with my Pith of Iron aura to enhance my body cultivation.

I’d consumed massive quantities of zeal from slain enemies and devoured spells. I had to transfer that power over from my wizard cultivation to my body cultivation. The Seven Corners Yellow Purification pills would be the bridge to enable that procedure.

So I nicked my body with needles from head to toe, feeling as though I was doing self-acupuncture. These weren’t ordinary needles I was pricking myself with, but pills that I’d reshaped with earth magic. Each pill had been a Seven Corners Yellow Purification Pill, enhanced after basking in a zeal crystallization solution Sava had lying around.

With the stage set, I began the process. I brushed against each of the pills with my aura, destabilizing their forms and activating the alchemical properties within them as though I’d eaten them. All at once, the pills detonated like tiny explosions. Each went off like a firecracker, which was alarming when there were thousands of them buried a finger-deep into my flesh.

I weathered the sensation as I felt a massive disturbance in my spirit art. My meridians were torn to shreds in an instant, and I was overcome with an overwhelming pain. I gritted my teeth and endured. Bodily Supremacy told me this was all superficial damage, and my Complete Regeneration ability would heal it all in a matter of minutes. With that in mind, the pain didn’t seem so bad compared to the power I could gain from this procedure.

My brow twisted tight as I struggled to seize the loose energy with my World Titan Fiendbody. My aura serpent sought to recover the lost power, but it was as much a part of me as my own limbs were now. I commanded it to be still, and it obeyed. Soon, my World Titan Fiendbody was devouring all the power I’d just lost, readying myself for the next stage of body cultivation.

I’d been prepared for that as well. While I was in the capital, I reviewed the process for ascending to Silver Bones, which was also when I devised this method of reaching the next realm of power. Chief Blackgorge would need that realm to awe and command the orcs who’d come through the portals from the World of Struggle and Strife.

I set myself to the task that I had practiced in my head. I reshaped the many bubbles of power beneath my skin, sinking them deeper and taking the particles lurking within my bones to a new level of complexity, matching the complex patterns in my muscles and skin that signified the Silver realm.

Before I knew it, I completed the process. My devised procedure had been a resounding success.

You have reached Silver Bones! You are now a level 36 body cultivator!

Strength flooded me, and I rejoiced in the feeling. My wizardly cultivation seemed hollow for the moment now that I’d drained so much power from my spirit art, but something about my current state seemed to resonate with my spirit art.

The Pith of Iron aura fragment, which had been called a Primordial Chaos Beast twice now, seemed to resonate with this feeling of immense strength that flowed through my physical form.

Perhaps my aura was naturally that of a creature with a mighty physical body? To such a creature, body cultivation would be a natural state of existence. Possessing the World Titan Fiendbody would be an even greater boon in that case.

No... it wasn’t the strength in my muscles. It seemed to be something more about my bones. The durability of my form. I could sense that ten thousand mage acolytes could batter me with axes, clubs, and arrows, and I wouldn’t feel a thing. To them, I would be invincible!

That word triggered the resonance again, and I whispered the word to myself.

Invincible.

That was it. That was the feeling my spirit cultivation was responding to. I embraced the feeling of invincibility and felt it flood my existence. What did it mean to be invincible? What did such a thing feel like?

I reveled in this train of thought, and I felt a state of epiphany grasp me once again, as it had when I’d grasped greater understanding of zeal.

I wasn’t certain how long I spent exploring the concept of invincibility, but when I came to my senses, a message sat before my eyes waiting to be acknowledged.

Congratulations, you have discovered a second concept. You are now a level 32 wizard.

Unbreakable ability discovered.

When I first understood my aura fragment’s formless aspect, I’d gained the ability to turn myself into a cloud. Now I had something called Unbreakable. If this power was half as potent, I’d be a lucky man.

I tried activating it. When I did so, zeal flowed through my healing meridians in unusual patterns. I felt even more durable than my World Titan Fiendbody usually left me feeling.

But I had no way to test or verify my strength, so I realized this would be the sort of spell I'd need to use in battle to get a feel for it. I exited the Cultivation Chamber to find several hours had passed outside, which likely meant I’d been seated cross-legged in training for a week or more under time dilation. I fixed myself some food and was about to consider hunting some monsters in the lower levels of the dungeon when my stroll was interrupted by a full grown orc rubbing his fingers together nervously.

It took me a moment to recognize my son, because he’d grown taller yet again.

“Dulik. It looks like you were waiting for me,” I said as I looked him up and down. The lad was born just recently, and yet he already resembled a grown orc. He even talked and spoke like one, and like elves, he had enough memories to pass for an adult and get by in the world on his own. No wonder I had seen no children living among the Blackgorge Tribe. Orcs hardly had any time at all before they were fully grown.

“Father, I bring a message from my grandfather, Meldrik of the Blackgorge Tribe,” Dulik said excitedly.

“What’s in the message?” I asked, though I could already guess. It meant trouble was already at hand.

“He said the Yellowmountain Tribe has sent over a pair of silver realm orcs ahead of the portals to secure a foothold for the invasion of Deania,” Dulik explained. “Meldrik says he has things well in hand, but he wanted you to know that he suspects trouble. Belrar, the Silver Realm orc you killed, was of the Yellowmountain Tribe. The two who showed up might be here for revenge.”

“I see,” I stroked my chin and thought about the bearded old orc I’d left in charge of Moonbow City. Meldrik wasn’t the type to run crying for help. I suspected he’d do his best to hold things together, even if he had a Silver Realm orc or two bearing down on him. He was in far more trouble than his message suggested.

“I’ll leave at once,” I declared after a moment of thought. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Dulik. Now, I’m sure your mother wishes for you to keep training.”

“A-about that,” Dulik protested. “I reached the Stone Realm! Mother said you might be impressed I did it so fast.”

Dulik preened as I examined him closer.

Dulik Blackgorge (Stone Skin, Level 10)

“Impressive,” I nodded in approval. Reaching Stone Skin was a big jump for an orc. They didn’t have a stage like zeal accumulation for elves where they wielded a spellheart. Orcs had to climb directly to their equivalent of the mage acolyte realm to even begin the process of body cultivation. “Keep up the outstanding work, son. You do both the Hearthwood Clan and the Blackgorge Tribe proud. I’ll have to think of some way to reward you for your continued efforts.”

Dulik smiled. “Sir, I’d like to request to come with you to visit Meldrik and the Blackgorge Tribe.”

I blinked in surprise. “You’re interested in the orc invasion.”

Dulik gave me a wry smile. “The only orc I’ve ever met is my mother. I would like to get to know my heritage better. And besides that, Meldrik is my maternal great-grandfather. I should pay him my respects.”

I nodded at that. “I supposed Meldrik deserves to know he’s got two living descendants now instead of just one. But I’m afraid your mother would never approve of me taking you with me...”

“She’s already agreed!” Dulik protested. “She said I spent too long growing up, and that I should have learned to be a man a week ago,” Dulik’s eyes turned downcast.

“Ah... don’t feel bad about that. My kind grows up quite slow compared to orcs, so it was probably my side of the family slowing you down,” I consoled Dulik. “Nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, the extra time as a young man gave you plenty of time to learn more about what it takes to become a real man. Taking you along will mean I can’t use Teleportation Arrays to get to Moonbow City.”

“Oh... I didn’t think of that,” Dulik’s eyes turned downcast. With my Pocket World occupied, there weren’t any comfortable ways I could take Dulik to Moonbow City. But I could think of one very uncomfortable one.

“How brave are you, son?” I asked Dulik. “And how much do you trust me?”

“The bravest, sir!” Dulik assured me. “And I trust you completely as both my father and my commanding officer.”

I let out a dark chuckle. “I’ll be testing both those promises today. Come on. If Meldrik was worried when he sent me that message, he’s likely to find himself in complete disaster by nightfall. We should leave immediately.”



***


“So how are we going to get to Moonbow City?” Dulik asked as we left Castle Mac.

“The process is rather simple,” I explained. “I’m going to throw you.”

“T-throw me?” Dulik stepped back.

“Yes. This is one trick I picked up on the World of Struggle and Strife. Now let’s get started. We don’t have any time to waste.”

I grabbed my son by the collar and heaved him into the sky. He took off like a rocket, and tremors ran through the ground beneath me with the tremendous amount of strength I’d just used to hurl Dulik into the sky. I watched his flailing arms pierce the clouds as he squirmed back and forth, and I chuckled as I realized this was the kind of thing I’d never be able to bring myself to do with one of my daughters.

I watched Dulik’s trajectory and dived into a nearby ley line. When I popped out of it, I was outside the Hearthwood. Dulik was still falling, and he likely would be for some time. I’d thrown him quite far and fast, and the young man gritted his teeth and refused to scream as he fell out of the sky and hurtled towards the earth.

To someone with ordinary senses and reaction times, this would be quite a dangerous means of travel. But for me, I could pick my son out even after he passed through the clouds, and his fall seemed to happen in slow motion. I could catch him a hundred times before he hit the ground, and that was if I didn’t use any magic. I easily identified the spot where he’d fall and jumped into the air to break his fall. I caught him in the sky and I landed on the ground as lightly as I could.

“T-thank you for catching me,” Dulik said as he struggled to catch his breath.

“Don’t thank me yet,” I shook my head. “We’ve still got most of a country to travel through,” then, without a word of warning, I threw Dulik into the air again.

This pattern continued as we traveled across Deania with speeds even Jynna’s airship could not match. Birds flew by with shocked and dazed expressions as the flailing limbs of an orc nearly knocked them out of the sky. I threw and caught him again and again, and Dulik learned to hold his arms out like a bird and direct himself forward. I congratulated him on this discovery and said I could throw him even faster now.

I thought I could shake Dulik’s composure with that threat, but my son nodded. “Let’s just get there as soon as we can.”

I obliged Dulik’s request and made the trip in as few jumps as I could. Before long, Moonbow City was in sight of my enhanced vision. I caught Dulik one last time before setting him down on his legs.

His knees seemed shaky after spending so much time falling, and his face turned purple as he swayed back and forth. “Apologies, sir,” Dulik said before turning around to vomit up his breakfast.

I waved my hand, and the dirt swallowed up the mess into a sudden hole in the ground. “Have fun?” I said as Dulik recovered his composure.

“Not really, sir,” Dulik said as he wiped his face.

“Bah,” I shrugged. “Back in my day, we used to get thrown between planets!” I pointed up to the World of Struggle and Strife in the sky above us both. The orc world was massive in the sky with its proximity, and it now filled half the sky. I hadn’t seen the ocean, but I was certain having another planet so close was wreaking havoc on the tides. That atmospheres were probably close enough to start mixing, which meant ordinary airships might be able to make the trip across.

“Right...” Dulik said, not believing me.

I shrugged. “Then we’ll have to try that method of interplanetary transport another time.”

I entered Moonbow City with Dulik at my side. He fidgeted as we walked and I pulled an axe out of my Dimensional Storage for him to hang on his waist, that way his fidgeting would make him look less like a nervous boy on his first field trip and more like a soldier with his nerves on edge. At first glance, the city looked much like it had when I’d conquered and claimed the place from the hands of its previous orcish conqueror. But as we came closer, I quickly realized that things were worse than I suspected.

“Something is wrong,” I said as we approached the city.

“Is this not what an elvish city is supposed to look like?” Dulik asked as he glanced at the tall buildings grown from tall magical trees paired with stone raised from the ground. “It’s not that different from the Rakaren Queendom capital.”

“It should be,” I muttered. “But by now there are supposed to be Blackgorge Tribe guards standing outside the gates monitoring everyone who comes through. Meldrik would have stationed them there, and he never would never have pulled them back without good reason.”

The banners of the Blackgorge Tribe still hung draped over the city's walls, and orcish symbols decorated the buildings like graffiti. The streets were a bit more civilized than the last time I’d been here, and there were far more elves walking down the streets dressed normally.

As we got deeper into the city, past the districts that catered to business and crafts, we reached the areas of the city that catered to more carnal interests than mundane needs. All orcs heading to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity were on a pilgrimage that was deeply sexual, so there was no shortage of scantily clad elves on display. A year ago I wouldn’t have been able to resist stopping to stare, but with the memory of my women in my head, these elves held little temptation on me.

Some waved at me and my son, and Dulik’s pace slowed. Having grown up among elves, I’d hoped Dulik had a more accurate understanding of elves than most orcs. But he was a young man, and when a beautiful half-naked elf waved at him, he couldn’t help but turn his head in her direction.

“Orcs have a certain way of doing things,” I warned Dulik. “And you’re not ready for what that elf is offering you. Come along, son.”

Dulik wiped his drooling lips as I grabbed him by the arm and told him to march. That command brought the instinct to follow orders back to his mind, and when I told him to consider this a test of his willpower, he started keeping pace with me again.

I realized something was wrong when we drew in sight of the governor’s residence. I’d taken the palace there in the name of the Blackgorge Tribe, and by that right, it should fly the Blackgorge Tribe’s banner. But those banners lay on the ground now, and a new banner of a Yellow Mountain stood in its place. There were massive holes in the palace and clear signs of a recent battle, so it looked like the Blackgorge Tribe hadn't given the place up without a fight.

A fight that Meldrik and the Blackgorge Tribe must have lost. By the looks of things, it couldn't have happened more than a few hours ago.

“I cast an unnoticeability spell on us when we entered the city to avoid drawing attention, but I’m still pretty distinctive,” I told Dulik. “You’ll need to ask questions of the nearby orcs to figure out what happened to the Blackgorge Tribe.”

“Understood, sir!” Dulik saluted me, though his eyes still held the vacant look of someone dwelling on a recent memory and the dopey smile on his face of someone dreaming of a curvaceous figure. I shook his shoulder and told him to focus, which snapped Dulik’s mind back into the present.

The orcs didn’t have something like an information district, but the elves had possessed one back when the city was run by the Moonbow Clan. During my brief governorship of Moonbow City, I learned of a branch of the Seven Snake Syndicate. I hadn’t gotten Eltiana in touch with them, but since one of my women was a Black Scale among the syndicate, I was privy to many of their secrets.

Dulik asked a few orcs for directions and we found our way to one of the city’s shadier streets. Even during the day, the red velvet curtains lining the walls cast the district in a carnal crimson light.

We saw no shortage of orcs running their fingers across the elvish skin on display, and both male and female orcs were enjoying the fruits of their recent conquest. I looked the orcs over. With my mind magic, my memory was flawless, and if I’d seen any of these orcs in the Blackgorge Tribe, I knew I would recognize them.

To my growing trepidation, every orc was one I’d never seen before. They slapped bare elvish asses and tugged on leashed elves with more aggressive and domineering expressions on their faces than I expected from my gentler and more civilized people.

“Check out this conquest here!” One orc laughed as he squeezed the dainty cheeks of a blushing elf with her hands bound to her ankles. “Would you believe she was once a noblewoman? That’s right, this cute little thing was ordering elves into battle just a week ago. Could you imagine such a tiny and submissive little thing ordering anyone to do anything?” The orc clutched his belly and doubled over as his companions joined him in teasing the bound and gagged ex-noblewoman. The teasing brought a flush to the helpless elf’s face, and her tongue dripped in anticipation at having so many orcish eyes focused on her with lascivious intent.

I gave Dulik a nod, and he stepped forward to talk to the orcs surrounding the bound elf.

“Greetings, fellow orcs!” Dulik waved, looking not at all orcish with a smile on his face and a friendly wave. Too late, I realized he’d learned his mannerisms from elves, and he’d stick out like a sore thumb among orcs.

The orcs recognized Dulik’s strange behavior and went quiet. His peculiar actions were enough to even draw attention away from the current subject of their interest, and a female orc briefly snorted after casting a derisive look in Dulik’s direction to continue running her fingers through the hair of the bound elf noblewoman.

“Celebrating our glorious orcly victory over these elves, I see?” Dulik continued. “What has happened as of late, besides asserting our orcish dominance over these elves in the most orcish manner possible?”

“Run along and hide, Blackgorge,” one of the male orcs tilted their nose up as they spoke to Dulik. “We’re busy.”

This group of orcs hadn’t even reached the Stone Skin realm, so for them to speak to Dulik so dismissively was breaking orcish etiquette, and even downright dangerous depending on the offended orc. The only reason he’d speak in such a way is if he thought his tribe was vastly superior to the Blackgorge Tribe.

“Ask them what tribe they’re from,” I whispered in Dulik’s ear.

“What tribe are you from, fellow orcs?” Dulik asked.

“Can’t you tell?” The female orc who’d snorted early turned her nose up at my son. “The Yellowmountain Tribe. Now beat it, before one of our own Stone Skin orcs shows up to teach you a lesson.”

Dulik wasn’t frightened, and he didn’t need to be with my secret presence hovering over his shoulder. Still, we realized we wouldn’t be learning much more from such hostile orcs, so we left to discover what had happened ourselves while I sent a message to Eltiana back in the Hearthwood to see if her information network stretched over to Moonbow City. It turned out it did, and we headed to where she directed us as we traveled through Moonbow City.

The rest of the city had scantily clad elves on display everywhere one could look. Elves weren't shy about showing skin, and many had quickly learned that doing so won them some favoritism with the occupying orcish force. Some of these elves were bold enough to stroll around without so much as a scrap of clothing on them at all.

For that reason, the red-light district had to do far more than their usual to compete for attention. To differentiate themselves, the elves took to dressing themselves. The garments they were sporting weren’t of ordinary elvish designs and were clearly built to accentuate the wearer’s figure rather than for any practical use. Instead of swords and daggers, these elves wore flowers and perfume.

Instead of armor and hardened leather, these elves wore thin strips hiding the barest bits of skin and jewelry of silver manacles around their wrists. Instead of the calm and confident demeanor, most elves strived to master, these elves turned their lips into sensual pouts and kept a constant blush in their cheeks.

The orcs found these elvish faces, so helpless and overwhelmed with feelings of lust, completely irresistible. So that was the posture these elves looked to imitate to win the favor of their orcish rulers. They stood before their shops and stores as though they were just as lost in lustful thoughts as the orcs staring at them would be. I nudged Dulik, who was supposed to do the talking. The veins on his neck bulged as he stared dead ahead, struggling with all his might to ignore the display around him. I applauded my son’s willpower, but realized I’d need to do the talking as long as we were on this street.

I found a building adorned with images of seven purple snakes. A pair of purple-haired elves stood outside it, small in frame just like Eltiana and the elves of the Hidden Serpent tribe. These elves were Eltiana’s distant relatives.

“Oh, I didn’t realize there was a chaka in the city!” one of the two elves at the door said as I dropped my unnoticeability spell.

“But I’m sure just about everyone in Moonbow will know now that I’ve appeared before you,” I said with a low chuckle. My presence would be a valuable piece of information, but I planned to act quickly.

“What on earth could you be talking about?” The purple-haired elf placed a finger to her lips. “We’re just innocent sellers of imaging stones. Many an orc comes to document their experiences during this once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage!"

“Don’t play coy,” I shook my head. “I know what the Seven Snake Syndicate is. One of my women is a leader among you.”

The purple-haired elf tapped her chin in thought. “We haven’t had contact with the other branches since the orc occupation of the city. How do I know—“

“My woman is a Black Scale,” I said, revealing I had an intimate knowledge of their organization’s ranking system. “This is a symbol of her authority,” I flashed a small black scale that I’d kept in my Dimensional Storage. Eltiana had loaned it to me for the trip, along with a sealed envelope containing her instructions to her organization’s people in Moonbow City.

The purple-haired elf took one look at the scale and then accepted the letter. She lost her false lusty and eager demeanor to replace it with a more serious expression. She exchanged a nod with her companion before opening the door behind her and beckoning me and Dulik inside.

I followed her, and Dulik followed the both of us in a daze.

The purple-haired elf handed the letter off to one of her superiors, who was sitting at a desk inside the building. The two elves whispered to each other for a moment before we got down to business.

“This letter says we have to do everything you say, or you’ll have us laying a thousand eggs for the Hearthwood Clan,” the purple-haired elf said as she folded Eltiana’s letter and set it aside.

“Is that what Eltiana wrote?” I chuckled. “I suppose you’d best give me the information I’m looking for then. You wouldn’t want to be helpless before so many orcs. They love to capture elves, and I’m sure remaining free under their rule takes a great deal of vigilance.”

“It’s true,” the Seven Snake Syndicate elf replied with a sigh. “The orcs are handsome in a rugged, powerful way. Even their women are appealing. Showing interest is good for business and keeps them happy with us, along with giving us the chance for a few pleasurable personal encounters. But ending up as an orc thrall for a decade or two isn't in my plans. Maybe a month or so, but no more than that.”

“Well, I can’t say I don’t understand how those orcs feel. There’s no feeling quite like coming home to a beautiful elf or two,” I laughed. “So long as they take their elves willingly and treat them well, that is. The Blackgorge Tribe has orders to enforce those ideals.”

“Yes, that was pleasant while it lasted,” the Seven Snake Syndicate elf sighed. “A few of my girls pledged themselves to an orc man or woman for the duration of the pilgrimage while we were under the Blackgorge Tribe’s rule.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that no longer the case?”

“Not as of this morning. The Blackgorge Tribe is still around, but they retreated to the private estate the Whitewood Clan constructed for the Blackgorge Tribe’s chief.”

“I see,” I tapped a finger against my chin. “Tell me what happened.”

The Seven Snake Syndicate provided me with a detailed overview of the events of that morning. As I suspected, the Yellowmountain Tribe came forward under the leadership of two of their Silver Realm orcs. I hadn’t expected them to send so much of their tribe’s core strength to this world, but they did so.

Meldrik knew he couldn’t fight against Silver Realm orcs, so he pulled everyone back and yielded the city to the Yellowmountain Tribe, maintaining what token control he could over a small district of the city. 

Due to Meldrik’s quick thinking and extensive knowledge of orc conduct as listed in the Book of the True Man, he’d maneuvered the Blackgorge Tribe in such a way that the Yellowmountain Tribe could not honorably act against him or the Blackgorge Tribe. Despite that protection, the Yellowmountain Tribe was trying to squeeze my orcs out of the city. No member of the Blackgorge Tribe dared stray too far from their compound for fear of being baited into a fight.

I headed to the Whitewood Clan manor, which belonged to me because the Whitewood Clan belonged to me. Most of the clan of elves and its matriarchs had surrendered themselves to me and now counted themselves among my possessions, so all they did was in my name. The manor was the central most building in a large estate in one of the citys more sparsely populated districts. Many of the buildings around here were high up in magical trees like the housing style the Riverweed tribe favored.

The Whitewood manor was one of the few buildings on the ground. It was wide and circular, with many smaller buildings around it to form an estate. The estate itself seemed to cradle a grove of small trees. The trees were saplings, but since the Whitewood Clan hadn’t accelerated their growth to get them to full size with magic told me that there was something special about them.

The walls around the estate were grown from massive white trees similar to the grove protected in the center, though those trees looked weaker somehow, like defects compared to the beautiful white wood that made up the centermost trees.

Around those same trees, I saw orcs gathered in small groups, talking, sparing, and working. I was finally recognizing faces from the Blackgorge Tribe, for which I breathed a sigh of relief. There was tension on each of their faces, but not the fear and sorrow I’d expect from a tribe that had suffered heavy losses.

“Son, this is your mother’s tribe, the Blackgorge Tribe. I rule over it as chief just as I rule over the Hearthwood Clan,” I said as I gestured to the Whitewood Clan manor.

Dulik beamed as he stared wide-eyed at the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe, who stared back. They recognized Dulik’s features as belonging to their own tribe, and the skilled and sharp-eyed among them might have been realized the body art Dulik was cultivating was similar to the Blackgorge Fiendbody. That nobody in the Blackgorge Tribe knew him despite these things would be the subject of much curiosity. They'd be doubly curious if they learned how quickly he reached Stone Skin after being born.

Then I dropped the unnoticeability spell hovering around me and I caught orcish eyes as well. I was someone the orcs here recognized, and they rushed to my side.

“Chief Theo! You’ve returned!” An orc said. “We’re saved!”

“No!” Another orc hissed. “Chief Theo, you shouldn’t be here. The Yellowmountain Tribe wants your blood most of all!"

“I heard the Yellowmountain Tribe brought two Silver realm orcs. What sort of trouble have they been up to?” I asked the gathering crowd. Dulik stared and waved at the orcs gathering around us, and the crowd was no doubt wondering why he was standing so close to their chief.

“The Yellowmountain Tribe has been oppressing us at every turn! We’ve been rivals for generations, but we’re at the weakest we’ve been in thousands of years! They want to destroy the Blackgorge Tribe before we have a few decades to regain our strength. All they need is an honorable excuse to fight us and they could tear what’s left of our tribe to pieces.”

“So they’re not here to avenge Belrar?” I asked.

“Oh, they’re here for that most of all,” Meldrik said as he approached. There were deep lines between his eyes and he stroked his long beard unconsciously. The past few days had been very stressful for him. “For the rest of us, they need an honorable excuse. But for you, all they need is to see your face and they’ll issue a challenge. You should leave here as quickly as possible and avoid showing yourself to them. At your rate of growth, I’m sure you’ll reach the Silver Realm in a few years. Then the Yellowmountain Tribe couldn’t pressure us like this.”

“If I were at the Bronze Realm still, that’s what I’d do,” I agreed. “But you’re wrong about one thing, Meldrik, I’ve already reached the Silver Realm.”

Meldrik’s eyes widened. “That is good news indeed! Based on your previous performance against Chief Blackgorge, I imagine you could hold your own against a Silver Muscle orc. The stronger of the two is at Silver Bone. You’ll need to at least be able to keep him from overpowering you if we are to maintain our position in the city. From there, we can start a lengthy process of outmaneuvering the Yellowmountain Tribe by forming new alliances with their enemies.”

I snorted. “Meldrik, there was a time for such sneaky ploys. But that time has passed. I took this city in conquest from its previous governor. If the Yellowmountain Tribe thinks they can conqueror it from me without a fight, then they have another thing coming. Now that I know everyone from the Blackgorge Tribe is here, I can go take care of things in the governor’s residence.”

“That’s... very bold of you, Chief Theo,” Meldrik hesitated a second, looking me up and down. “I know you’re not the kind of man to underestimate your foes. So if you think you can defeat Belrar’s brothers, then I believe you. A show of strength from you will put the Blackgorge Tribe back in the running as one of the big three with a presence on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.”

"I plan to do just that,” I nodded to Meldrik. "Now there's someone I'd like you to meet, Meldrik. Meet Dulik."

Meldrik blinked in surprise as I introduced him to the Stone Skin orc standing beside me. To someone at Meldrik's level, someone at Dulik's wouldn't be very important. But Meldrik sensed something familiar about him.

"Now son," I continued, "spend some time getting to know your great grandfather. I’ll be back for lunch soon. Let me just kick a few unwelcome guests out of the city.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










WITH DULIK SAFE by Meldrik’s side, I no longer feared drawing attention to myself. I planted one foot on the ground and launched myself into the sky like being thrown from a catapult.

By now, I’d gotten rather good at aiming myself this way. I crossed my arms as I fell half a kilometer through the sky directly towards the governor’s manor. I caught a handful of bewildered stares and pointed fingers as I approached the city. That attention grew tenfold when I finally crashed into the ground, sending a geyser of broken stone and dirt up into the air like a fountain.

The outer walls of the governor’s mansion trembled with the shock waves generated by my approach, and a pair of Silver Realm orcs would never miss such clear provocation. I knew my entrance alone had caught their attention, and they’d be out to greet me shortly.

But for the gathering crowd rushing to figure out what was going on, I shouted my name and my intentions.

“I am the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, governor of this city by right of defeating my predecessor twice over in single combat,” I shouted my identity for all to hear. “It seems the two of you forgot to challenge me when you decided to claim what belongs to me.”

Hushed whisperers washed over the crowd in a wave as news of my return spread. I’d made quite a splash when I’d conquered the city for myself the first time.

“I heard the Blackgorge Tribe elected a human as their new chief,” a male voice from inside the manor spat. “I didn’t think it was true.”

“So you’re the one who killed brother Belrar,” another male orc said in an equally hostile tone. “We thought you’d fled for your life the moment you heard we were coming.”

The two orcs who just spoke appeared one after another, and I matched their faces to the descriptions Meldrik had provided.

Evalar Yellowmountain (Silver Bone, Level 37)

Kludar Yellowmountain (Silver Muscle, Level 34)

“I’m still waiting for your challenge,” I stood with my arms folded before the two orcs.

“You’re a funny man, Chief Blackgorge,” Evalar snorted. “You’ll fight Kludar first. If by some miracle of technicality you win against him, you’ll fight me next.”

Kludar growled. “Crushing a Bronze Realm man who cultivates elf magic will besmirch my reputation. I hope none of your kin plan to accuse me of picking on the weak when I’m cleaning the remains of your broken body off my knuckles.”

“There’s no need to wait for me to fight the two of you,” I chuckled. “Come, both of you at once. Let’s not waste any more time.”

Kludar threw his head back and laughed uproariously. “You hear that, brother Evalar? He wants a swift death!”

“Hurry. Draw your weapons and fight me,” I uncrossed my arms and beckoned them both forward, making no move to draw a weapon of my own.

Such a bold and heedless pose from me seemed to infuriate both Kludar and Evalar. The pair of them took my invitation to fight both of them at once without another word.

As the two Yellowmountain orcs charged me, I planted one foot behind me for strength. Then I cast my most recently obtained spell, Unbreakable.

Strength flooded my body and for a brief instant, my spirit cultivation and body cultivation became one. Each enhanced the other in ways I couldn’t quite explain. Kludar and Evalar struck me with open fists, and I held out either hand with an open palm.

Kludar channeled some powerful technique of molten lava, and his hand glowed red as though it were a glob of magma. Evalar channeled an air and earth technique, and the wind swirled around his fist like a whirlwind of blades.

I caught both punches in my open hands, and my aura surged out of my hands, quenching both spells like a bucket of water over hot coals. The magical aspect of the punches was only part of the attack, though. The two Silver Realm orcs had put enough force behind each of their punches to level fortress walls.

I felt that massive force press against my hands, but my body held. My arms flexed as I pushed back, and I felt my back foot dig into the ground behind me. The earth cracked and a massive fissure opened up in two directions behind my back as the force of the two Silver Realm orcs was transferred into the ground behind me. Onlookers watching the fight scrambled backward they realized the scale of the destruction that was about to occur.

But I felt no strain in my body as I endured such devastating blows. The eyes of the two orcs went wide, and their green faces went pale as I caught their punches in my hands.

“You’ll have to do better than that to hurt me,” I said.

The two Yellowmountain orcs shared a glance, then they reached to their bags of holding and withdrew two weapons. One pulled out a knobby bone club carved with flashing orcish runes. The other withdrew a double-bladed ax made of enchanted bronze.

To match them, I withdrew Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage. I held the weapon in my right hand, leaving the other empty. “Let’s see if you’re better with weapons in your hands than you are with your fists,” I taunted as I pointed Spell Eater towards them.

The two orcs charged as one, leaping off the ground with enough force to shatter the walls of the governor’s residence behind them. I did the same, and a nearby merchant’s shop toppled into a pile of rubble as my aftershocks hit it. Few onlookers were daring enough to stay close to us as we fought, and only a few Bronze Realm orcs stuck around to witness the battle. Good. I hoped they would spread the tale of this fight far and wide.

Kludar and Evalar both took up defensive positions. I could tell by the look in their eyes that they were taking this fight seriously now.

“Our information was wrong. You’re not in the bronze realm. This is some sort of scheme. Did you conceal your strength to lure us into a trap?” Evalar demanded.

“No,” I chuckled. “I’ve just had a bit of time to stretch my limbs, and I’ve gotten a lot stronger since then.”

Spell Eater met the bone club. The tip of my weapon skittered across the club’s tip, and I twisted Spell Eater just enough that my blade would glide along the club’s length and nick the fingers of its wielder. The orc pulled his hand back with a yelp, dropping his weapon for an instant before catching it with his other hand.

That single second of disarmament was all I needed to send Spell Eater’s point towards his heart. Kludar would have died if Evalar hadn’t lunged at me with his double-bladed ax.

I had to abandon my thrust and pull back to duck below the flying ax. Despite the pair of Silver Realm orcs attacking me with all their might, I didn’t feel the pressure of an intense battle. Fighting the Sunspire King and the Timeweaver parasite had been harder than this. Compared to those foes, these two felt like a pair of clumsy oafs I might run into in a tavern brawl.

Instead of resorting to my more lethal abilities, I used this pair to test my newer powers against real opponents.

I manipulated the force of gravity around me. Even strengthening the force a hundred fold wasn’t enough to stop a pair of Silver Realm orcs, but the field would slow them down a bit with the suddenness of its application.

Their steps stuttered as I predicted, but they reoriented themselves and grew accustomed to the increased force on their bodies. I strained to increase the force of gravity, but doing so quickly became exponentially more difficult.

Then I was struck by a burst of inspiration and quickly turned the gravity control spell off, restoring the area to normal. The orcs lunged forward as their steps carried them further than they would've under the effects of my spell.

I had a devious thought then and realized how I could use this spell to be useful on opponents who were as physically strong as these orcs.

I alternated between applying immense gravitational force to the surrounding area and turning it to almost nothing. The fluctuations made Kludar and Evalar look as though they were trying to dance while the earth quaked beneath them.

“Having trouble?” I asked as the two orcs struggled to fight as gravitational forces shifted up and down around them. They were vulnerable now. Helpless even as they tried to figure out how to counter my spell. Both of them let their zeal flow through their bodies. Evalar tried to channel currents of air around him, while Kludar tried to glue his feet to the ground with molten earth.

The two hostile orcs were quite helpless for the seconds it took them to recover, and at the Silver Realm a few seconds might as well be an eternity. Me not seizing that opportunity to slay them could only mean one thing.

“Chief Blackgorge is toying with them!” An orc onlooker shouted as he watched the fight. “He could finish them off at any time!”

I flashed the onlooker a smile and a wave.

Evalar recovered enough to keep fighting me first. He soared towards me on a shaky cloud of zeal. His body twisted and shifted, as though it was now made of air. He lunged at me with his double-headed axe, but I grabbed the weapon between my thumb and forefinger.

I twisted the weapon on its edge and pried it from Evalar’s grasp before grabbing the Yellowmountain orc by the neck and tossing him back into his companion, who was doing his best to creep towards me, gluing his foot on the ground with each step.

I cast Draconic Roar on both of them and watched the pair of orcs flinch back in fright. I was glad to see that spell was still effective on Silver Realm orcs, though perhaps the intimidating effect had been enhanced by my overwhelming power.

This sense of overwhelming control struck a chord with me, and the sensation felt familiar. It took a moment to place where I’d felt like this before. Once while fighting the Time Weaver Parasite, and again in the Cultivation Chamber. I was touching on another concept and understanding another aspect of my aura.

I snapped my fingers and a dozen Sword Storm blades popped into existence from my Dimensional Storage. They flew around me like buzzing insects, and I sent them forward to keep my two would-be foes busy while I turned my attention inward.

It had something to do with the current situation. The overwhelming sense of power I felt. The power at my fingertips. The fear and helplessness in the eyes of my enemies. I felt dominance flood my being, and the parts of my soul that were now one with my aura roared in approval. This is how things were meant to be.

I creased my brows as I searched for a word to describe the feeling. Command? Dominion? Supremacy?

That last one struck a chord, and I clung to it like a dragon to a precious gemstone. Supremacy. That was what this feeling was. My power over these two was absolute.

I turned to the city behind me and realized Moonbow City was mine. These two had thought they could steal it from me, but these elves and orcs knew my power and wouldn’t dream of thinking this motley pair from the Yellowmountain could oppose me. I held supremacy over this battle, this city, and these people.

Something hungry, ancient, and primordial roared deep in my spirit, and I roared with it. My eyes flashed crimson as my bonded aura combined with my soul on a deeper level than ever before. In turn, I gained a greater understanding of this thing I’d bound myself to.

Congratulations. You have discovered a third concept.

You are now a level 33 wizard.

Supremacy ability discovered.

I felt my petrification ability activate, but something was different about it this time. The power poured forth from me with a terrifying air of complete dominance. Ordinarily, a victim of the petrification spell could fight off the zeal of carrying my magic with their own power and will.

But something was different under the effects of this new ability. The earth zeal carrying my petrification spell paid no heed to the will controlling the orc’s zeal, as though such things were beneath its notice.

In fact, the orc’s earth zeal itself seemed to be swayed by the currents of my power flowing forth, and soon the orc’s own power joined the turbulent flow of earth zeal pouring from my eyes. The petrification spell accelerated with greater speed and power than ever before.

When the feelings faded, two orc statues stood before me, formed with terror and desperation written on their faces. I felt my chest heave, though my exertions were more mental than physical.

Supremacy (spell)

This ability enhances all external spells and makes it more difficult for other cultivators to use zeal particles under the wielder's influence.

I grinned at the new ability and tucked it in the back of my mind like another tool in my belt.

I realized a billowing gray cloud had risen up around me as I cultivated my aura, and I called it back into myself. It seeped into my skin from all directions, letting the light shine on Moonbow City once again.

Enemies slain! +1700 Points

“That takes care of those two,” I muttered. Then I turned my head up and shouted in a booming voice enhanced in volume by my World Titan Fiendbody. “I, Chief Blackgorge, am the governor of this city. Let any who would question my authority come challenge me! I’ll be waiting.”

And then, without waiting for a response, I planted my foot on the ground and launched myself back in the direction of the Whitewood manor.

I found Meldrik and Dulik standing atop the tallest point of the estate’s tallest tower. The two of them must have been watching me fight because Meldrik stared at me with wide eyes.

Dulik recovered his senses far faster than his great grandfather. He pumped both fists in the air before slamming them against his chest and letting out a warlike growl. “You crushed them, father! You’re the strongest chieftain there is!”

“Meldrik, I trust you can take care of the Yellowmountain Tribe from here?” I asked the white-bearded old orc.

“Oh... oh yes, chief! I shall handle everything now that their two strongest are dead,” Meldrik said, stroking his beard with shaky hands as a smile spread across his face. “They still have more warriors at the Bronze Realm than we do, but those warriors won’t dare to act when we have your name to protect us.”

“Good,” I agreed. “Then I’m going to show my son what orcs are like. In the meantime, send out a message to any orc who can hear it. I plan to lead the campaign against the elves. Follow me and I promise riches and captives aplenty. When the portals do open sometime soon, I want every orc with a head on his shoulders to come to join me at my side.”

Meldrik looked taken aback. “Didn’t you want to stop the orc invasion of Deania, chief?”

I grinned. “One man’s invasion is another’s band of liberators. It’s all a matter of perspective. And who’s leading the army.”

Meldrik frowned, failing to comprehend how an army of battle-lusted and lust-lusted orcs hell-bent on capturing as many elves as they could to seduce into becoming pampered playthings could be any sort of liberators.

Still, I was his chief and Meldrik was nothing if not loyal. In the end, he saluted me and half-turned to walk away.

“Oh, one more thing, Chief,” Meldrik said as he was about to leave. “Steward Elirin was captured by the Yellowmountain orcs as soon as they took over the Governor's residence. They wanted to run the city, and to do that they needed the person who actually ran the city. Word is she's in the dungeons now. They were quite disappointed to find out she'd sworn herself to you and that they couldn't claim her. After you free her, I would suggest staying a few nights in the Whitewood Clan’s estate. They built it for you, after all. Don’t worry, I’ve made sure no orc so much as looked at a single member of the Whitewood Clan. They’re all exclusively for you,” Meldrik winked.



***


As Meldrik promised, Steward Elirin was in the dungeon beneath the governor’s residence. It took me a bit of time to find her, because ever since the orcs had taken charge of the city they’d started building all kinds of dungeons, and by now the governor’s residence had six of them.

Most of them were sexy dungeons, more for fun than holding criminals. But the oldest of the dungeons was made for platonic imprisonments, and I found Steward Elirin in one of the nicer chambers.

She was in what was essentially an office, except it was missing three walls and had ironwood bars all around it so anyone could look in on her.

Steward Elirin herself had her lips pursed and a quill over one ear as she scrutinized a series of documents with a frown on her face. As I approached the bars, she heaved a heavy sigh, as though the orcs had done something stupid again, and she’d have to fix it for them.

“Hello, Elirin,” I said as I grabbed the bars in either hand. I gave them a quick tug and they tore free of the stone holding them in place.

“Chief Blackgorge!” Steward Elirin said as a smile replaced the frown on her face. “I mean, master!”

I looked her up and down. She was in a far more comfortable state than she was the last time I’d run into her. She was dressed in a loose set of robes that looked more like sleepwear than anything meant for walking around town, and her hair was pulled back into a bun.

“I hope those two Yellowmountain goons didn’t treat you too harshly,” I jerked my thumb up to where I’d killed the pair of orcs. “I’ve already taken care of them.”

“I’ll admit, they weren’t the nicest pair,” Steward Elirin said. “Once they’d learned I’d already become your personal thrall, their honor mandated that they make no advances upon me. So they threw me in this dungeon and brought in some furniture so I could turn it into an office. Just because I’m imprisoned doesn’t mean I’m getting time off.”

I chuckled. “The Moonbow Clan was foolish not to value you more. I’ll have to bring one or two of my daughters here to be trained under you as administrators. A few of them have taken to the role.”

“For all you’ve done for me, master, I’d be happy to serve you in any way I can,” Steward Elirin said. “Though, teaching your daughters would be more convenient than spending another day or so as your desk toy.”

I laughed at that fond memory, and Steward Elirin blushed. I wrapped an arm around her and she ran her fingers through her hair, letting the bun fall straight.

“I wish I’d worn something better,” Elirin said. “I would have if I’d known you were coming.”

“If you’d known I was coming,” I teased back, “you shouldn’t have been wearing anything at all.”

The steward blushed even more fiercely, and her expression was adorably cute. I couldn’t resist the urge to pinch her cheeks before throwing her over my shoulder and hauling her upstairs.

To both of our tremendous misfortune, the orcs had made a mess of things when they were in charge. That meant no playtime for the steward, because she had a mountain of work waiting for her.

For the most part, the Yellowmountain Tribe had completely ignored Steward Elirin’s instructions whenever it suited them. The Yellowmountain tribe was more steeped in their ways than most, and they were even more fiercely patriarchal than the Blackgorge Tribe.

The only chance for a woman to be heard in the Yellowmountain tribe was if she spoke with her fists, so they hardly paid any attention to Steward Elirin at all while she was locked in the dungeon.

My cute little thrall had been stuck between a rock and a hard place, ordered to keep the city running but with barely any tools to do so. The only ones who followed her orders were the guards at the front of the city who weren’t associated with the Blackgorge tribe, along with the group of female orcs I’d found in the palace when I’d first arrived.

Elirin had used her time here well, and even though she was a thrall, she commanded some measure of respect from the orc women because she was my thrall. She leveraged that little respect for everything she could and organized the group of orc women into something of a small faction in the city who could see her will be done. They’d been the ones bringing reports to her cell beneath the governor’s residence, and they’re the ones who allowed her to keep working, despite being an elf among orcs.

“It sounds like you have a system that’s working for you,” I said as Elirin told me about the loose organization she’d created. “Call them in and I’ll make it official.”

I commissioned a set of badges in the Hearthwood, and Mac latched onto the thought of designing and printing them. Soon, they were in my Dimensional Storage.

“I’m declaring you lot the Order of Law Sisters in Moonbow City,” I said to the orc women gathered around Steward Elirin. “You’ll answer to Elirin, who is as of now the head of your order. You’ll also answer to me, though you’ll get most of my orders through her. Now, I’ll be taking oaths of loyalty and honor.”

The orc women all were willing to swear heavenly oaths of service to this new order I was forming, and Elirin returned their loyalty with an oath of her own.

“I promise to look after each of you while you’re under my leadership. W will hold this city together and lead it to a brighter future!” Steward Elirin declared.

“And stick it to those Yellowmountain men!” One of the female orcs snorted. “Give them a taste of being on the other end of someone in power.”

I chuckled. “Go wild, ladies.”

I watched the founding ceremony of the Order of Law Sisters turn into something of a celebration, and after saying a few words I made myself scarce. Elirin was going to lead this organization, not me. It would be best if they saw her in charge starting now, and I didn't want my presence to undermine the image she was forming in their minds.

So I headed back to the Whitewood Clan estate, where Meldrik, Dulik, and the other orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe were waiting for me.










CHAPTER THIRTY










MELDRIK AND DULIK met me at the gates of the Whitewood Clan's compound.

“With your permission, father, I would like to go train with the Blackgorge orcs,” Dulik said once Meldrik had departed. “I saw they were sparing in the fields.”

“I’d have figured you’d be tired of sparing,” I replied. “Your mother has you doing it often enough.”

“I’d like to see how I stack up against orcs at my level,” Dulik said. “Besides, against you or mother, I never win.”

I clapped Dulik on the back and applauded his competitive spirit. Then I sent him down to spar and acquit himself well. I knew from my training session with him he was already a far more skilled fighter than an ordinary Stone Skin orc, and he was bound to crush his first dozen opponents.

That would win him respect here, no matter how elf-like his mannerisms were. And he could correct even those if he spent a bit more time among the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe.

Meldrik would be spreading the word of Chief Blackgorge’s offer of leadership to any orc who wished to follow him. With any luck, that would summon me an army. And an army needed food, weapons, and a plan.

The Hearthwood could provide the first two, and I’m sure the orcs who arrived on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity for their pilgrimage wouldn’t arrive without supplies of their own. But the last piece of the puzzle was something only I could provide. Enemies surrounded Deania on all sides. How would Chief Blackgorge deal with them?

I could walk while I planned, so I headed into Whitewood manor. I hoped for a warm meal and a place to wash up and change my clothes. Fighting was messy, and I had just traveled across most of a nation in a few hours. Those two feats left me feeling a bit tired, and I realized I wouldn’t mind relaxing a bit while I strategized.

Standing so close, the Whitewood manor home seemed even larger than it had from the distance. The place was the size of Castle Mac, though I doubted it touted anywhere near the magical power.

I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn this was the seat of a powerful clan here in Moonbow City. The Whitewood Clan did have two true mages, so they had the power to earn that status. I’d have to clear things up with them about owning them. I had no need for thralls. It felt too much like keeping slaves, though the orcs protested that comparison and insisted that they ensured every elf to take the role was perfectly willing. I still had my doubts, though, and I’d need to sit down with the Whitewood Clan matriarchs for a frank discussion about my goals and their own.

Those were the thoughts buzzing in my mind, right up until I opened the doors to the manor. They swung open on well-oiled hinges to reveal two lines of twenty elves, each dressed in a skimpy servant’s uniform.

“Welcome home, master!” The elves of the Whitewood Clan greeted me as one.

“What...?” I’d never quite had a welcoming party like this, so I stood there, mouth agape as I stared at the Whitewood Clan waiting to attend to me. Before I could say anything more intelligent, the Whitewood Clan’s two true mage matriarchs stepped forward. Their uniforms were even skimpier than those of their kinswomen, and both of them had beaming smiles as they walked towards me.

“We’ve been awaiting your return for ages!” Yavilla, one of the Whitewood’s matriarch’s said. “I hope you don’t mind the fact that we broke protocol a little. Technically, we’re all still thralls, but with you away the orcs let us out of those bindings so we could begin serving you in more mundane ways. We have all the bindings tucked away for when you’re ready to take us through the orcish rituals of submission.”

“Oh...” I muttered as Yavilla ducked under one arm, and her sister Tavilla ducked under the other. They tucked themselves there and pressed their bodies against mine. I could feel a pair of large, bountiful breasts press against my chest and the two Whitewood matriarchs led me down the hall.

My worries slowly flowed from my mind, despite their weight on my shoulders. Yavilla trailed her fingers behind me and slipped her fingers under my shirt so she could run her hands along the bare skin of my back. Her fingers felt soft against my skin, and I unconsciously wrapped my arm tighter around her slender elven waist.

She blinked in surprise as she found her feet leaving the ground under my caress. I set her back on the ground when I realized I’d scooped her up into my arms, and she led the way to some distant part of the manor.

“Girls, food, bath, and anything else our master might require!” Yavilla shouted over her shoulder. There’d been over a hundred members of the Whitewood Clan when I’d first met them. Not all those elves had agreed to become thralls to the orcs, but most of them had.

They hadn't picked a master yet, but when Yavilla and Tavilla chose me, it seemed most of their descendants followed suit. I soon started running into the rest of those clan members cooking food, sweeping floors, and generally going about their duties to make the manor livable.

I caught a few of them discretely coming and going from the grove of magical white trees the estate protected and realized the Whitewood Clan was slyly continuing to ply their original trade, despite their recent change in status. If Yavilla and Tavilla were willing to go this far to preserve their clan, then they deserved to succeed.

I paid the Whitewood's workers little mind, especially when Yavilla laid me down on a sprawling chair and placed a hot towel over my forehead as she began rubbing the tension out of my shoulders. When Yavilla snapped her fingers, two dozen more elves from the Whitewood Clan jumped forward to lend their own hands to the cause. I soon relaxed so much I could barely muster the energy to keep my eyes open. I probably would have closed them and gone to sleep if the Whitewood matriarchs hadn’t brought food over.

“Let me do that for you, master,” Yavilla said when I sat up to take the bowl of warm hearty stew. She took the bowl in her own hands, as well as the spoon that came with it. She ladled out a single mouthful and blew on it until it was cool enough to pour into my mouth.

The entire experience made me feel quite pampered, though cooling the stew was unnecessary. I could eat hot coals and be no worse for the experience. Despite that, Yavilla looked quite cute with her cheeks puffed out and a smile on her face.

Of just as much importance, Yavilla remembered how much I enjoyed hearing about the rumors and happenings in the region the last time I’d spoken with her, so she told me everything she’d heard.

"I've heard the orc Wargod will be opening the portals any day now," Yavilla explained. "That's when the bulk of the orcs coming here will arrive. Those that are here now had to either teleport or be flown across. That's expensive, but the orc Wargod provides the portals for free to all those who've abided by the scriptures in some book of theirs," Yavilla frowned. "For some reason, nobody would give me specifics about what was in the book."

As much as I appreciated her news update, I got increasingly distracted by her as she spoke. She was mentioning something about the changes in the tribute policy for smaller towns and villages taken over by orcs when Tavilla started massaging my shoulders. By the time Yavilla started naming all the orc tribal factions looking to Moonbow City for leadership, she let the shoulder of her robe slip off, revealing her naked skin and the top of a perky true mage breast.

At first, I thought the slip had been an accident, but her other shoulder slipped free a moment later. “There is one problem with the manor, though.”

“Uh... oh. What’s the problem?” I asked as I reached out with my hand to help pull that robe further down the elf’s shoulders.

“Me, my sisters, and many of my descendants surrendered to the governor of this city with... certain expectations. Don’t hear me wrong, we know how lucky we are you claimed us instead of that violent predecessor you ousted. But... well... we thought becoming thralls would be...” Yavilla bit her lip, unwilling to continue.

“Go on,” I chuckled as I ran a hand down Yavilla’s waist. My fingers found their way under her perky breasts, and I lifted one of them, toying with it with my fingers. On my other side, Yavilla’s sister Tavilla let her robes fall as well.

“We thought it would be a haze of constant sexual bliss,” Yavilla said. “And truthfully, it’s been business as usual. Me and my sister are a bit afraid we haven't been doing our duty to our new master. We're under your protection, and we'd feel a lot more comfortable if we were... earning our keep somehow.”

I chuckled and sat up. “Well then, we’re going to change that.”

As though that were a cue, the other two dozen Whitewood Clanswomen dropped their robes as well. Beneath their robes, the Whitewood Clan elves were dressed like prizes captured and waiting to be enjoyed.

“We would like to surrender to you,” Yavilla said huskily. “It’s something we’ve been looking forward to.”

A smile spread across my face. “Then I, as Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe of orcs and conqueror of Moonbow City, will give the Whitewood Clan the chance to beg me to accept their surrender.”

The two Whitewood matriarchs took that as their cue to step back. Each of them fell to their knees and pressed their palms together pleadingly.

“Please, Chief Blackgorge! Spare our clan! We promise we will make excellent thralls for you,” Yavilla and Tavilla looked up at me with pursed lips, blushing cheeks, and teary eyes.

I surveyed them with the stony expression of a ruthless orc warlord. Someone eager for blood, but who could be satiated with flesh instead. I couldn’t hold the expression for long though, and eventually a smile broke across my face, followed by a laugh.

“You wish to become my thralls, then?” I asked the two kneeling matriarchs, but directed my gaze at the rest of the Whitewood Clan who presented their bodies behind their matriarchs.

“Yes! This is the best path for us,” Yavilla said on behalf of her clan. “Truth be told, as an overlord you’ve already been far more lenient than the Moonbow Clan ever was,” 

“I’ll need an answer from all of you,” I said as I tapped my finger against the chair.

Tavilla responded with action and dropped lower to press her face against the smooth wooden floorboards before me.

I nodded in appreciation, then glanced to the rest of the Whitewood Clan. One by one, the rest of the elves present also fell to their knees and prostrated themselves. When the last had fallen to her knees, I nodded in satisfaction.

“Very well, then. I accept your surrender,” I said after a long moment of silence.

Yavilla clapped her hands together in eager anticipation, and Tavilla lifted her face from the ground. The two of them scooted closer, still on their hands and knees. Soon they were at my side, just as they’d been moments ago.

Yavilla and Tavilla pressed closest to me, while the rest of the Whitewood Clan followed suit, closing around me in a ring of naked bodies. They seemed to form some sort of line, as though after I was done with Yavilla and Tavilla, I’d move on to the two dozen other Whitewood elves waiting for their turn.

I snorted at that thought. There would be no lines in my bedroom.

“All of you, don’t just stand there. Your matriarchs are hardly dressed to be my thralls. I heard you were keeping their outfits somewhere in the manor. Fetch them for me and get these two suitable for being an orc warlord’s nightly entertainment.”

The Whitewood Clan rushed off down the hall. Yavilla and Tavilla glanced at each other with anxious expressions, but I caught eagerness and anticipation in their gazes as well.

I reached out and cupped one of Yavilla’s breasts again like I had before. It swelled under my touch, and I ran my thumb across the nipple to feel its hardness. Yavilla leaned her head back and moaned at my touch.

With my other hand, I did the same to Tavilla, and her response was identical. I wondered how similar the two matriarchs were, and I trailed my hands lower down their toned stomachs as I continued my inspection to press my fingers against the matching buttons between their thighs. Both Whitewood matriarchs took in a sharp breath at the same time.

After this discovery, the elves who’d left to find the thrall bindings returned with two sets of iron and leather rated for restraining a pair of elven true mages. I beckoned them over as I reached around the waists of the two matriarchs and squeezed their perky rears. My fingers dipped between their thighs as I did so, and I noted, growing dampness there.

“Get your matriarchs properly dressed,” I commanded the Whitewood Clan.

They obeyed with all haste. Yavilla and Tavilla found their own kinswomen clamping iron collars around their delicate throats. Both women fell to their knees as they bound their arms behind their back. Their ankles were attached to their thighs and bands of leather wrapped around their waist, leaving their stomachs and breasts exposed while providing plenty of options for immobilizing them.

I took full advantage of the army of assistants I had at my disposal to shift Yavilla and Tavilla around however I pleased. I had them try several positions to see which ones gave me the most inspiration.

“Bind their wrists to their ankles... no, do that reverse prayer thing again. Yes, that looks lovely! Now bend her over just a little more...” No matter the order, the elves obeyed. I realized with such a dedicated team at my disposal, handling my own women would be easier. Maybe I’d invite my matriarchs to the Whitewood Clan sometime.

The entire affair was quite entertaining, and I could have enjoyed myself with nothing but the spectacle before me. But the Whitewood Clan was like a beautiful feast awaiting me. It was lovely to look at, but it would be even better to devour.

“Hold them still,” I instructed the elves as they held their matriarchs in place. With such strong bindings all over their bodies and powerful zeal-restriction devices equipped, the two true mage matriarchs were helpless before a band of mere heartwielders. That alone was likely quite embarrassing for them.

“Hmm...” I tapped my chin as I inspected Yavilla and Tavilla. The two of them mewled into their gags and bindings, blushing as my hands and eyes roamed over their bodies. I watched them to catch any signs of a physical response to their current predicament, as the book of the True Man suggested.

I didn’t need to search too hard. The physical cues were detectable. Their muscles tensed, their hearts beat faster, they breathed more heavily, and their nipples stood on end. Upon confirming their arousal, I began probing deeper. My fingers went between their legs and found both of them were even wetter than before.

“Curling toes and a sensitive clitoris...” I chuckled. “Clear signs that the pair of you desperate thralls are just begging for a cock. You’re lucky I’m not in a mood to tease you any longer than I already have.”

Without further probing, I undid my own clothes. My cock had sprung from its slumber sometime when Yavilla and Tavilla had first pressed their breasts against me. The moment I let my pants fall to the ground, it revealed its impressive size, and I watched the eyes of every elf in the room widen.

“That’s far bigger than the rumors said,” one Whitewood heartwielder whispered.

“Will that even fit in one of us?” Another gasped.

I chuckled. “It will fit, don’t you worry. And if it doesn’t, I have the power to make it smaller as I desire.”

I let my member swing back and forth before Yavilla and Tavilla. Their eyes shot to my tip as it bobbed back and forth like they were waiting for the end of a pendulum. The pair were close enough together that I realized I could let both of them have a taste of it at once, so I positioned myself to the side of Tavilla and pressed the side of my cock against both of their faces.

The massive rod of man flesh covered half their vision. I wanted it to be the only thing they could see, smell, taste, or feel. Moments passed as I let them experience my member before I nodded to their clanswomen and had them undo the gags.

“The two of you should do your best to please me with your mouths,” I said. “Whoever does better will experience me inside them first.”

Both elves eagerly leaped at the opportunity, and soon I had the two of them competing with their tongues. With neither their magic or the ability to move any other part of their bodies, the two matriarchs could only lick and lap with increasing fervor. I adjusted myself as they worked to give them a better angle. I gave each of them a chance to feel my tip probing the inside of their mouths, though I soon realized neither elf was prepared to take my current size orally.

“Now this is a bit of a problem,” I said, still tapping my chin. “It seems the two of you performed equally well. Which means I don’t know who to grace with my cock first. We’ll need to have another competition. I’ll stick my tip into either one of you, and whoever maintains their composure the best will get the full experience.

And so I lined up Yavilla and Tavilla and flicked the tip of my member against each of their entrances. Touching their lower lips like this sent shivers up my spine. For them, their entire bodies trembled in their bonds.

“Weren’t the two of you competing to maintain your composure?” I sighed and shook my head. “I swear on my spear, if one of you reaches orgasm before I’ve even had my way with you, I’ll bend you over my knee.”

Maybe it was the constant touches of the other members of the Whitewood Clan as they arranged their matriarchs to my liking. Maybe they'd fantasized about this moment one time too many. Or maybe the touch of my cock was just too pleasurable for them to bear. Whatever the reason was, Yavilla broke first.

Her legs spasmed, and she twitched what little she could, bound and helpless as she was. Her breathing came in brief gasps and she struggled to control herself.

Against a less experienced man, she might have been able to hide her orgasm, but I felt her inner walls clench around the head of my cock and knew she was reaching a new peak of pleasure.

“What is this!” I shouted as I abruptly pulled the tip of my cock away from Yavilla’s entrance. “What was it I said about having an orgasm before I gave my approval?” Then I gave Yavilla a playful smack on the ass and I shook my head.

Yavilla let out a long moan at my words and the touch of my hand on her rear. The moan hung in the air far longer than her normal squeaks, and I bent over to find Yavilla’s inner walls contracting over and over as her damp thighs dripped fluid with such speed it spilled onto the ground between her legs.

I stuck my hand into Yavilla’s entrance and slid in a pair of fingers. Her tunnel was warm and inviting, and after all my foreplay it felt like she’d swallow my whole arm down there if I didn’t pull my fingers out quick.

“Did I not just swear upon my spear that I’d do something if either of you orgasmed without my approval?” I shook my head in disappointment as I grabbed the leather strips running up the bindings along Yavilla’s back. I held her up to head height and swung her around to find her blushing and gazing at the ground. I poked her cheek, and she looked at me and let out a tiny girlish giggle.

“And you don’t even show a shred of remorse,” I pressed the back of my hand against my brow as I let out a long, reproaching sigh. “I suppose I’ll have to take you over my knee after all.”

Some of my assistants ran forward and held their matriarch up, while others found an appropriately sized bench.

“Here you are, Master Blackgorge. We couldn’t find anything at quite the height you specified, so we grew one with magic,” my assistants said as they presented the results of their hurried handiwork.

“Not bad,” I nodded at the skill required to craft something of such fine woodwork. I hated to admit it, but it looked like the Whitewood Clan was a notch above the Riverweed Tribe in this respect. “You’ve impressed me.”

The elves beamed at my praise and I pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil to hastily sketch a few ideas for unconventional furniture I’d seen back in the palace in the workshop of the dwarf who maintained the palace’s magical equipment.

“So these are all designed to... instruct a potential thrall?” The heartwielder’s asked, a bit of drool leaking down the side of her cheek before she wiped it away with a blush.

“They are,” I assured her. “I want this entire wing of the manor outfitted with these designs. If you work quickly, I might even be able to test a few of them on you.”

The elves scurried off to craft, bare rears bouncing up and down as they ran down the hall. During my long absence, these thralls of mine had been treated more or less like elves who’d surrendered for labor instead of the preferred sexual form of service. That had to end with my return if I was ever to be a respectable man in orc society, so I forbid any member of the Whitewood Clan from wearing clothes for the duration of my stay.

While my crafters went to work carrying out my designs, I knew I’d sworn to punish Yavilla for orgasming before getting permission from me. So I bent the bound elf over my knee and tied off her wrists and ankles to the new bench I’d had constructed just for this purpose.

“Now I will not stop until I hear you promise to be a good girl for me from now on,” I said as I looked down at the squirming elf in my lap.

She blushed as I caressed the cheeks of her ass, even leaning into my hand. She even positioned her thighs over my knee so she could grind her crotch against me.

I put a stop to that with a firm spank on Yavilla’s rear. The vibrations of the impact ran up Yavilla’s body like a wave, and I watched it reach her face in the widening of her eyes and the jumping of her eyebrows. As a Silver Realm body cultivator, I was more than capable of exerting enough force to sting a True Mage’s rear. I realized that Bodily Supremacy had a role here too, letting me calibrate my spanking perfectly for different levels of bodily strength.

While the Bodily Supremacy technique was meant for mastering my body, it also gave me an intimate understanding of how pain and pleasure traveled through the flesh, and how much force my limbs could exert. With such knowledge, each spank from my hand was perfectly placed, measured, and timed to achieve just the effect I wanted.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

My hand rang out against soft elven flesh. It felt warm against my fingers, and the sensation it carried with it was even better than overwhelming the two Yellowmountain orcs with nothing but my strength and skill.

“You all are too quiet,” I said as I examined the Whitewood Clan elves crowded around me on their knees as I disciplined their matriarch before them. “And stop touching yourselves unless you want to end up like your matriarch here,” a few of them pulled their hands back to their sides at my warning, but I caught a few of them creeping their fingers closer, as though taunting me into taking them over my knee as well.

I shook my head. Such undisciplined thralls. This was going to take a lot of work. “How about this. I want you ladies to count for your matriarch every time I spank her. We’ll see how many hits it takes for her to beg for the chance to be a good girl from now on.”

True Mages had more endurance than a normal elf, even when cut off from their magic. The bodily enhancement of spirit cultivation was nothing compared to true body cultivation, but Yavilla was still a tougher nut to crack than I would have expected. But I was enjoying myself more and more the longer she held on, so her eventual submission was a foregone conclusion.

“Enough!” Yavilla squeaked when her butt had red handprints across it. “I... I promise not to orgasm again without your permission...”

I smiled. “Good girl. I’m going to hold you to that promise. If I find out you’ve broken it, you’ll be punished even more than today.”

I picked Yavilla up by the strap running along her back and pulled her off my lap. Then I handed it to the crowd of kneeling elves. “Play with her while I give Tavilla her reward for winning our little competition. Yavilla’s promise will be put to the test. See how hard she’s willing to fight off orgasm.”

The Whitewood elves took Yavilla into their arms, and they crowded around their matriarch in a mass of warm naked flesh. Yavilla was still bound and helpless, so couldn’t hope to hide herself from the touch of her underlings. The Whitewood elves traced their fingers over their matriarch’s nipples, lips, and womanhood. One bold heartwielder even straddled her matriarch’s face and pressed her damp lower lips against her matriarch’s face before instructing the helpless Yavilla to lick.

These elves seemed to enjoy dominating their peers almost as much as they enjoyed being dominated by. A happy grin made its way onto my face as I oversaw the wanton display of lust before me and arranged it just to my liking.

Tavilla had watched her sister’s punishment nearby and was even more dripping wet than when I’d left her. I caressed her restrained body, feeling the anticipation in her back and the flush running down her neck. I positioned the head of my cock against her opening, and with no further foreplay, I plunged my length into her.

I was prepared to take this first time slow, but Tavilla gobbled my full length down the moment it touched her. Her inner walls seemed to compensate for her body’s complete inability to move by contracting over and over with enough force to shatter stone. My cock was as tough as the rest of me though, and the tremendous force gave me only a pleasurable tickle.

I felt my tip press against Tavilla’s deepest depths. I was pulling out to thrust again when I felt her convulse against my shaft with even greater fervor than before. Tavilla’s eyes rolled up in her head and her body trembled as I kneaded her breasts between my fingers. It took me a moment to realize she’d reached her climax from a single thrust.

I sighed as a blissful look came over Tavilla’s face. My hard cock continued to throb inside Tavilla’s convulsing womb, unsatisfied with only this much pleasure.

“It seems I have neglected the Whitewood Clan for too long for you all to be so sensitive,” I sighed. “But I suppose there’s no time like the present to correct that.”

I turned to the heartwielders and mage acolytes. “Call the rest of the clan in here. It’s time I put the rest of you through your paces as well.”

“Yes, Master Blackgorge!” The Whitewood Clan elves jumped to their feet and scurried back and forth. The new furniture I’d designed and ordered was brought with great speed, and I had to arbitrate as elves fought to be the first to be bound in them. The sight of an elf trying to lock herself away in a set of stocks was amusing to me, especially when she was torn free of her bindings by another eager elf who shoved her neck and wrists into the bindings in place instead.

As the master of this home, it was my job to keep order and I couldn’t let a fight break out among my thralls.

“Anyone who shoves or pushes will find their punishments less pleasurable than their fellows!” I shouted over the ruckus. The Whitewood Clan quieted down, and under my guidance they organized themselves around various devices. I grouped everyone into clusters of three or four since I’d still need assistants to deal with so many thralls-in-training.

I strapped one elf at random to the large x-shaped wooden frame I’d ordered constructed, spreading her arms and legs in all directions.

“Here, take this thin willow stick and smack her here and here,” I said as I tapped a rod against the bound elf’s inner thighs. “Just remember not to be too harsh, because she’ll be doing the same thing to you next.”

I made my way over to the two elves fighting over the stocks and realized they both needed to be punished. So I had the two of them bend over and pulled some stone up from the ground beneath the floor to encase their arms and legs. Then I had a flat piece of wood grown using nature magic and placed it over the backs of the two unruly elves. They made me a rather nice coffee table, and I had refreshments brought in and placed upon their backs.

I cut a few holes in the wooden beams running over the ceiling so I could pass ropes through them. Orcish bindings were quite good for suspending bound thralls off the ground where they’d swing back and forth moaning and on display, and I quite enjoyed the atmosphere such decorations provided. So I set a few dozen swinging elves up around the room to add to the ambiance.

There were a few other contraptions available, but I put most of the rest of the elves to work at the various stations, keeping the restrained elves busy. This would get them all used to obeying my orders, no matter how strange.

Small cages lined the walls, and I kept them handy. If I saw someone performing below my expectations in they went. The cages had their own set of tormentors, and the elves inside squealed and squirmed as we punished them for laziness or seeing out my orders with a multitude of feather-fingered brushes running over their skin through the bars from the wardens outside.

While most of the Whitewood Clan disciplined itself under my direction, I sat back as I enjoyed the attentions of whoever took my fancy from moment to moment. I’d abandoned my previous chair in favor of something more arousing to sit upon. I’d rearranged Yavilla and Tavilla’s bindings to pack the two of them together as best I could with their backs together and their ankles towards their heads.

They looked quite erotic holding such a position with their asses thrust up into the air. I knew even the least flexible elf could hold this awkward position for hours if I wanted them to, and Yavilla and Tavilla could manage it for days. So the two Whitewood matriarchs formed the seat of my new throne, and I had a handful of other Whitewood elves bend over to form the arm rests and four more bound in a pyramid behind me to form the back rest. Two more knelt at my feet so I could recline and rest my heels upon their backs.

While my new throne of flesh squirmed beneath me, two elves on either side of me lapped at the side of my shaft from stem to tip. I leaned back and relaxed, keeping half an eye on everyone else to make sure they were fulfilling their roles as I instructed.

“It’s not much, but it’s a start,” I said as a cup of tea was lifted to my lips. I grabbed the elf feeding me and let her taste her tea on my lips when I pulled her in for a deep and sensual kiss.

I felt a pressure build in my loins, and I did not try to hold the building orgasm back. A few drops of white masculine fluid sprayed out of the tip of my cock, and the two elves who’d been taking turns running their mouths up and down my length beamed with pride. Most of their clan had already taken a turn at pleasing me, and they were lucky to be the two to finally make me cum.

But a trickle was far from my usual volume. That gentle flow soon grew into a swift stream, followed by a flood. My semen gushed forth from my crotch and struck the ceiling above us. The force of the stream shattered the wooden beams above us. I blinked in surprise at the hole in the roof as sunlight shone down upon me.

When I realized what devastating power the weapon between my legs now wielded, I relaxed the flow of fluid with a concentrated effort of will. I continued to ejaculate in a long, continuous orgasm, but not with such power that my ejaculation was tearing holes in the roof. I’d need to be careful with that as I continued to cultivate. The World Titan Fiendbody was clearly a powerful body art.

I coated the walls, floors, and ceiling with my seed, and the elves were soon slipping all over themselves as they found the room coated in my fluid. Their bodies were slick with my fluid, and in their horny and desire-addled state those that were unbound rolled around in it, covering themselves head to toe.

“Share some with the rest of your clan,” I instructed the elves. “That’s good stuff, filled with vitality. Absorb enough of it and you’ll find cultivation a little faster while it lasts.”

At my instruction, the elves were scooping up large handfuls of my seed off the floors and walls. Some even dropped to all fours to lap it up with their tongues, though I assured them they could absorb it through their skin as well. They cleaned up the room fast, rubbing what was left onto the lips and bodies of the bound and caged elves who would have otherwise missed out.

The efficient way they cleaned up after me had me hard again in no time, and soon I had another pair of eager elves licking away at my hardening cock as they hoped for another fountain of cultivation-enhancing seed.

I wasn’t sure how long I spent enjoying myself like this, but I spent that time quite relaxed. I planned out just how Chief Blackgorge could lead an army to ease Deania’s current catastrophe. That meant where and when to march, and what to do when we got there. Meanwhile, the Hearthwood prepared weapons and travel supplies, along with no small quantity of orcish elf-bindings to distribute to whatever troops I could rally to my cause.

I even managed to make some progress on the World Titan Fiendbody and had the chance to search my spirit to better understand my aura. Like the other levels of spirit cultivation, the wizard realm was divided into the realms of early, middle, and late. I was at the peak of the early stage of the wizard realm which meant I’d grasped three early stage concepts.

Things would only get more difficult from here. The three middle stage concepts would have to be more core to my aura fragment’s inner essence. And the final three concepts at the late stage might be mind-bogglingly strange and impossible to comprehend. Tivana told me most wizards got stuck trying to understand one concept or another and never made it to the sorcerer realm as long as they lived. Amisra herself had been stuck at the wizard realm for years.

Tivana had made it to the sorcerer realm because she had generations of ancestors in her family who’d spent their lives learning about the aura Dean passed down to them, so she had a wealth of knowledge to guide her search and thus ascended to the sorcerer realm with amazing speed.

But much like Amisra and many of the other wizards around the world, I would be on my own. I’d be worried about wasting away my entire life failing to comprehend my concepts as well, but I had a few tricks up my sleeve nobody else did.

I was still contemplating the near future when I heard someone knocking on the door to my little playroom.

“What’s this? More members of the Whitewood Clan ready to submit themselves for training?” I asked when I heard the tapping. The household couldn't run with all its members naked and bound, so I rotated a few Whitewood elves in and out every couple of hours to see to more mundane duties and their own personal needs. I expected it was time for another changeover, but I received a message instead.

“I’m the doorkeeper,” the elf explained as she opened the door to the room. “Meldrik, your second in command, is standing outside the manor with a few of the tribal elders. Shall I ask them to wait while you get ready, or should I invite them in?”

“Hmm... I tapped my chin. “I am rather comfortable, and I’d hate to have another man’s eyes on one of my women. But then again, letting a few rumors of what goes on in my manor would go a long way to proving my manhood among the orcs...”

In the end, I settled for a compromise. I’d throw a few sheets over my imprisoned elves, protecting what little modesty they had left after surrendering themselves to become thralls. I also put some pants on myself, concealing my massive cock once again. I wanted to impress my orc underlings, not hurt their pride.

Meldrik and his orcs filed in not long after we had the most essential part of my array of elves covered. I sat back on my elven throne, which didn’t feel anywhere near as comfortable while wearing pants. The two elves who’d been sharing my cock between them just moments before seemed at a loss for what to do, so I placed my hands on their head and toyed with their lips with my hands while I wanted for Meldrik.

The door opened minutes later and Meldrik entered, followed by three of his most trusted Bronze Realm orcs.

“...Ah,” was all Meldrik said when he glimpsed the room.

The other orcs looked around with wide eyes. When walking through my halls before entering the door, they’d had envious expressions. I feared many of the Blackgorge orcs felt the same way when they heard I’d claimed an entire elven clan for my personal use. But now that envy was replaced by respect and awe, especially when they looked up and saw the hole in the roof.

“I never dreamed someone could master so many thralls at once...” An orc said with an audible gasp. “You are truly fit to lead an army of pilgrims! We were wondering what you’ve been up to locked away in here these past few days.”

"He can only be the Wargod's chosen," another orc muttered in sudden understanding.

I grinned back at him and gave him a modest shrug. “It’s all practice and a few tricks.”

One of the other Blackgorge elders dropped to his knees and bowed low. “If I could attain even a thousandth of your masculine virility, I’d die a lucky man.”

“Stick by my side and I’ll make a True Man out of you, and you won’t even have to do the dying part,” I laughed.

“On that topic,” Meldrik interrupted in an unsteady voice. “It has begun. The Wargod has opened the portals, and the invasion has begun in full. I’ve already sent out your message to those who arrived by ship or teleportation array ahead of the portal opening.”

“And?” I asked. “Have any heeded Chief Blackgorge’s call?”

A smile broke across Meldrik’s face. “Come out and see for yourself.”
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Marvin Whiteknight is an avid fantasy reader and always wanted to write one himself. He loves reading books on Amazon in his free time and also enjoys writing about himself in the third person so that he can pretend to be a publishing company, instead of a guy living in his grandmother’s basement. He can only write while wearing a fedora and polishes his katana between every scene.




Check out my Amazon author page!

You can also read my blog for news about new books!



***


Coming soon:

Spellheart Book 7: Spire of Blood
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