
        
            
                
            
        

    

















To my readers.

Thanks for reading. Knowing people enjoy my stories is what drives me to write more.










THE STORY SO FAR...




THEO CAME FROM a world of science. With a home planet full of AI’s and lifelike robots, he never would have believed in elves or magic. At least, not until one fateful day when a strange man bestowed ownership of The Wanderer upon him.

Upon first use, The Wanderer left Theo stranded on a strange and distant planet, one of many among a place called the Ten Thousand Worlds. This world was filled with elves, and magic called zeal permeated everything about it, from the air, to the earth, to the creatures that lived there.

When Theo finally emerged from his ship after a long slumber, he found himself alone on this alien world. Before long, he ran into a local elf who taught him about the magic of cultivation. The elves used this method of absorbing magic to improve every aspect of themselves from their lifespans to their magical power.

Theo took her to his side and soon found the company of others he came to call family.

Sava, a talented alchemist.

Yorik, an orc in a world of elves.

Illiel, a scholar building a new life.

Nela, a matriarch rebuilding what she lost.

Melise, a healer touched by fate.

Assyrus, a warrior who loves her friends.

Eltiana, an assassin protecting what she has.

With their help, Theo forged the feuding tribes of the Hearthwood into a mighty single clan. Under his leadership, this newly formed Hearthwood Clan defended the forest they called home from would-be tyrants, conquerors, and invaders.

Theo’s victories made the Hearthwood grow into a powerful force of its own, and its incredible growth attracted the envy and admiration of factions throughout the Deanian Queendom. After dealing with the Demonstar Clan and claiming their position as the successor to the fallen Songstone Clan, the Hearthwood Clan became the rising star of the land.

But with great power comes even greater foes. The puppet master behind all the Hearthwood’s woes was an organization named the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. The last time the Hearthwood had faced one of their Archreavers in person, the only way they could survive was by calling in help from Princess Tivana.

In return for her aid, Princess Tivana wants Theo in the palace as her guest. But with the trouble Theo can get up to, there will be a lot more than dinner parties and royal balls in store for him. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye is making moves again, and the orcs to the south have been stirring.

To survive and protect what he’s built, Theo must solidify the Hearthwood’s new position as a major clan and strengthen himself as a true mage. Only then will he have the power to create the world he envisions.













CHAPTER ONE










THE TEN THOUSAND Worlds orbited each other in a chaotic and constantly changing storm of swirling planets too complex to be fully mapped, even by the inhabitants of those worlds themselves. Even more wondrous than the planets were the creatures that lived there. They were inhabited by powerful and mysterious entities, both monstrous and beautiful.

Among those many worlds, one was populated by a race of beautiful creatures I'd taken to calling elves. On one particular continent beneath a set of ice-peaked mountains sat a forest known as the Hearthwood. That was where I made my home, and where the people I'd come to call family lived.

Before I arrived, the Hearthwood was an unremarkable forest. It contained a few feuding tribes of elves and the monsters who preyed upon them. Enemies came one after another, seeking to dominate or destroy this little forest. A mighty clan arose from the feuding tribes, with the help of the companions I’d gathered. We used that unity to repel our invaders and began turning the Hearthwood into a place that was starting to catch the eye of the rest of the Deanian Queendom.

"The Hearthwood is certainly changing." Sava sighed as she gazed at the construction around us. Teams of elves used magic to raise towering trees from the ground. They grew from seed to the size of a building in just a few days and quickly became big enough to hold homes and shops aloft on their massive limbs.

A set of more traditional stone structures were rising from the ground at the feet of the gargantuan trees as earth aspect elves used their magic for construction. With the number of elves manifesting from wisps in the Hearthwood every month, there was a constant demand for additional housing. And that wasn't even taking into account the number of traders headed to the Hearthwood from elsewhere in the hopes that they could trade for the valuable goods and services only we could provide.

"It's all for the best," I assured Sava, a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. "After all, I think it was our own daughter who approved expansion into this area."

"Salica, our third daughter." Sava nodded. "She's been taking care of more than I realized while we were off in the capital. Truth be told, I think the substitute governing council we put into place while we went to the capital has done a better job than we would have. Our old system of governance was designed to keep a few hundred elves working together, not several thousand."

"I'm the patriarch of the Hearthwood, and you're one of our matriarchs." I replied. "There's no reason we can't enjoy the hard work of our people and the success of our children without needing to do the work ourselves.”

A small smile crept up the side of Sava's mouth. "I'd feel better if Salica hadn't zoned an alchemy district. She's letting my competition set up shop on our doorstep!"

I laughed at that. "No one here would dare compete with you in a contest of alchemy. The elves of the capital tried that and failed. Truthfully, I'd wager a fair number of alchemists wanting to set up shop moved to the Hearthwood in the hopes that they could be closer to you and thereby hope you'd deign to teach them something."

Sava and I spoke and enjoyed each other's company for a while. Soon enough a bespectacled elf carrying a clipboard and pen approached me.

"Illiel." I smiled as another matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan joined us.

"It seems one of the children found your original design for a water filtration system. They're scaling it up to provide clean drinking water for the entire city." Illiel explained.

"I thought that giant tower looked familiar." I said as we all stared in the direction of a monstrous column many times as tall as I was. Earth aspect elves had reshaped the river so that most of the water flowed through the giant tower and into a large tank of drinkable water off to the side.

"Your original inventions have become something of a subject of study for the more scholarly elves among us." Illiel explained. "You and Mac seem to have a never-ending flood of strange ideas."

When I'd come to this world, I hadn't been alone. I'd arrived with Sam, Dean, Mac, and a couple of elves. While I was separated from Sam and Dean, my AI companion Mac was still by my side and had been an invaluable companion for operating the ship that brought us here, known as The Wanderer. While we couldn't get it to budge from its landing zone, it had plenty of other features. It was just making me work to use them.

"You don't know the half of it." I said proudly. "Where I came from there were cities that would make the capital of Deania look like a small village. Now that we're finally safe and have some real elf-power to work with, I think we'll be able to start putting some of that knowledge to use."

"Then I'll have to look forward to what the Hearthwood can become." Sava said.

"You can do more than look forward to it." Illiel said. "There's a council meeting tonight. With Theo living in the capital, this is one of the few chances we'll all have to be together in the Hearthwood again."



***


I made my way up to one of the tallest trees left standing in the settlement. It looked like an ancient giant, casting half the town in the shade of its leaves. Truthfully though, the tree had been grown just a few short weeks ago and pumped full of so much nature zeal it seemed like the thing had been growing for a hundred years. Now it was more than large enough to hold a room as large as an amphitheater nestled between its branches, which is exactly what the Riverweed tribe had done to make our new council chambers.

"It looks like there's more than a table in here." I remarked as I glanced around. Sava's sister Katiana was hovering around a massive circular ring-shaped table and smiled at my entrance.

"That's because it is." Katiana explained as she shot a glance at the rows of seats behind us. "We've had to expand the room several times since the original council last held a session."

"What for?" I asked curiously.

"The Hearthwood Clan has grown significantly. The councilors can no longer perform the duties of their office themselves. Every one of us has an entire team at our disposal to keep the Hearthwood running smoothly and efficiently. There's a lot of work to be done, but thanks to our recent victories many of our people are flush with wealth. Money is changing hands quickly as elves turn coin into strength by buying cultivation equipment or valuable potions from the alchemists we're quickly becoming famous for. With money comes power, underlings, and people who want to be very involved in our political process."

"What potion sells the best?" Sava demanded.

Katiana laughed. "The one-star Wound Mending Tincture sells the most bottles each month. But I think something like that is beneath your notice, Sava. After all, with Theo, you can harvest vitality and make as many two or three-star Vitality Potions as you want. Just one of those would earn you more than a hundred Wound Mending Tinctures."

Elves rarely produced males, and human males were particularly rare and valuable to elves. I wasn't quite sure why, but my human body produced vitality in abundance, which was a vital ingredient to elves both for their cultivation and for making more elves. The fact that Sava, Illiel, and the rest of the Hearthwood matriarchs were able to ascend to the true mage realm could be at least partially credited to the power they gained by tapping my body.

Not that the process of donating vitality had been painful in any way. Far from it. That was a task usually done behind a closed door and between a set of sheets. With the natural beauty bestowed on every elf by their race and the nature of their magic, I suspected every hot-blooded human man would help elves cultivate in this manner as much as possible.

Sava grumbled at Katiana's words, but she knew it really wouldn't be fair for a true mage and a four-star alchemist like her to brew potions meant for heartwielders and mage acolytes. Besides, with the potions in her repertoire she had a million better ways to spend her time.

The rest of the council, both new and old, filed into the room. Even with twice the number of people, the room still felt large. That's when other elves started entering. Some of them were elves I recognized, like Malla the tailor or Grotkins, our only hobgoblin resident. Other faces were entirely new to me.

"What's everyone doing here?" I asked curiously as I took my seat at the head of the table.

"This is a public council meeting." Katiana explained. "Everyone seated behind us is a citizen of the Hearthwood, gathered to watch the council meeting. Most of them are influential shopkeepers with a stake in our local politics and they're eager to hear what's decided tonight."

I shrugged and nodded thoughtfully. "Then it seems we'll have to do our best to look like competent politicians."

Katiana launched into a speech welcoming me and the matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan back and explained that I wouldn't be living here permanently for the foreseeable future because I'd made a deal with Princess Tivana to live in the palace with her. I would, however, have free access to the teleportation array in the palace and the one I'd set up in the Hearthwood, so I'd only ever be a short trip away. The matriarchs would be splitting their time between being with me in the capital, dealing with projects back in the Hearthwood, and dedicating themselves to their own cultivation.

That didn't surprise anyone. Matriarchs of all the big clans spent most of their time either adventuring or cultivating. The actual governance of a matriarch's clan was either done by a lesser matriarch or delegated altogether. For us, the substitute council would shift into a more permanent role, freeing up me and the girls to do as we pleased while the Hearthwood mostly ran itself.

"Now that the general business is out of the way," Katiana said, "let's get to what all our onlookers have likely been waiting for. Preparing the Hearthwood's new infrastructure!"

I sat up a little straighter when I realized I'd been sagging in my chair. "I have plenty of ideas for our future expansion. We started on my proposal to build roads before we were even united as the Hearthwood Clan, and I see somebody's already thought to start filtering water in mass so we can stop running buckets. We also have the beginnings of a school to educate the freshly manifested elves and flesh out the gaps between what they inherited in the memory fragments their wisps collected.

"That's a good start, but we need to go far further. I want several freshwater storage reservoirs all over the city and I want water plumbed from them to Castle Mac and eventually to other buildings. I want to widen the roads so four good-laden wagons can pass each other abreast. We'll have two lanes going one direction and two in the other. I also want sewage systems dug under the streets leading to somewhere away from our water supply and the land the city is on.

"In the capital, I ran into something called a transmission stone, which enables rapid communication from great distances. I heard there's been some talk of resettling the old tribe locations? Those transmission stones would be perfect to stay in communication. I want as many as we can get and I want them networked so I can send a message from any one region of our forest and get to any other. Eventually we'll expand this network to include all important facilities and eventually any private building that can afford their half of the infrastructure.

"Finally, I want the southern region of the forest cleared of monsters. The dungeon below is going to remain dangerous and the northern reaches of the forest will too, but there's no reason we can't push out anything too strong for an average heartwielder to handle. I want to fully tame the wild woods to the south and turn it into a place where even weak elves can walk about without needing to fend off monsters. I also want a group of elves constantly keeping an eye on the Shadowblade Beasts and the Sky-Touching Kilobeast. We have a deal with the Shadowblade Beast, but I still don't trust it. The Sky-Touching Kilobeast doesn't seem to be as intelligent, but if it's going to be milling around this forest I want to know where it is at all times."

Katiana blinked in surprise and I heard dull muttering run through the crowd at the sound of such an ambitious and extensive set of plans.

"That... sounds like it's going to require an extensive amount of labor." Katiana said. "We only have so many elves in the public work force at any one time. With the amount of money to be made in the dungeon and the forest, few choose to pay their taxes in labor when they can just give us Macmarks."

"Then we'll hire people to do this." I assured her. "There's plenty of Macmarks in the treasury." After all, most of the money in the local economy would come back to me eventually.

Katiana bit her lip. "The price of labor has inflated a bit while you've been away, patriarch. As elves in the Hearthwood have gotten stronger their options have expanded. A Macmark a week will no longer cut it..."

I nodded then opened my Dimensional Storage, the secret pocket where I kept all my goodies.

An avalanche of coins spilled out, sparkling gold and silver. Spellhearts from lower-level monsters followed them. They were among the least of the possessions I'd gathered in the capital. As though the silver and gold were but a cushion, wooden boxes containing rare herbs spilled out, soon followed by potions, elixirs, and pills. We'd defeated the Demonstar Clan and I'd taken the liberty of grabbing the bags of holding at the hips of their deceased matriarchs. Zeal crystals followed after that, left behind for me by my friend Dean. Then came the weapons we'd looted back in Wood's Edge and the private possessions of the true mages we'd killed before that.

To top it all off, there were six boxes containing aura fragments that had once belonged to the true mages themselves. Princess Tivana had taken back the private collection she'd lent me for my own ascension to true mage. She had however plucked a few aura fragments from the air around where the Demonstar and Seven Snake Syndicate matriarchs had died and passed them along to me. I, in turn, was prepared to pass them along to worthy elves from the Hearthwood.

The room went still and silent at the sight of the six aura fragments. The heartwielders squinted in confusion, more interested in the spellhearts and money, but the mage acolytes were riveted by the sight of the aura fragments. Those elves closest to the peak of mage acolyte were most interested. These aura fragments represented their own ascension to true mage, which would make them an unrivaled power in the Hearthwood. Excluding me and my matriarchs, of course. Just reaching true mage would guarantee them a comfortable life wherever they went, and the advancement would double their lifespans just as advancing to mage acolyte had doubled their lifespans before.

"Was the Patriarch always this wealthy?" one mage acolyte whispered to another. The hobgoblin Grotkins took in my mounds of gold and I knew he'd be offering me something to trade sooner or later. Malla licked her lips as she looked at the fine fabrics I had on display. Everyone else was too busy dreaming of true mage to think of anything else.

"And that's just part of my personal collection." I said. "I'll be funding our new construction plans from my own wallet, rather than from the treasury. I think my daughter Salla would be furious with me if I started paying for massive pubic works out of the clan's reserves."

I got a few laughs at that. My first daughter by Sava had gotten a bit of a reputation for being a tight-pursed treasurer and a hard-nosed tax collector.

"Well then..." Katiana chuckled. "If our patriarch is going to fund these projects himself, I don't think the council has anything to discuss. My proposal was to build a community plaza. We'll just have to be certain to keep it out of the patriarch's way."

I described my ideas to Mac, who refined them a bit with his own encyclopedic knowledge. As both an AI and a dungeon core, Mac quickly identified the optimal locations for roads and what aspect elves to use for labor. I let him refine the entire plan for building the Hearthwood I envisioned. I myself had a lot of work to do and little time to waste.

Princess Tivana needed me back in the capital for a social ball by the end of the month, where I'd make my first formal appearance as her permanent guest. I wasn't quite sure what the two of us were yet, but when a princess asks you to a ball, you don't refuse.

Between now and then, I wanted to gather as many points as I could and upgrade rooms aboard The Wanderer. I was a true mage without any true mage spells, which elves likened to a tree without roots. I scoured the capital for appropriate true mage earth aspect spells only to turn up empty handed, so I'd be relying on the spells The Wanderer could provide.

Current points: 3150

Current Blood Crystals: 3360

Cultivation Chamber Level 4. Cost to upgrade: 1500 points.

Upgrade Cultivation Chamber to level 5?

Doing so will improve time dilation abilities to 5x and enable true mage level abilities for purchase.

Cultivation Chamber now upgrading.

Points remaining: 1650

"Thank you, Mac." I said once the Cultivation Chamber upgrade was underway. He didn't reply to me, which I assumed meant he was already busy seeing to the upgrade's construction. I spent the time waiting for the Cultivation Chamber to reach the next stage by training patiently. I started going through an elaborate series of sword and spear forms.

The exercises didn't do much for a body enhanced by both spirit and body cultivation, but they did help me grow accustomed to my power. I'd reached the third layer of true mage very recently after rocketing to that level from being stuck at the peak of mage acolyte for ages. I adjusted my strikes to swipe through the air slow and steady until I had a good feel for the power in my arms and legs.

I thrust the tip of my blade in the air over and over until it was hitting an invisible target no wider than the head of a needle. I felt the unsteadiness in my limbs ease as I learned to cut out the tremors and twitches I hadn't even noticed I was making.

As I grew more proficient at performing the exercises I turned my attention inward. My mind cultivation made me capable of continuing my current set of repetitive motions without even thinking about them as I examined my body and magic.

My aura fragment had expanded past the first layer to the second and then the third. It had done so as quickly and easily as though it had always been that powerful and was merely repairing itself.

I should have been overjoyed at how easy progress finally was for me, but I couldn't help but feel that something was wrong. The Pith of Iron Aura fragment I'd bonded with combined with the Sutra of the Living Earth and several other powerful aura fragments to create a hungry monster lurking inside me, ready to devour me if I showed a moment of weakness.

An elf probably would have collapsed under the strain it was already putting my body under, but I had the Blackgorge Fiendbody to strengthen my flesh, so the newly enhanced sutra was contained. But if I strengthened it again, would I still be able to hold it in?






CHAPTER TWO










TIME FLEW BY as I practiced. Minutes turned to hours, and hours turned to days. The world seemed to slip away at the edges of my perception as I turned my thoughts inward. I'd been just barely strong enough to survive the challenges I had faced already. And even then, part of why I prevailed was thanks to leaning on the strength of my women or Princess Tivana.

But now I was stronger than any of the matriarchs of the Hearthwood, and Princess Tivana had enough worries of her own to concern herself with me. Now that the Hearthwood was running itself, I knew I needed to dedicate my days to enhancing my cultivation.

[Theo?] A voice rang in my head.

"Mac." I said to the empty air. "How's that Cultivation Chamber coming along?"

[I just finished it. I figured you'd want to know immediately.]

"So fast?" I muttered as I swung my sword again. "Usually room upgrades take a couple of days."

[It's been a couple of days, Theo. You've been in the practice field swinging that blade from sunrise to sunset for three days straight. And three days on the Training Grounds is like three months practicing anywhere else. Are you a master swordsman yet?]

I chuckled and whipped my blade forward. It made a sharp sound as the tip sliced through the air. The movement felt strong and natural to my hands, like I'd been swinging this weapon for years. With my supernatural strength, the heavy rod of ironwood felt as light as a feather.

I found a nearby tree stump and took an experimental swing with the dull ironwood sword. Even without an edge, the ironwood weapon dug into the stump and came out the other side in a shower of splinters and frayed wood. I glanced at the sword itself, which was a little worse for wear after cutting through a tree stump in a single swing.

"Not yet." I muttered. "But I wouldn't be afraid of fighting a master swordsman."

[I'll send someone to clean that up.]

Mac directed me back to Castle Mac, which stood as both the tallest and proudest building in the town of Hearthwood. It was the heart of our settlement, the hiding place of the alien spaceship known as The Wanderer, the Hearthwood Clan's seat of power, and my personal home.

I opened the castle's mighty bronze doors and stepped into the large hall beyond. The Cultivation Chamber had moved rooms again, but Mac pointed me in the right direction quickly enough.

"It's still just a humble hatch in the floor?" I asked as I opened an unremarkable closet and yanked on a wooden cord to pull open the hatch. That revealed a ladder leading into a dark room beneath us that shouldn't have been there. This closet was on the second story and the kitchens were supposed to be beneath us, but Mac had gotten quite good at warping space so he could squeeze an entire room into a space that should have only been a few hands deep.

[I could make the entrance more impressive if you'd like.] Mac suggested. ]Perhaps a large gilded door frame? You've certainly got enough gold for that these days. Maybe a sign on the top that says 'Assasins! Your target is in here!']

"Alright, I get your point." I chuckled. "Nondescript is better if I'm going to be spending all my time here."

[Phooey. I was just starting to get excited by the concept.]

I shut the hatch and descended the ladder to the room below. Mac had already sent down food and water, which I was grateful for. A true mage's body wasn't so weak that it would start failing after a few days without rest or revitalization, but refreshments certainly helped me focus.

I crossed my legs while I ate and sat on the cushioned mat the Cultivation Chamber provided. The walls seemed slightly larger this time and I suspected I could comfortably do some stretches in this room if I wanted, but overall there didn't seem to be much of a change.

"Here's to hoping my 1500 points were well spent..." I muttered as I flipped a mental switch and turned on one of the Cultivation Chamber's main functions.




Time dilation now activated. Time inside the Cultivation Chamber will now pass at 5x normal speed. After one day of real time, you will be charged 50 points per unit of time acceleration.




Mac assured me my first use of the time dilation feature would be free, so I happily put it to use. After experiencing the shift in speed, I activated the part of the Cultivation Chamber I'd been so eagerly waiting for. A long list of spells appeared before me. Many of them were those I'd seen before and while some of them held my attention I was specifically looking for anything new.

"Mac, hide all the old heartwielder and mage acolyte spells. I just want to see true mage level spells of the earth aspect that are compatible with me."

Silently, a glowing menu opened before my eyes, organized according to my wishes.










True Mage Earth Aspect spells compatible with the Sutra of the Living Earth




Stone Meld (technique)

This evasion technique allows the user to phase through solid stone objects at will.

Cost: 800 points.




Earth Shield (spell)

This defensive technique uses a true mage's aura to summon an earthen barrier that protects the user from physical attacks. It is reliant on the strength of the user's aura to hold the barrier together and gets stronger as one passes through the true mage ranks.

Cost: 1000 points




Bulwark (spell)

This defensive spell raises a box made of zeal-strengthened stone around the user, protecting them from harm.

Cost: 750 points.




Unearthly Movement (Spell)

This evasion ability allows the user to rapidly navigate a battelfield by finding earth ley lines. They can enter these energy lines, and travel underground until they reemerge, allowing them to move quickly and rapidly.

Cost: 1250 points.




I considered each of my options one at a time and realized I was feeling a slow, nagging sensation as I read through the short list. There was something wrong here...

Then it clicked. Every one of these spells was a defensive or evasive ability!

"Mac! Do we have nothing I can attack with?" I shouted to the empty room.

It took Mac a moment to accelerate his processes to the point that they sounded normal to me. [I'm afraid that's everything. I've been told that earth aspect cultivators among the elves are generally seen as a practical and rarely specialized for fighting. They can make good money mining or building houses so most don't really bother with combat unless they’re forced. I imagine the spells The Wanderer gave you are a sample of what's available on this world if you knew where to search.]

"I see..." I muttered. "I suppose this means I'll just have to search a little harder when I go back to the capital."

[I have heard Yorik mention that earth magic is viewed differently among the orcs.] Mac added. [While its difficult to create offensive spells with earth zeal, it's one of the best for enhancing the body. That's why the Blackgorge Fiendbody uses it. You might be able to get what you need from them.]

"Then I might have to go on a trip with Yorik when we return to the capital." I said. "For now, I want that Unearthly Movement spell. I could use an evasion technique."




Unearthly Movement purchased. -1250 points.

Total points: 400




As soon as the message flashed before my eyes I felt a searing pain pierce my skull. The moment passed quickly and then I simply knew a new spell as though I practiced it for years.

I spent the rest of my accelerated time continuing to shore up my cultivation and drawing on Dean's orb to empower my Blackgorge Fiendbody and push me closer to the Bronze Muscle stage.

When my accelerated time was up, I exited the cultivation chamber and made my way back to the training grounds. As I walked, I kept my eyes to the ground, scanning for lines of earth zeal.

There were ley lines running beneath the ground, and at least one set ran through the Hearthwood. That had been a major line though, and there were countless smaller trails running through everything else.

I'd mostly ignored them as I practiced earth magic in the past, but they were there, like an amber spiderweb running through the ground beneath my feet. I stood at the edge of a particularly wide one, planting my feet evenly at the nexus of three.

Then I cast Unearthly Movement. My aura wrapped around me in an instant, protecting my body as something incredibly strange happened.

I felt as though I was in a Teleportation Array, somehow being stretched and squeezed in unnatural ways. The spell continued to form and I pulled my aura tighter around me. It was unruly but I didn't care for its disobedience and forced the aura to do as I commanded.

It reluctantly protected me as the area around me turned a hazy yellow then faded to black. My ordinary vision faded and I could only see with mage sight. To my surprise, I realized I was underground. I tried to move my arms and legs to pull myself out of the earth when I realized I didn't have any limbs to dig with.

I suddenly wasn't physical, as though I'd never had a body at all. I turned my attention around me and realized I was flowing through earth zeal like I was swimming down a river. I was being carried by that river, moving with the flow of zeal.

Being melded with the earth as I was felt good. It felt natural, like I'd always been meant to be a stony outcrop. Maybe I should head into a mountain and spend a few centuries at the peak? Or visit the sandy ocean floor? Maybe I could head to the center of the planet and bask in the molten presence there?

I sensed mind magic pulse through my body. I suddenly realized how dangerous that line of thought I'd just had was. If I continued to drift along like this, flowing through lines of earth zeal, I might never emerge again.

Frightened by this realization, I immediately tried ascending to the surface. I poked and prodded the walls of the ley line to find them spongy. They'd bend and twist as I pushed at them but wouldn't break.

Then my aura surged forward and ate away at the wall's edge. The edges of the ley line burst open and I surged outward.

I blinked and suddenly found myself clawing my way out of a waist-deep hole. A bit of earth magic pushed the dirt around me aside and I ascended with only a bit of dust to show for my trip.

Then I looked around and realized I wasn't in the town of Hearthwood anymore. The Unearthly Movement spell had taken me deeper into the untamed northern regions of the forest.

I climbed a tree to get the lay of the land and spotted a set of ruins in the distance. That was where Princess Tivana and I had chased the Axe-Beaked Salamander.

I raised my guard and pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and into my hand. The northern reaches of the Hearthwood were the most dangerous places besides the dungeons below. There weren't many creatures on the surface that could kill a true mage, but I knew of at least four that could.

"Mac, do you have any idea where I am?" I projected through our link.

[Theo?] Mac replied. [You vanished for a minute there and now suddenly you're... in the northern reaches of the Hearthwood? I assume you were testing that new ability you purchased?]

"Yes. What happened there Mac?"

[I meant to warn you before you tried it. After you purchased the ability I was granted access to some additional reading material regarding merging with pure magical energy. Apparently its quite a dangerous process, and if done incorrectly carries a risk of turning the caster into a monster or elemental of their aspect.]

"That's what it felt like. It shouldn't be a problem in the future when I'm prepared for it, especially if I enhance my mind magic spirit art again by reaching true mage a second time."

[You're near the ruins your daughter Comela explored. That's where your children found the mind spirit art you're using, Master of the Inner Castle. They said there might be more in there, but they didn't want to linger in such a dangerous area for too long. It's also where they found one of the two other nexus seals.]

"As much as I'd like to explore those ruins myself, I think my children had the right idea. Tell the matriarchs to gather. I want to go adventuring before I return to the capital." 

Mac gave me directions for heading back to town, which thankfully proceeded mostly undisturbed. I ran into a number of monsters that might have been a challenge to me just a month ago, but the power of a true mage scared most of them off without a fight. Some of the monsters weren't so sensible, but that just meant I got to turn them into points.

To my amusement, heartwielder and mage acolyte level monsters were no longer worthy of being my opponents. A single spell or a strike from my bare hand was enough to kill instantly.




Monsters slain! +500 points.




I headed back to Castle Mac and my limbs felt warm. This was easier than I remembered, and a lot more fun than swinging my sword around. I blasted apart a mossy giant with a wave of my hand and slew a giant hawk-like creature before it could even take to the air. My speed and strength had reached a new level, and casting spells that might have felt like running a magical marathon before were now like a walk through a garden. The zeal headed my whims at the slightest urging.

The matriarchs of the Hearthwood were already assembled when I returned, and I noticed a few of my kids in tow, including Comela, which I was grateful for as I'd need her to show us around the ruins and eventually lead us to the nexus seal she and my other daughters discovered. Plus, this little trip would give me the chance to spend some time with them.

I looked around and realized all twelve of my daughters intended on coming along.

"It looks like we're going out for a family picnic." I declared as I watched my women and daughters gather up. "I hope somebody packed lunch."

Sava stood with her three daughters, Salla, Sora, and Salica. All three were hard at work constantly improving the town, so I was grateful the three of them had taken the time to come with me.

Assyrus stood with Myrus and Sielus at her side. Myrus was serving in the Hearthwood's standing army and Sielus was scouring the upper regions of the dungeon for anything worth anything.

Illiel had Aminel and Laminel. Neither had taken to following directly in their mother's footsteps. Aminel had joined the Hearthwood's army as well and Laminel was an alchemist of sorts. Both had their mother's waifish build though and I spotted writing implements on both of them, so I was certain they'd inherited at least some of their mother's proclivities.

Melise was still in the capital, training to learn fate magic with a mysterious elf named Anya the Seer. Her children were here, though, and Pelise, Altease, and Jatese were all present for our family trip. Pelise was an excellent healer and I'd heard a rumor that Altease was trying to be something of a combat medic in the army. Jatese had proclaimed herself a torture expert, of all things, though her form of torture had more moaning than screaming.

Nela's only daughter was Comela, who was the strongest of my daughters. She was the first to reach mage acolyte and I'd wager an arm she'd be the first to true mage. Of everyone who'd eyed my six true mage aura fragments, she'd been one of the hungriest-looking. Not that I'd make my daughter work her rear off for an aura fragment. As her father, I was confident I could obtain something special for her when the time came. Comela stood quietly behind her mother, eyes scanning the surroundings as though she weren't in the safest place in the Hearthwood.

I was most surprised to find Argona standing next to Eltiana. My daughter by Eltiana hadn't known her mother until recently, and the two of them were only starting to bond. I feared that Eltiana was a bit disappointed that I'd discovered Argona's incredible talent for enchantment, because now she didn't have the time to follow in her mother's footsteps and become an assassin.

Of my daughters, Argona's cultivation was clearly the weakest. She'd only just barely bonded a poison aspect spellheart, and even that had been half-hearted. She was committed to mastering enchantment and saw cultivation only as a distraction. Fortunately for her, her work as an enchanter was some of the most profitable in the Hearthwood, and when she finally decided to start cultivating she'd have no shortage of resources to rocket all the way to mage acolyte if she wanted to.

"I packed food for a picnic!" Pelise said as she waved a hand happily. "This is going to be so much fun! I don't think we've ever gone on a family adventure before!

We left the Hearthwood and were joined by Yorik and Korra. Yorik was definitely one of my women, but she was an orc rather than an elf. Korra was more of a hired hand than one of my more personal companions, at least for the time being. She also was not an elf, as her feline ears and tail clearly indicated.

"Yorik and Korra! Chatting about what it's like to live among so many elves?" I asked curiously.

Korra shrugged and waved her tail while Yorik gazed at the crowd of my kin and snorted. "Orc children are strong too."

"I have no doubt." I said. "But we'll wait as long as you need to. Frankly, I think this is the only time we'll all be able to get together like this. Once those twelve wisps back in the capital manifest we'll have a small army on our hands."

"And when big brother Segolas is well again we'll be able to take on a small army!" Pelise said.

Sava sighed wistfully at the memory of our oldest child. He was still sick, mind corrupted by a deadly hex he'd tried to cast on a powerful enemy only to have it reflected back at himself.

"Segolas will be back with us before you know it." I assured as I stroked Sava's shoulder. "We'll figure something out sooner or later. Who knows, maybe these ruins we're raiding will turn something up. Comela, we're counting on you to lead us to the nexus seals you found.

"You can count on me, father." Comela saluted.

And just like that we were off to spend some quality family time bashing in monster skulls.










CHAPTER THREE










"ARGONA, PLEASE STICK to the center of our formation." Comela said as we left the safety of the Hearthwood.

"I'll be safe behind father." Argona protested.

"It's true I can protect you." I said to my daughter. "But I also want to try out a few new abilities and test myself as a true mage, so I'll be getting into danger and I don't want you following me there."

Argona pouted. "I wanted to try one of my inventions."

"Eyes to the sky everyone!" Comela shouted in alarm. "Wind-Slicing Hawklord, approaching fast!"




Wind-Slicing Hawklord (early true mage, level 21)

This bird of prey soars through the upper levels of the forest picking off other birds and tree-dwelling creatures, though it has been known to hunt off the forest floor in more open areas. Its wings can create deadly slicing blades of wind.




Comela grabbed her spear and planted her feet, spear leveled at the incoming creature as it dove towards our group. A ball of golden light coalesced at the tip of Comela's spear until it formed a radiant point. With a shout, Comela released the spell and shot a ray of light in the direction of the Wind-Slicing Hawklord.

The sunlight-aspect spell looked powerful, but the Wind-Slicing Hawklord was both fast and strong. It quickly turned and avoided the incoming ray of golden light before continuing its downward sweep towards us.

"Just let your parents handle this one, dear." Nela said, placing an arm on her daughter's shoulder.

Then Nela leveled her own spear. The tip of her weapon lit up with light that carried a tinge of crimson. The light followed up Nela's arms and torso until it flowed along her whole body and streamed towards the tip of her own spear. Today she was wielding the iron-tipped weapon of the first enemy we'd slain together, the Spear of the Ancestor Dragon. It was an enchanted weapon with coiling serpents along its hilt, taken off the first real enemy we'd slain together.

A blast of crimson light flooded the skies, too big for the Wind-Slicing Hawklord to dodge like it had for Comela's spell. The energy swept through the air and sent a tree tumbling to the ground in the distance. The Wind-Slicing Hawklord tried to swerve but Nela kept the spell active and followed the path of its flight.

The monster was only now beginning to realize the mistake it had made in attacking such a large and powerful group of elves. The monsters here were used to heartwielders and mage acolytes, and were entirely unprepared to counter an elf true mage, let alone several.

When it seemed like Nela was about to land the final blow on the Wind-Slicing Hawklord, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and grabbed Spell Eater. I tossed the adamatium and steel weapon in my hands as though it were an ordinary javelin and threw it with force and speed right at where I knew the bird monster would be.

Spell Eater pierced the bird and skewered to a tree, killing it instantly.

"Too slow." I teased as Nela cut off her spell. "Plus, I want the points."

"Excellent throw, dad." Comela congratulated me.

"Earth magic really encourages you to practice your aim." I explained. "It's hard to get projectiles in the air, but it's one of the easier ways to attack with earth zeal. So to have any accuracy at all you need lots of practice."

"I see. That blow was the product of many hours of hard work." Comela curled her hand into a fist. "I will endeavor to train to do the same, father."

I smiled at my daughter's eagerness and we marched deeper into the forest.

Several more monsters showed themselves to our party, but most were just Golden-Clawed Tree Crawlers. We'd all had previous experience dealing with the weaker Silver-Clawed variety that was common in the safer southern regions of the forest, so we had no trouble dealing with these.

Comela tried very hard to kill these monsters as well. They were almost all mid or late mage acolyte, so Comela was evenly matched or worse. She proved her strength in either scenario though and almost managed to steal a kill or two from me a few times. The rest of my children had to work in teams of two or three to deal with them while Comela managed on her own.

I finished off any that looked like they were about to get away and snagged what kills I could for the points they were worth. Korra climbed into the trees and jumped from branch to branch with feline grace. Eltiana followed her up there just to show that she could do it too. She tried to invite Argona up there to join her, though our daughter didn't seem interested in climbing up trees to battle monsters there and was content to remain with her feet firmly planted on the ground.




Enemies Slain! +300 points.

Enemies slain by followers! +100 points.




"I've lost count of how many of those we've beaten." Jatese said as she rubbed her face against a golden fur, already cleaned and tanned. I pulled all the monsters we defeated into my Dimensional Storage. Back in the Hearthwood, several teams of elves were busy harvesting everything they could from the bodies and turning everything else into items of value.

"Those furs are very soft. It's hard to believe they came from a monster." Comela agreed.

"If we ever head into the northern mountains I'll have to have a coat made of these." Myrus declared.

"They'd make a nice blanket." Korra said, swinging her tail above us as we sat under a tree enjoying the lunch Pelise brought. She'd made a lovely medley of various fruits and vegetables grown in the Hydroponic Farm. The meal was overflowing with both zeal and vitality and I was certain it would have been a valuable dish even back in the capital.

We agreed to save exploring the dungeon and unlocking the nexus seal our kids found for after. First we wanted to explore the ruins.

Comela led us to a clearing where we could see a towering mass of ivy-covered stone. The rock the ruins were made from was solid gray and flawlessly smooth. I looked at it under mage sight and discovered it to be flush with zeal, despite the heavy damage and hundreds of years it had been left unmaintained.

The structure was roughly square in shape, though the mud and rocks made it tough to tell. There were a few small bits nearby, but they didn't seem to be attached to the main building.

"This way!" Comela said. "It took us ages to find an entrance, so eventually we just decided to make one. It turns out the entire building has sunk! What we're staring at is only the top floors."

"How tall do you think it was?" I asked.

Comela shrugged. "I don't know. We never even got close to something that looked like the bottom. The stairs just kept going down."

Korra hopped down from her tree to stand beside me. "Back on the World of Tooth and Claw, the Burning Heavens Guild would have staked their claim on this entire set of ruins and not let anyone set foot inside. They would have claimed it as guild property and only one of them would be allowed to glean its secrets."

I snorted at that. "Fortunately for us, I own this forest, not the Burning Heavens Guild."

We climbed to the top of the building where Comela said they'd made their previous entrance. She glanced from side to side warily, as though waiting for anything that might jump out and attack us.

When nothing came, she ushered us forward to a large hole in a weakened part of the stone. It looked like the last time they were here Comela had slowly drilled a dozen holes with her spear and cracked the stone until a hole wide enough for her to pass through opened up.

We started filing through the hole one at a time. The heartwielders among us, especially Argona, had to be lowered down with a rope. The rest of us were able to just jump down.

"This looks like glass." I said as I picked up a shard of the roof left behind from when Comela made an entrance.

"It is." Comela answered. "It looks like whoever built this place used the roof as a garden."

"What were they growing?" Sava asked curiously. "Were there any seeds?"

Comela shrugged. "It looks like only weeds are left. We didn't find any seeds from what they were originally growing. They must have been on a lower level."

Comela directed Sava to just beyond where we entered, where several plants were sitting in broken pots. They were still green despite the fact that the glass above us had grayed and been covered with dust years ago. A normal plant couldn't have possible gotten enough light to survive.

Sava looked a leaf over and tilted it sideways nonchalantly. She saw something interesting there because her expression turned serious and she investigated the plant more thoroughly.

Sava reached into a pouch at her waist to withdraw a light potion, which she shook and used to examine the plant in greater detail. I heard a short gasp and saw a grin creeping up the sides of Sava's mouth.

"This is an eight hundred year old Sunset Cabbage!" Sava said. "You missed a treasure like this!?" She said as she whirled on Comela.

Comela glanced at the plant and shrugged. "That's what a cabbage plant looks like?"

Sava sighed and explained. "The Sunset Cabbage is a plant renowned for being tremendously useful to those who practice nature cultivation. And the plant's power only strengthens with age. Look, there are three of them in a row, all just as old!"

Comela perked up at that. "They're valuable?"

"Extremely. I'll use this on myself. Thank you, Comela." Sava said. "I'll have to brew a potion suitable to reward you for finding this."

Sava swept all three of the plants into her bag of holding, After Sava found something so valuable the rest of us were inspired to scour the top level of the ruins for any other plants of use.

"These are Bell-chime Thyme. Also several hundred years old." Sava said. "Salica, Laminel, I'm going to need the two of you to try and bring some of these back home alive. I want to try transplanting them into your father's Hydroponic Farm."

We found several other valuable plants as well, and Sava didn't intend to let a single one slip by her. By the time the hour was up she'd even had me move the dirt the plants had been in into my Dimensional Storage so that she could examine it later for any special properties it might hold.

The second and third levels seemed to be mostly private residences. There were beds, blankets, and pillows aplenty. There were even a few cuddly and miniaturized versions of the monsters we knew above ground. I was especially amused with a small stuffed Shadowblade Beast with a happy smile plastered across its pillowy face.

"Here you go, Argona." I said as I passed her the stuffed animal. "You should put some decorations up in your room. Maybe then you'll finally have a reason to stop sleeping at your workbench."

Argona accepted the present and asked me to put it into my Dimensional Storage so it could make it back to the Hearthwood without her having to carry it.

When the stuffed animal vanished into thin air everyone remembered I could teleport anything they wanted back home. Soon all my kids were seizing blankets, pillows, mattresses, and bed frames to be hauled back to their currently spartan rooms back in Castle Mac. Thankfully the people back at the Hearthwood Clan were emptying my Dimensional Storage out as quickly as it filled up, otherwise I would have long since run out of space.

When my children had filled out their bedrooms with all manner of strange decorations none of us recognized or understood the purpose of, we headed down to the fourth level. To my excitement, this floor was filled with books.

"This is where we found that mind aspect spirit art you're using, Dad." Comela explained. "It was in one of these books."

"Are these all spells?" I asked hopefully.

"I'm afraid not. We already cleaned out the cabinet filled with spells and techniques. The rest is either history from the sixth golden age, political treaties, legal documents, or works of fiction."

"History from the sixth golden age." Illiel perked up. "That could be interesting."

"I've been wondering what happened at the end of the sixth golden age." I said. "And why it came to an end."

"From what I've read," Illiel explained, "several elves reached the immortal ascendance realm, and that was what triggered it. But I've never seen anyone explain why, or how exactly it ended. Not even the palace had that information in their library."

"One of these books must contain the answer." Sava said. "But I should warn you, if the palace didn't have the answer it might be because they've decided we'd be better off not knowing."

I shrugged. "In any case, we can sort our loot out when we get back home. I suspect just having Mac scan everything here should open up new troves of information for us."

So I pulled all the books into my Dimensional Storage, quietly issuing a word of apology to the elves we'd tasked with hauling the items out of my Dimensional Storage on the other end. We told them we'd be fighting a few monsters or picking up the occasional trinket, not hauling off a palace's worth of furniture and books.

We entered the fifth level, where we finally encountered one of the monsters that had scared Comela off during their first trip here.

"Watch out everyone, these creatures are faster than they look." Comela warned. "They like to hang onto the ceiling and drop down on your head." She pointed at the ceiling and walls, which looked like bare ordinary stone.

"Where are they?" Argona asked, looking around the room. Moments after she spoke a large worm-like thing dropped from the ceiling onto her shoulder.

The thing had two oversized eyes and a couple of stubby graspers on its underside. The only visible weapon it had were a set of massive teeth, shaped like hooks as they ringed the monster's head.




Ruins-Dwelling Armor Piercer (mid mage acolyte, level 16)

A distant relative of the feared mimic, the Ruins-Dwelling Armor Piercer is a monster that slays its prey with a combination of surprise and deadly poison. Its teeth are sharp enough to pierce through armor and it is skilled at concealing itself on the ceilings of abandoned buildings.




"Argona, look o--" I started to shout while preparing an attack that would kill the monster, but Eltiana was faster. A long dagger shot out of her sleeve and skewered the monster before it could even touch Nela's shoulder. Eltiana's dagger popped the creature's eye, went into whatever passed for a brain, and killed it instantly.

"--out." I said, arm still bringing my weapon to bear.

Argona glanced at the worm on her shoulder and wiped off a bit of green fluid that had leaked out of the monster's body when Eltiana's dagger killed it.c

“Thank you, mother." Argona shivered involuntarily as she glanced at the monster, then clung closer to my side.

Eltiana shrugged. "Theo would have gotten it if I hadn't. You know how he's been after those points today."

It turned out the creatures were worth nearly thirty points each. Once you knew where they were dispatching them was easy enough. Nela used her sunlight magic to illuminate the whole room and we quickly cleared out the whole chamber.

There were more books in this room and I added them all to my collection. Once the room was finally deemed safe, we started searching the place for anything of value. Sava had speculated there would be other seeds for valuable herbs like the ones we saw upstairs, and it turned out this was the floor that held them. Sava happily pocketed everything we could find.

"This is perfect!" Sava declared. "Next time Theo gets around to opening a new wing in the Hydroponic Farm, I'll have the seeds to grow potions that will be good enough to try brewing a five-star potion!"

"That'll really surprise everyone back in the capital." I said. "And it'll certainly put the Hearthwood on the map."

We entered the sixth level of the building, which had more seeds, as did the seventh, to Sava's continuing delight and everyone else's disappointment.

I was pleased in either case, because I'd slain nearly ten of these Ruins-Dwelling Armor Piercers by now, which amounted to a sizable number of points.




Enemies slain! +275 points.

Enemies slain by followers! +50 points.




"We're going into completely uncharted territory now." Comela said. We didn't even catch a glimpse of any rooms deeper than this one, not even with Argona's spying invention."

"Oh, Argona made something interesting?" I asked.

Argona blushed. "It was just a little toy. Basically a few single use imaging talismans attached to a tiny golem."

"I'll have to commission a few of those for use in the dungeon." I said. "There are a number of layers beneath the earth that I think could challenge even a true mage, and I'd like to know what’s in them before we check them out for ourselves."

"Mac is still rebuilding the upper layers of the dungeon after those invaders wrecked it all." Assyrus huffed. She'd been going to the Hearthwood's dungeon since even before the Hearthwood Clan had been formed, so she was quite attached to it.

We entered a large open chamber. It was both taller and wider than all the rooms above it, which we took to mean the building itself widened at this level and those beneath it. Pillars lined the walls of the open chamber, and starlight seemed to drift down from the ceiling.

"It's still daytime outside." Illiel said as she examined the stars overhead.

"And we're eight floors underground." Eltiana added.

"It's a magic ceiling." Sava shrugged. "I wonder why the building's makers thought they needed such a large space."

Nela lit this room up like she had the others and to our surprise we found the room didn't extend across the entire chamber. There was a large circle cut into the floor, through which some strange cylindrical monolith poked up from the floor below.

"What is that thing?" Assyrus asked as she squinted across the distance.

"It looks like a large stone pillar. Maybe it serves a defensive purpose?" Comela said.

"Underground?" Yorik raised a brow and shook her head. "No point."

We glanced around the chamber looking for anything that might attack us. Argona was the first to spot something unusual, despite having the dullest senses of all of us.

"An enchantment just activated over there." Argona said. "I'm certain of it."

"There's nothing here." Assyrus said as she investigated the area Argona indicated. "Just big piles of rocks."

Yorik walked over to join her and gave the rocks a kick.

Now that Argona had mentioned something, I realized these rocks did look rather strange. The reminded me of the set of original golems I'd made when I first started experimenting with the technology.

Then the piles of rock lurched to their feet and I knew why they resembled my original set of battle golems.




Stone Elementals (mid true mage, level 24)

These stone elementals are descended from a set of golems built for unknown purposes. The original bodies have long since degraded to instability and the restrictions containing their more monstrous nature were destroyed when the earth aspect art inside created a new body. They are now rogue stone elementals.




I'd seen a couple of powerful elementals and golems as of late. But I'd never had the chance to take one apart.

I felt a tug on my sleeve. I turned and saw Argona gazing at the golems wide-eyed.

"C-can you handle them, dad?"

I smiled. "Alone? Possibly. With all the matriarchs of the Hearthwood here? Easily."

"Then would it be too much to ask you to subdue one intact?" Argona asked hopefully. "I have something you'd be interested in waiting to be tested."

Four Stone Elementals rose to their feet, and I turned to my companions. "You heard Argona. She wants these things alive. Comela, keep your sisters safe."

"Father?" Comela asked anxiously. "Those things look strong. Maybe we should withdraw?"

"Nonsense. If my daughter wants a pet rock, I'm going to get her one." I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and back into my hand.

The stone elementals were misshapen and gangling. Some legs were too large, while others were too small. Their motions involved more rolling than walking as they stumbled towards us. It was as though they'd been constructed from a vague memory of a person. A half-remembered feeling of what a humanoid body should look like.

Despite their clumsy appearance, these stone elementals were still true mage-level entities and I didn't dare underestimate them. Yorik glanced up at the giant making its way towards her and hefted her hammer. She looked like she was about to try and bash the monster's rocky head in when she remembered Argona's request to capture one alive. So she turned her hammer lower and aimed for the weak joints on the monster’s stronger leg.

THUD.

Yorik's hammer hit the stone elemental with a dull ringing sound, as though the blow had been weakened significantly before it hit. The orc's hammer bounced off and Yorik looked at in confusion. I was confused as well. The stone giant was big, but its leg was only the size of my waist. I'd seen Yorik smash bigger rocks with her fist. Her hammer should have blasted it to smithereens.

"They must have some sort of defensive magic built into them." I realized. If this was just the core spirit art at work, I shuddered to think of how powerful these elementals had been in their original golem bodies.

Assyrus summoned her water elemental and Sava shifted through space until she was standing on top of one of the elemental's heads.

She dropped a fistful of seeds onto the monster’s rocky head. They quickly sprouted and wound around the monster’s body, tugging at its arms and legs and binding up the joints. The elemental reached for Sava on its head, but Sava had already shifted back to the ground as her vines did their work.

"Theo!" Sava said. "Mind if I have a few blood crystals?"

I nodded and pulled twenty blood crystals out of my reserves in the Dimensional Storage. They were as powerful a source of vitality as I was, and Sava had used them to fuel her nature-aspect spells before.




-20 Blood Crystals




Sava held the blood crystals in her hands and blew on them. They crumpled into motes of crimson light, which Sava breathed in. The next spell she cast had a deep red tinge to it as it flowed through the air and coiled around the stone elemental she was trying to disable. The vines grew with increasing intensity the moment the spell hit them and they coiled around the stone elemental's limbs like natural bindings.

While Sava restrained it, Eltiana jumped onto its back, jabbing iron-tipped daggers into the joints of its back and neck. The iron would interfere with the flow of zeal through its body, but only if Eltiana could get through that hard shell of stone.

While Eltiana and Sava dealt with one elemental, Assyrus, Yorik, and Korra dealt with another. Assyrus and Korra kept the elemental busy while Yorik swung away with her hammer. Apparently the fact that her first blow hadn't immediately shattered its legs had aggravated her somewhat, and now she was pounding away until those legs finally started to crack.

Whatever defenses these stone elementals used wasn't quite unbreakable, but to be able to hold up against Yorik for so long it was certainly close to it.

Nela and Illiel dealt with a third stone elemental. Illiel was having a difficult time fighting the monster with mind magic, so Comela and the rest of my twelve daughters were all working together to keep the monsters' attention while Nela nipped away at it with a beam of burning light. The fighting was slow until I saw Argona pass something to Comela, who rushed forward and slapped that something onto the stone elemental.

Whatever Argona had given her sister seemed to instantly slow the stone elemental down. It tremored violently as it fought against the item planted on its chest. I squinted and made out the vague outline of an elemental subjugation talisman, coupled with several other things I didn't recognize.

The girls and my kids were handling three of the stone elementals, but there were four total. While I watched the rest of them fight, I dealt with the remaining elemental myself.

"It's time to test what this aura of mine can really do." I said as I clenched my free hand. In the other I held Spell Eater loosely by my side. The gray aura seeped out of me and twirled around my hand like a cloud. It expanded and pushed outwards eagerly, looking to pounce in all directions.

"No. The elemental." I commanded. My aura reluctantly obeyed and drifted forward towards the stone elemental. When the cloud touched the elemental, a chunk of the stone elemental's body crumbled to dust and fell to the ground. My aura had snatched something from the elemental, using it to empower itself.

The stone elemental howled and turned its uppermost head-shaped boulder in my direction. It lumbered towards me and I let it approach as I focused on controlling my aura. It continued to eat away at the elemental and I realized the earth zeal the elemental was made of was especially compatible with my aura.

When the elemental was finally close enough, I glanced towards the ground. I'd positioned myself right over an earth ley line exactly for this moment, and with a thought I submerged myself into that ley line.

The earth elemental swung at me, but I'd already sunk into the ground. I didn't linger in the ley line for long though, and an instant later I popped up behind the stone elemental.

Before it could even react to me, I jabbed it in the back with Spell Eater. The stone blocked my first spear strike, but Five Fierce Furious Fists combined with Embrittling Palm drove the point deeper and deeper until it was buried in the stone elemental's body.

With my mage sight, I could catch a glimpse of the delicate inner workings of the elemental I was facing.

"Argona!" I shouted. "Toss me one of your things!"

Argona reached into a pouch at her waist and whipped a small rod of bronze in my direction. I caught it just as the stone elemental was turning in my direction and jammed Spell Eater into the joints of its back leg. I'd designed enough golems to know where the weak points for this kind of creature were.

The elemental tumbled to the ground, landing face-first.

I dropped Argona's bronze cylinder into the golem and realized with surprise that it looked very similar to my own invention. There were a few more runes on it, but the basic premise was the same. My daughter was basing her golem research off my own notes.

Now that I understood what the device was, I knew how to help usher the process along. I yanked my aura back inside me like pulling on the leash of an untrained dog. Then I cast a Stone Obelisk spell nearby and funneled earth zeal into the elemental, replacing large swaths of its zeal with my own as I mended its broken body.

I let my zeal go to work with my intentions in mind while I turned my attention to the elemental Nela was fighting. She'd blasted off one arm thanks to the weakening effects of Argona's enchantment that was slowly at work converting the elementals into golems.

Before the elemental was destroyed beyond use, I used Unearthly Movement to position myself behind it just like I had for the first golem. As before, I used my armor piercing spell to shatter the elemental's stony defenses and shove Argona's enchanted device deeper inside. The elemental finally stopped struggling and collapsed to the ground as I moved on to help Sava and Eltiana.

With my help, the two remaining golems were quickly subdued as well, though the one Yorik had been hammering away at was scarcely more than a torso-shaped blob that occasionally twitched. She apologized to Argona for the poor shape the elemental was in, but Argona was already more than pleased with having three true mage level elementals in somewhat working order.




Enemies defeated. (+400 points)

Enemies defeated by followers. (+100 points)




"My process is different from yours, father." Argona explained. "You were building your golems completely from scratch. That's brilliant, but also difficult and time consuming. I was able to follow your path, but I could never get golems as strong as the ones you made. Maybe my cultivation is just too low, or maybe I just haven't fully grasped the depth of genius in your notes, but the only way I've been able to get golems strong enough to fight is by transforming earth elementals into golems."

I rubbed Argona's head. "You certainly know how to flatter me. I was just playing around with those things. I'm certain you'll be leagues ahead of me in the art of golem-craft by the time you're my age."

Argona blushed before reminding herself that she had a lot of work to do. She told me more about her elemental conversion process as I helped her with turning the elementals we'd captured into golems. Soon enough, three of our attackers were operational and ready to fight. Mac took control of them for the time being and ordered them around.

Mac was excited to do some exploring himself, since as a dungeon core he rarely got to experience the other side of the joy of looting a place for anything of value. He found several broom closets we'd missed around the room and insisted I bring the cleaning supplies back to the Hearthwood to replenish our supply there.

"Uh, Theo, I think you should look at this." Assyrus said as she jerked her thumb over her shoulder to the giant stone cylinder in the center of the room.

"You figured out what that thing was?" I asked hopefully.

Assyrus leaned forward and whispered, "Better if I show you. Don't want Argona getting too ambitious for her own good."

Assyrus led me to the center of the room, where Illiel was playing with what appeared to be a control console. She'd managed to activate something and suddenly two bright spots lit up on the giant stone cylinder in the center of the room. They were equally spaced and glowed deep red.

They looked like eyes. And the moment I had that realization the rest of the massive shape slid into place.

The giant stone cylinder wasn't a cylinder at all. It was the head of an absolutely massive golem. It was probably made by whoever made the golems we just fought, only this one was many, many times larger. Based on the size of the head this thing was probably as tall as a skyscraper.




Planetary Defense Golem (mid sorcerer, level 44)

Status: Disabled.




"I think this thing is going to take more than an elemental subjugation talisman." I whistled. "It's not online yet, but I'd wager we don't want to turn that thing on until we're ready. If it’s even possible to get it working again."

"Agreed." Illiel said.

"What's going to take more than an elemental subjugation talisman?" Argona asked. We'd kept our voices down but to an observant girl like Argona our whispers attracted her attention just as easily as shouting would have.

Realizing I couldn't hide it from her any longer, I said, "Come over here Argona! I want to show you something interesting."

Argona came over and instead of saying anything more I just pushed the button I'd seen Illiel hit that made the massive golem's eyes light up.

As the golem's eyes lit up, so did my daughter's.

"Dad, can we have this one too?"










CHAPTER FOUR










NOBODY WANTED TO risk trying to activate the golem, if it was even functional. I assured Argona that once the Hearthwood Clan made a few more true mages she'd be allowed to come here and study the golem so long as she was careful.

We decided to clear out the rest of the facility to make it safe for future visits. We found several golem bodies which had long since worn past the point of remaining functional.

"Armored exoskeleton with a clay-based interior, father." Argona said excitedly as she examined the abandoned golem bodies. "That's your design."

"I guess I wasn't the first to come up with it then." I shrugged. "The question is whether or not the big guy uses the same technology."

We searched the rest of the facility and soon found a set of research notes. The big golem did in fact use clay to create a pliable core, but at the same time its inside was more magic than anything else. Argona promised to study the notes and tell me what she learned. The writing was not in any language we could read, but there were extensive diagrams that Argona stared at endlessly as she guessed at what the text meant. She was already going through the files and postulating on their contents as we cleared out the last of the rooms.

Sadly, most of the remaining floors seemed to have nothing but stairs leading downwards. We were going ever deeper at this point, and the walls of some of the rooms were starting to show cracks. This part of the structure seemed deeper, as though the rest of it had been built on top of a smaller box-shaped room deeper underground that predated everything else.

We fought a number of other monsters, but those elementals must have been tough enough to keep most of the wildlife from setting up shop down here. The ones we did find were weak enough that they wouldn't have given me more than one or two points for the entire lot of them, so I let our kids wipe them out for us.

There were several offices on the floors below, and I was surprised at the style of them. I'd seen offices back in the capital, but they each had a unique feel to them, clearly personalized and constructed for someone of importance.

These offices had a strange cookie-cutter feeling to them that I hadn't sensed since coming to this world. Each was nearly identical and organized into neat groups of smaller offices that spoke of a team-based structure and an environment that was more corporate than anything I'd seen from the elves I'd met thus far.

"Look, I found a stash of cultivation supplies!" Comela said excitedly as she entered the office we were tearing through.

That caught everyone's attention. If the plants on the upper level were anything to go by, this facility had been equipped with some remarkable cultivation aids.

We collected a rack of corked vials. They were unfortunately unlabeled, but we trusted Sava to figure out what they were. There was a set of pills that were also unlabeled. None of us recognized the writing, but I received a notification telling me what it was.




Advanced Sixth Golden Age script 30% learned.




"It's definitely from the sixth golden age." I said, getting an idea. "But this writing appears to be far more technical than what we usually see. I don't think my current basic understanding is going to cut it. Grab anything else you can find with sixth golden age writing. I think I can learn it with a few more examples."

My women and children rushed around the facility hunting down for little scraps of writing left and right.




Advanced Sixth Golden age script 60% learned.

Advanced Sixth Golden age script 90% learned.

...100% learned.

Language analysis completed. New language pack available.

Advanced literacy in Sixth Golden Age script is now available. Purchase for 400 points?

Advanced Sixth Golden age script purchased.

Total points: 1875




I picked the pill bottles up again and before my eyes the letters on the page rearranged themselves until they started making sense to me. I had basic sixth golden age literacy unlocked already, but now with a more advanced level of understanding I could easily translate complex technical names and descriptions.

"This is a Ruby Meridians potion. It enhances a mage acolyte’s meridians and lets them train longer and harder." I handed the potion to Comela. "This will help you reach the peak of mage acolyte if you keep using zeal crystals."

Comela stared at the potion like it was a gift from the heavens themselves. The look on her face told me she was probably already dreaming of what she'd do when she got stronger.

"And this here is the Thousand Lights potion." It’s not as good as the Ruby Meridians potion, but it improves your cultivation without you needing to do any work on your end."

There was more of that potion and we divided those up evenly among the family. The rest of the potions weren't anything that could help true mages, so we left them for our children to divvy up among themselves.

After the potions were divided and separated, I felt something poking me in the side and saw Argona holding her sheaf of research notes as she looked up at my shyly. "I know you don't have much time these days, Dad, but if you don't mind explaining a few of these diagrams to me..."

"You know Mac gets access to the same knowledge that I do, right? He was already able to translate most sixth golden age text before just using context and a lot of processing power. Now he can probably print you up a full translation in the time it takes me to read the first page." I said.

Argona shrugged. "I... I'd like you to read it anyway and explain it to me."

I smiled at my daughter and patted the top of her head. "Sure, Argona. We can try to figure these things out together while we're headed back to the Hearthwood."

Just as I was about to call our search over, I stumbled across a small sheath of papers tucked into the drawer of a desk. The writing on them was done by hand without care for neatness or legibility. They must have been someone’s personal notes.

"What's this..." I muttered to myself. I probably would have discarded the papers as scribbles had I not recently gained incredible proficiency with the written word.




An Analysis of an Unyielding Stone Elmemental's Natural Defenses.

This report contains a thorough examination of the defensive spell generated by naturally-occurring earth elementals for defensive purposes with the intention of turning the spell into a defensive ability elves could replicate and use.




I flipped through the first few pages and realized someone had spent years of their life studying the true mage golems we'd met earlier. It seemed this same person was also responsible, at least in part, for the Planetary Defense Golem this facility housed. They'd also put in no small share of time trying to understand the innate defenses of wizard-level elementals, though the facility thankfully didn't have any of those remaining. Perhaps they had been swept into Dean's pocket world with the other wizard-realm monsters.

I tucked the treatise into my Dimensional Storage. "Mac, scan that and see if there's anything worthwhile."

[Hmm... definitely intriguing stuff. It seems earth cultivators were not always considered a utility aspect. These elves from the sixth golden age have some interesting ideas that were clearly aimed at combat. Oh, and look at that! It looks like a spell just popped up suitable for you to learn. It was written hidden somewhere between the notes.]

"Excellent." I rubbed my hands together, very pleased at this sudden development. "I'll make sure to take a look at it when I get back."



***


Our return to the Hearthwood netted me a few more monster kills and I tucked the points away to help me purchase more spells and upgrades. After the danger we'd faced today, we opted to rest and recover before going into the nearby dungeon and unlocking the nexus seal inside it. I planned to go on one more adventure to harvest as many points as I could before leaving the Hearthwood to return to the capital. I wanted to give this place everything it needed to grow while I was away.




Enemies slain! +200 points.

Enemies slain by followers. +100 points.




"We're going to need to spend a while in the dungeon before I leave." I said as I looked at my point totals. "I want to upgrade the Hydroponic Farm before I go, and that's going to be expensive."

"I'd say you're obsessed with these points," Sava said, "but with all you've done for me with them over the past year, I think I'm beginning to be obsessed with them too. Would it help if I killed things while you're attending balls with the princess?"

I frowned and realized that yes it would. "It won't be as efficient as me going on a trip myself, but if you girls could keep harvesting points for me I'll be able to upgrade more rooms with them. Tell you what, Sava. If you can earn me enough points to pay for it, I'll make sure to upgrade the Alchemist's Laboratory again."

Sava blinked in surprise. "You mean it can get even better? But... it already has all the alchemy equipment I've ever heard of and a lot I don't. I still haven't figured out how some of the more exotic glassware is meant to be used."

"Presumably there's a lot more for you to learn." I shrugged. "There's five-star alchemists. Why can't there be six-star alchemists?"

"Those are just rumors and myths." Sava said. "Aren't they?"

I patted her on the shoulder. "You'll know for certain when you become one."

"I'll save becoming a six-star alchemist for after I successfully brew a five-star potion." Sava said, though I could already see the ambition shining through from behind her eyes.

I read through the research notes with Argona while we headed back. We frowned and flipped through them together. I read the passages aloud in spoken elvish for the both of us and then we tried to puzzle our way through comprehending the diagrams. Argona was truly gifted when it came to this kind of enchantment.

"So the primary elemental subjugation talisman has its lines of power diverted to fuel the secondary elemental subjugation talismans, each designed to suppress a specific aspect of an Earth Elemental's natural urges..." Argona said.

"I'm not sure if that's entirely the case. Even though this elemental subjugation talisman is in the primary position, all six of the diagrams work synergistically. Remove any one of them and a true mage golem will freeze up as aspects of itself turn against one another." I said, surprised at the depth of my own understanding and the fact that I was able to keep up with Argona.

I suddenly realized why my spirit art, Master of the Inner Castle, had been located at that set of ruins. It seemed that practicing it made me particularly well suited to this kind of convoluted thinking. Between that and the knowledge I received when I first purchased the Drafter's Study, I was still slightly ahead of my daughter in terms of understanding the secrets of enchantment.

Argona revised her own notes at the end of our discussion, and we tried to apply the knowledge we'd learned towards her ongoing design for controlling her new golems. Mac had the three true mage level golems under his control for now, but the system Argona had in place required Mac's constant attention. Even he wouldn't be able to control more than this without us improving the efficiency of the design.

When we returned to the Hearthwood we found much of the settlement abuzz with activity, much of it our own fault. The open space in front of Castle Mac had turned into an impromptu butchery as monsters were skinned and harvested in mass. Spellhearts were stacking up into towers as tall as I was and elves gaped in awe at the newly made earth golems trailing behind us.

We locked them in one of the spare Monster Dens for a bit while everyone returned to their normal daily duties. Illiel, Assyrus, and most of my daughters went about sorting our loot. Meanwhile, I headed into the Cultivation Chamber for a second round of learning new spells.

"Mac, bring up that list again." I instructed. The same list I'd seen before popped up, with one addition.




Layered Durability (spell)

This spell creates a layer of self-repairing earth zeal around the caster's body, rendering them extremely durable to magical attacks. This spell can be cast multiple times to result in multiple layers of armor, rendering the user untouchable. As the caster's skill and familiarity with the spell increases, more layers can be generated with each casting.

Cost: 1300 points.




The earth elementals we'd fought had incredibly potent defenses. The only one of us who'd managed to actually pierce them were me and Yorik. I used a steel-tipped weapon with my specialized armor-piercing spell to do so and Yorik eventually made her way through with brute force. This armor wasn't invincible but it had lasted for a long time against both of us. Presumably this spell would be even more fearsome against ordinary spells.

It also seemed like the kind of spell that could become exponentially more powerful with time to prepare. I'd put my Stone Obelisks to use in the past, so if I could do the same with this spell I would have another potent weapon under my belt.

"Mac, is it possible to extend the range of this spell?" I asked curiously. "That way I'm protecting not just myself, but others as well?"

[It might require some practice, but I don't see why not. This is different from your body cultivation. It generates a protective field around you rather than just defending the skin. It would be your first layer of defenses regardless of the armor you wear underneath it, and if you were willing to expand it over an even larger surface it could encompass others. In fact, you might be able to shield others even if they aren't touching you by splitting off one of the shield layers and giving it to them.]

I thought of Argona, who'd been clinging to my side as we entered the dungeon. That wasn't the first time I'd needed to keep someone weaker than me safe, and it wouldn't be the last.




Layered Durability purchased. -1300 points.

725 points remaining.




I now had both a true mage level evasive and defensive ability. Between the two I would have a fair chance at surviving all but the most grave of threats. I still wanted an offensive true mage spell, but it seemed powerful offensive earth magic spells were rare. I'd either need to wait or attempt to design one myself.

That wasn't a terrible idea, now that I thought of it. I'd come up with the Earth Spike spell back when I was just a heartwielder. After all the experience I'd gained working with zeal, my understanding was leagues beyond what it was back then.




50 points spent. Time dilation set to 5x normal speed.




What did I want in an offensive spell?

Preferably something that would tear my enemies to pieces in a way they couldn't see coming and couldn't deflect. Many of my current offensive spells involved either hitting something until it broke or throwing a rock at them. I didn't want to be a glorified magical catapult, nor did I want to depend any further on my Blackgorge Fiendbody than I already did.

I was a true mage, and that meant I had an aura that could enhance my spells and made it easier to keep a spell active for prolonged periods without using all my zeal. Lifting stones into the air was difficult for an earth aspect cultivator and not particularly efficient.

I'd had success with making quicksand traps in the past. Perhaps I could upgrade that spell into some sort of trap? That lacked a certain lethality I was looking for though. I pulled out a rock that had snapped off one of the earth elementals we'd fought and hefted it my hand, getting a feel for the piece of earth and trying to think of how I could turn the ordinary stone into a deadly weapon.

Perhaps I was looking in the wrong direction. Earth was tough, and getting hit with it hurt. But it just wasn't as deadly as shooting a beam of electricity, firing a laser beam out of the end of a spear, or making vine monsters sprout from the ground.

I wanted something that would strike fear into the hearts of my enemies before I even attacked them. My mind went back to my early days on this world, when elves trembled in fear at the sight of the iron weapons I made.

Perhaps that was the key? Iron was difficult to deal with, and I had an iron aura now.

That thought resonated with something deep inside of me. I needed a spell that used iron in some way.

I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out a few old iron spears and arrows. Most of them had lost their shafts in battle or were just the shattered remains of blades I hadn't gotten around to reforging into new weapons yet.

I fingered the iron arrowhead in my hand. What could I do with this thing? Put it on the end of a stone spike? Build some sort of blunderbuss to shoot iron fragments at my enemies? That would solve the problem of keeping the iron in the air.

I tried to think my way through this problem. The only thing that prevented me from moving earth as I willed were natural forces. I didn’t buy the notion that zeal and the act of manipulating it was wholly separate from the physical laws of the world. For the most part, this world operated on real physics. That meant gravity, electromagnetism, and the strong and weak nuclear forces. As far as I could tell, earth zeal represented the solidness and constancy of things. If anything could interact with the fundamental forces, it was earth magic.

I tried to invert gravity around me but I didn't have any idea of how to go about that. I tried to think nuclear thoughts. For a moment I feared I'd trigger a massive explosion, but nothing happened. That wasn't entirely unexpected, because if earth aspect true mages could build nuclear bombs there wouldn't be much point in cultivating any other offensive spell.

Then I switched to electromagnetism. As before, the stone did nothing. I could force the stone into the air with earth zeal, but that wasn't what I was looking for. I could make it hover, but working like this I could never generate the kind of forces I'd need to turn it into a projectile.

Still thinking of electromagnetism, I tried the same trick with the iron arrow.

To my surprise, it shot to my hand with speed, slicing my thumb open in the process.

I glanced at the wound in shock. Ordinarily iron ate away at any spells used to contain it. I hadn't ever been able to control it like I had earth. As far as I knew, no elf could. Was this something new I had discovered, or a blessing bestowed on me by having an iron aspect aura?

In either case, I felt like I'd latched onto a good idea.

I switched the arrowhead out for the haft of a broken blade. It didn't have a handle, but I wouldn't be swinging the weapon around so I wouldn't need one.

Slowly, unsteadily, the weapon lifted into the air. I was careful to move it slower this time, controlling it with a combination of my will, exerted through my aura. My spirit art flowed through my body and into my aura, which left my body and coiled around the hiltless blade. That seemed to make the process easier and my control increased.

Thanks to Master of the Inner Castle, my mental abilities were second to none. Using Quicksilver Thought, I found I could control two flying sword blades simultaneously.

I continued to practice and experiment, refining the ability until I grew more confident in my ability to levitate and control the iron. My aura seemed very cooperative with this new spell for a change, and I scaled up my control to three hiltless blades.

As I sat cross legged in the center of the cultivation chamber three blades orbited around me like deadly moons surrounding a planet. I opened my eyes and one after another all three blades shot forward and skewered a target I'd set up on the opposite side of the room. They tore through the cloth and fabric, leaving little more than scraps as they passed right through it and came out the other side to return to their place hovering in the air beside me.

Now this was a spell.

"Did you see that, Mac?" I said excitedly.

[You should think of a name.] Mac replied. [Perhaps The Wanderer will grant me access to any information it has on similar spells if we declare it one.]

I shrugged. "Fine then. It needs a suitably intimidating name. Iron Rain? No, Blade Dance?" I frowned. Not really liking either option I scratched my chin. "How about Sword Storm?"




Sword Storm learned.

No points purchase necessary.

Additional information on iron manipulation is now available.










CHAPTER FIVE










AFTER SUCCESSFULLY CREATING the Sword Storm spell, I used Dean's orb for a while before leaving the Cultivation Chamber. I headed right into the Smith's Workshop and spent a few hours hammering out several bars of iron and reforging some of my scraps into blades. Mac did some reading based on what The Wanderer had shared with him, but the new information was disappointingly brief.

I used what he'd gleaned to help me design new weapons. I hammered on a bar of raw iron until I had a set of three weapons that were shaped like three-sided diamonds, vaguely dagger-like in appearance. They had a narrow point at the tip, and I concentrated the best quality metal there. With the weight of the rest of the weapon behind it, these tips would punch through all but the toughest armor.

The edges were incredibly sharp, and I'd intentionally designed them to have no handles. They'd be dangerous to touch, and since they were pure iron no elf would be able to pick one up. These weapons were strictly for my personal use.

I burst out of the Smith's Workshop after carefully removing any iron fragments that might be clinging to my clothes. Doing that was easier now that I knew how to fling them off me with magic. Within moments I was clean and no longer a danger to anyone who might try to hug me by surprise.

"Alright, who's ready to unlock those nexus seals and farm some more points?" I said as I found Assyrus and Eltiana overseeing the breakdown of monster parts from our remaining kills.

Every elf at work was covered with sweat, and I spotted more than a few happily rejoicing at the fact that the pile was finally dwindling. In only a few more hours they'd be done working and could finally take a break. But they took notice of my words and a few of them sighed and morosely turned back to what was likely their hundredth monster on the chopping blocks before them as they realized I intended to grow the pile of dead monsters even bigger.

Assyrus and Eltiana gathered the rest of the Hearthwood's matriarchs. This would be more dangerous than a family adventure, so we didn't bring the whole crew this time. Besides, our children had enough loot to last them a while. We would bring Comela along to show us the way, but she was the only one of my children who was strong enough to handle herself.

Yorik, Sava, and Nela soon joined us. Korra wasn't a true mage, so she opted to stay behind and help the elves clear the southern region of the forest of any dangerous monsters, as per my wishes. Comela happily took a break from her cultivation to lead us to the first of the two new nexus seals. Unlocking these would make cultivation in the Hearthwood immensely easier, which would mean her next breakthrough to the mid mage acolyte ranks would come even sooner.

"Nela, Yorik, and I were hunting while you were busy." Sava explained. I wanted to scour the more dangerous regions of the forest to catalogue any interesting plants, and if anything wanted to attack me while I did so I figured you'd be happy for the points."

I glanced at my information log and sure enough, my point total had gone up while I was busy.

Enemies slain by followers. +500 points.

"Excellent work you three."

"Do I get an upgraded Alchemist's Laboratory yet?" Sava asked hopefully.

I chuckled. "I'm afraid you'll need to do that about twice more to manage that. Maybe three times if you're working as a team. I'm sure the rest of you ladies want a room or two upgraded from your own preferences."

Sava pouted, but smiled at the knowledge that she could become an even better alchemist than she already was.

"It isn't far from where we were." Comela assured. "The entrance isn't the most obvious, but I'm confident I can find it again without too much difficulty."

"Good." I glanced up into the sky. "I want to be back before sundown, and I plan on harvesting as many points as we can between now and then."

We were about to leave the forest when I heard quiet footsteps hit the ground behind us. Those quiet footsteps were followed by a few loud thumps, like heavy stone hitting the ground.

"Wait! Father! Take me with you!" Argona said.

"Come along and join us for the fun!" Eltiana waved to her daughter.

Assyrus elbowed her friend and fellow matriarch and Eltiana suddenly remembered something. The purple-haired little ninja forced a serious expression onto her face and said, "I know you want to do something dangerous, but as your mother I can't allow you to risk your life in a dungeon. Exploring the ruins was dangerous enough!"

Argona pouted and glanced towards me. I looked at Eltiana. "I do have a new defensive spell. I should be able to cast a shell of durability around her. With a true mage's magic protecting her she shouldn't face any real danger as long as we keep her out of harm’s way."

Argona beamed at me and Eltiana shrugged. "That's enough motherly stuff for me for one day. Come along, Argona! Let me teach you how to juggle daggers!"

"I also have these four to protect me." Argona gestured behind her, where the four elementals turned golems waited behind her. "I want to test them in combat. I modified their bodies to carry some of those weapons the Corpse Collector Company brought to the Hearthwood.

I looked the golems over to find that sure enough, they had large bronze cannons strapped to their shoulders. The weapons looked a little ungainly, but Argona must have done some work straightening out the elemental's legs because they walked smoother despite the additional weight.

"That's a great idea." I said. "I'll give you a chance to test our your golems, but I want to test something of my own, so you'll have to beat me to any monsters you want to slay."

I cast Layered Durability on both myself and Argona. I could manage about three layers right now, so I put two of them over my daughter and left the last one for myself. While we were close all three layers would work together, but if we were separated I wanted the lion's share of the spell's protective abilities to go towards my daughter.

Comela led us to a dungeon entrance, which looked much like the entrance to Mac's own dungeon before the clean-freak AI took it over.

"So you've been here before, Comela?" Nela asked. "Was there anything good? I know Malla the tailor is distraught that we've nearly wiped out the Green Barbed-Tooth Raptors. Those were one of the best-selling hides we had."

"I'm not sure if we saw any raptors, but there were these massive horned creatures with spells that had the terrifying ability to turn whatever looked at their horns to stone. That's what made us finally turn back. But that's also where we found one of the two nexus seals. The other nexus seal is the one described in the Waterbeetle tribe records." Comela explained.

Illiel glanced towards me and mouthed the word, "Basilisk."

"We have dealt with basilisks before." I assured my daughter. "You just have to be quick. Although now that I'm a true mage I might be able to neutralize its petrification spell entirely with my aura. It certainly seems to be hungry enough to eat spells."

"What about the nexus seal itself?" Sava asked. "Did you see the seal or just the doors to the seal room?"

"Just the doors." Comela confirmed. "But they were just like the one you and father found. We could even spot zeal crystals through the cracks." My children practically salivated at the mention of zeal crystals, and so did I. Zeal crystals were one of the few things that could be turned directly into points.

But I quickly quenched my sudden greed. "You remember what we had to fight for the last room full of zeal crystals we raided?"

Eltiana grinned. "A Crimson Eye Observer. Think my poison will work on a second one?"

"Maybe." I shrugged. "But I'd rather not try as risky a strategy this time. We've got plenty of true mages with us, and were not the same group we used to be."

A cave entrance yawned before us, made of stone and just wide enough for an elf to comfortably walk through. The lining on the walls looked unnaturally smooth, but in truth that was just the dungeon core trying to mimic something made by intelligent hands. The stone had been grown to resemble a set of old ruins, and the architecture vaguely resembled the facility containing the Planetary Defense Golem nearby. Perhaps that dungeon found that area and decided to mimic some of the designs it found there.

I was worried that Argona's golems wouldn't be able to follow us, but they managed to drop to all fours and crawl as easily as a four-legged animal, swiftly making their way inside the chamber before righting themselves as the entrance widened.

"Did anyone feel a faint rumbling when we entered?" Eltiana asked.

I frowned and glanced at the earth beneath us. The ley lines distorted unnaturally, but that wasn't unusual for a dungeon. I could make out a faint wobble in the smaller lines that spoke of recent changes in the earth, like ripples in a pond telling the tale of a stone recently dropped below the water.

"Now that you mention it, I do feel something." I said. "But it was probably just the dungeon doing something before we got here."

The entrance curved just a few paces in to cut down on the incoming light. Then the cavern widened and we could walk side by side again. The darkness wasn't a problem for anyone besides Argona, but Comela held her spear like a torch to illuminate the chamber anyway.

The nine of us made our way through the upper layers of the dungeon. Giant rats cowered at the sight of us and I spotted a few coffins which we popped open to kill the skeletons inside and collect their death spellhearts.

Argona tested her golems, which let loose thunderous explosions from the cannons on their shoulder. Each shot was devastating, though unfortunately every barrel was single use before Argona had to carefully reload the golem’s weapons and begin again. Still, she'd mounted enough weapons on her creations to win her nearly any fight, and even when their canons were exhausted the true mage golems could pummel most things to death with nothing but their fists.

One unfortunate skeleton was ground into dust as the golems jumped up and down on its face after blasting it to the point of helplessness with several rounds of cannon fire. A few of the shots bounced back and were stopped by my defensive spell, so Argona made a note that enclosed spaces could cause ricochets.

"That might have been painful for me if I had tested these alone." Argona said as she picked up a particularly nasty piece of shrapnel.

"Let that be a lesson to you." I said. "Don't play with explosives or powerful monsters without either me or your mother present." I glanced over at Eltiana, who had her arm down a skeleton's gullet to see if she could pull its spellheart out while it was still alive. Her body was protected from the skeleton's teeth only by virtue of her resent ascension to true mage and the boost in physical resilience it provided. Assyrus and Sava held the skeleton down, directing Eltiana's hand through the rib cage as they were also eager to see what would happen. "Maybe make having me around a priority."

When we finally came across a batch of giant rats, I activated my Sword Storm spell.

"Watch out ladies, I'm still getting the hang of this trick." I said as I held my hand over the blade hovering at my side.

"What's that Theo?" Illiel asked.

"This is my new spell." I felt my chest puff up a little with pride. "I invented it myself."

"It looks... dangerous. How are you supposed to hold that weapon. It has no handle!" Assyrus said.

"It looks cool!" Eltiana salivated. "Skewer something with it, Theo!"

At Eltiana's request, I pointed my finger and the blade shot in the direction of one of the giant rats that had been eyeballing us. It pierced right through the monster's body and popped out the other side, then skewered another rat with a wet sliding noise before continuing onward.

Both rats collapsed to the ground and I stepped forward to pull the bodies into my Dimensional Storage and send them back to the Hearthwood for processing.

"Strong." Yorik nodded in approval. "Would be very hard to fight against."

"You haven't seen anything yet." I grinned. For now, I was using only a single blade instead of the full set of three. I had the greatest level of control when focusing on just one, so right now I was flying my weapon around the room to finish off every one of the low-leveled enemies I spotted.

A giant centipede reared its head at us, only to lose it an instant later. Next, a pair of raptors charged us only for my flying piece of iron to pass through both their necks the instant they entered my line of sight.

"Ha! Mine again!" I said as I took down two more raptors.

"I wanted to have my golems fight that one..." Argona said.

"You'll have to be faster than that if you want to steal my points!" I teased my daughter.

"Ugh." Sava sighed. "At this rate I'll never get my new Alchemist's Laboratory."

Enemies slain! +600 points.

No enemies slain by followers.

"You're all just jealous of my new trick." I laughed. "I'm sure Princess Tivana will appreciate the power of my new spell. Did I mention I developed this entirely on my own?"

"It is a very impressive spell for something you simply came up with, father." Comela agreed.

"Yes, you've mentioned that several times. And we've all said that our patriarch is the greatest and most clever man alive." Sava said dryly. "We've got to stop praising you before your head gets too big to fit in the Hearthwood."

"This isn't even its final form..." I said under my breath.

Just wait until I activate all three blades!

We continued making our way through the dungeon. This one had slightly more difficult monsters than the dungeon under Castle Mac and more of them, but they were no challenge to our powerful party.

Like the dungeon we were used to, the second level was filled with Barbed-Tooth raptors, which got progressively stronger until we reached their nest towards the end of the floor. At that point there were finally enough targets for me to pull my second blade out of my Dimensional Storage and activate it. The blade swam through the air alongside its sister, unpairing only when I directed it towards another target. This was the strategy I found worked best for controlling multiple blades at the same time, though I could keep them entirely independent if I pushed myself.

Raptors died one after another. These monsters seemed to have limited self-preservation instincts, or maybe the fact that I was threatening their eggs convinced them to charge me all at once. At any rate, I simply stood with my arms behind my back as my flying blades did all the work.

"This is so much more efficient than running them through with a spear or trying to lure them into a spike trap." I remarked as my blades spun around me like tiny deadly whirlwinds.

I noticed a raptor edging close to Argona and I reached into my Dimensional Storage to pull out an umbrella, which I unfolded and held over my daughter.

An instant later one of my blades swept through the raptor creeping up on her and sent a fountain of raptor blood soaring into the air and dripping all over my umbrella. My deft action saved either of us from getting any gore on us, which would save me much criticism from Mac.

The raptor howled a dying gasp and crawled towards Argona despite its wound. It let out a heavy gasping breath that ruffled my daughter’s hair and threatened to spray her with saliva and mucus.

I smiled down at Argona and pushed the strand of hair on her head back where it was supposed to be as I deflected the splash and directed my flying blade to put the raptor out of its misery.

Yorik sighed as she leaned on her hammer. She'd started getting bored ages ago when it became apparent that she'd never even make it to a raptor before my flying blades killed it. Sava was examining a tuft of moss she'd found on the walls of this dungeon and was comparing it with a sample from the dungeon we normally visited. Eltiana occasionally threw a dagger or two, but her weapons only managed to get the raptors bleeding out, which wasn't enough to steal the kill from me when I could send my flying blades right through their heads.

Assyrus had picked up a pair of Waterbeetles she'd found in one of the previous chambers and was trying to build a little cage for the two of them so she could take them home, and Illiel had pulled out a book to read while we walked. Only my daughter Comela maintained an air of vigilance, but her spear was completely bloodless. She performed her role as a magical torchbearer amiably and happily congratulated me every time we cleared another room.

"I'm glad my sisters didn't all come along." Comela said. "I'm afraid we might start to treat these raptors lightly after seeing how easily you're slaying them now, father."

Comela had dealt with ordinary Barbed-Tooth Raptors before, but the variant we faced now was the rare crested variety. While similar, these raptors only lived in the nests of the barbed-tooth raptors and were both faster and stronger than their uncrested cousins. Luckily, they seemed to die just as easily to my new spell as the other raptors while simultaneously providing me with more points for each one slain.

"I'm pleased that you're wise enough to see that, Comela." I said as I cut through five more raptors. "These things can be deadly foes if you don't have the right tools to destroy them. Real iron takes a better edge than even the finest ironwood. Also, as a true mage, I'm a bit overqualified to fight these things. Honestly, if I didn't need points so badly I'd leave them for you and Argona to fight for experience."

"How would you suggest I fight them, father?" Comela asked.

"As your father, I'd say you shouldn't fight them at all. I'd rather keep you safe and locked in our castle leading troops from behind a desk." I chuckled. "But as your patriarch, I'd advise you to open with a ranged attack, like the Star Dragon's Descent spell you like to use. You can use the Farsight spell that your mother likes to help you aim if you need it. Star Dragon's Descent takes time to charge but if you choose your battlefield well you can pick a place where your enemy will be forced to give you that time."

"Like standing behind a wall or just beyond treacherous terrain?"

"Exactly! And then if your opening spell fails to kill or even hurt the raptor, you'll need to switch to something for close combat. If you have a defensive spell you can't keep active for an entire fight, that's when you would activate it before fighting with your spear. Raptors mainly attack with their teeth and claws, so you should equip yourself against those weapons before the battle even begins. Between your armor and your defensive spells, you should exchange favorably for at least the first set of blows.

"Crown of the Sun and Solar Radiance are both good choices to help you at that point. After that you should either be winning decisively or preparing to fall back. If the raptor managed to foil all those spells then you're in trouble and you should use whatever talismans or potions you keep for emergencies."

Comela tightened her grip around her spear and nodded as she watched the raptors fleeing from us as though she were eyeing her lifetime rival. "Understood father. I know you're trying to gather as many points as you can, but would it be too much to ask for me to be allowed to face one? I'd like to test myself against one in single combat, and you seem to be able to dispatch them in an instant, so this is the safest situation I'll ever be in to try."

I frowned in thought before eventually nodding. "Alright. For my precious little girl, I can sacrifice one raptor." I looked to the far corner of the room where a particularly small crested raptor huddled against the wall, battered from a previous fight.

"Hey, you didn't let me kill one!" Sava protested.

I ignored Sava and pointed my hand at it and beckoned it towards me. Behind the raptor, a Stone Obelisk sprouted out of the ground and pushed it in our direction.

This raptor was wiser than most because it tried to flee once it realized it was being pushed closer towards our group, but a dozen more Stone Obelisks popped out of the ground around it, creating a makeshift cage. More Stone Obelisks popped out of the ground one after another, forming an enclosed path that only let it move in the direction Comela stood, waiting with her spear leveled and ready.

"This one's all yours, precious." I said.

Comela nodded and leveled her spear, opening with Star Dragon's Descent just as I'd suggested. The raptor lowered its head, knowing it had to kill this elf to escape. It charged forward and Comela's spell activated. Comela wasn't powerful enough to fill the corridor with sunlight zeal, and her beam was small enough that the raptor could duck aside and lunge past her.

Comela activated the pair of defensive and melee spells I suggested and fought the raptor in a quick exchange of blows that ended with the raptor taking a wound to the throat just as Comela was forced to jump back.

"Well fought, Comela." Assyrus said.

"You should have poisoned your spear first!" Eltiana said. "Then you'd have already won."

"You can just wait for it to bleed out now." Illiel said as she glanced up from her book. "It will die sooner or later. No need to risk further injury."

"Crush its skull beneath your heel!" Yorik commanded. "Then its tribe will know you are to be feared!"

Comela steadied herself as she eyed the raptor. She'd just used most her spells along with a large portion of her zeal. The raptor knew it was dying and looked like it wanted to take its killer out with it.

In either case, it seemed like the fight was settled so I sent one of my flying blades through the raptor's head to claim the points.

Enemies slain! +800 points.

"Sorry, dear." I apologized. "It just looked too tempting. And unlike with your mother and the rest of the matriarchs, I wouldn't get any points at all if you killed it."

Comela panted in reply, finally letting the tip of her spear drop. "Its... alright, Dad. It would have died and I would have won. If I'd just aimed a little lower it wouldn't have been able to dodge my initial attack."

"You'll do better next time. Tell you what, I'll have them skin and stuff this one for you. We can fill it with cotton and you can keep it in your bedroom to remember the first raptor you killed!" I scribbled a note on a piece of paper while my flying blades cleaned up the remaining raptors. I stuck the note to the raptor's corpse and sent it back to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage.

I spent a minute walking around the room collecting all the remaining raptor corpses and the unguarded eggs they left behind. The Claw Tamer tribe was hard at work trying to breed a tame version of this raptor, that way they'd still be around as a resource we cleaned them out of the dungeon. I figured they'd want more eggs to get a new sample of genetics. The unused eggs could be sold to Grotkins the hobgoblin.

The ground tremored again, stopping as soon as it started. If I hadn't been an earth cultivator I wouldn't have noticed it.

"I felt something again!" Eltiana said.

"I've never heard of earthquakes in the Hearthwood, so I'd wager the dungeon core is up to something." I replied.

We descended to the next level of the dungeon to find a series of precipices that spanned a wide gulf that plunged downward into a bottomless abyss. Ordinarily, a mage acolyte would hop from one platform to the next, carefully maintaining their balance. Eltiana cleared the entire distance in one massive leap that seemed like she was half-flying. I did fly using my flying sword and simply soared over the obstacle, tossing Argona over my shoulder as we did so. Yorik and I played catch with her golems to get them across.

Sava simply shifted through space and wound up on the other side. Assyrus made the full leap, though it was more challenging for her than it had been for Eltiana. Nela did something with her aura that briefly materialized a pair of crimson draconian wings. The wings stretched wide and she glided across. Out of all of us, Comela was the only one who completed the dungeon's challenge as intended.

Perhaps our display of power annoyed whatever intelligence this dungeon core possessed, because the next room had six large lizards waiting for us.

"Everyone, avert your eyes!" Comela warned. "That's the Stone Watcher Basilisk! This thing is deadly, and now there are six of them! We have to fall back!"

Stone Watcher Basilisk (late mage acolyte, level 17)

Comela's warning would have come too late. The basilisks had positioned themselves in an even circle around the entrance to the room, and all of them emerged from the shadows at the same time. Our eyes were naturally drawn to their glowing horns, which would petrify anyone on sight.

But I didn't need Comela’s warning. My senses were sharper after reaching true mage, and my mind was quicker after cultivating Master of the Inner Castle. I watched the spell as it formed on the basilisks form and followed it as it shot through the air towards me. It stuck to my aura like a thick tarry substance, trying to convert any flesh that it touched into stone.

Of course, my true mage aura laughed at the attack of a mage acolyte and gobbled the spell up in an instant. A true mage's aura was capable of suppressing the effects of iron, let alone this mage acolyte level petrification spell. The combined magic of six basilisks was snuffed out in an instant under the power of my aura and my two Sword Storm blades hovered over either of my shoulders.

I'd been leading the group so they targeted me first. I dropped the stone golem I'd been carrying over my shoulder to block everyone else's view and Argona ordered it to march forward.

I stepped forward and grabbed one of the basilisks by the horn. It tried to buck under my grasp, but despite the difference in size between us I was rooted to the earth like an unmovable mountain.

I snapped the horn off the basilisk’s head. It tried to lunge upward and bite me, but I slammed my fist into the top of its skull, popping its head and splattering it into the ground.

I examined the horn under mage sight, but to my disappointment I couldn't make out what manner of magical networks inside generated the petrification spell.

I hadn't thought about that since I'd last faced a basilisk, but now that I was fighting one of these things again, I realized their petrification was definitely an earth aspect spell. Perhaps I could craft a spell that could have the same effect?

The rest of the basilisks turned on me after realizing turning a stone golem into stone wouldn't accomplish anything. I stood still and let them activate their petrification spells again. I activated Quicksilver Thought not to dodge their attacks, but to study them.

"I still don't get how it works..." I muttered as the spell splashed harmlessly against my aura again.

I couldn't figure out how to replicate their natural spell. Perhaps the piece I was missing was what the spell did when it hit flesh and started turning it to stone. But to experiment with that I'd need to capture one of these creatures alive.

"Argona, can you control the golems without stepping into this room?" I asked.

"To be honest, it's more Mac controlling them than me." Argona said. "I just need to maintain them and see how they fare in battle so I can make changes accordingly."

I suspected Mac had been listening through whatever passed as the golem's ears, because all four of the golems lurched to attention.

"Good. I want you to tackle those basilisks. I want to bring them home with us." I said. "Mac, I'd like another monster den for these creatures. I plan on studying their magic when I have the time."

Monsters slain and monsters defeated! +1000 points.

Monster Den purchased -250 points.

The golems managed to subdue four of the five remaining basilisks, molding themselves around the monsters like giant stone manacles. The last one lunged at me in a final attempt to claw me to death when its magic was clearly ineffective. It gnawed on my arm ineffectually and scratched some of my clothes, but it was unable to get through my Layered Durability spell to so much as poke a hole in my garments.

I sent a flying blade through the monster's head and pulled it into my Dimensional Storage for disassembly. These things kept a spellheart inside them after reaching mage acolyte and were particularly valuable to earth aspect cultivators like me.

"You can all come in now." I said. "The basilisks are either dead or have their horns trapped in stone, courtesy of Argona." I said.

"It seems you got to see more action on this trip than we did." Eltiana poked her daughter playfully.

"I'm glad I could be helpful." Argona blushed.

"How much further to the nexus seal?" I asked Comela.

"I'm... not really certain. The last time I was here there was only one basilisk, and the door was right beyond it. Now though the door is nowhere in sight."

"The dungeon moved the room on us." Assyrus said.

"Darn cheater." I grumbled. "Scan the room. There has to be a secret passageway."

We started digging, scratching, and turning over rocks to find anything more than dirt and gravel.

Eventually, Yorik got frustrated and started slamming her hammer against various walls. Dungeon walls were notoriously sturdy, and to break through them you typically had to be several levels stronger than anyone the dungeon was meant to challenge. That's why we were all surprised when one of Yorik's swings burst through the wall in a shower of pebbles and tiny stones.

When the dust cleared, we saw a peculiar sight. There was what appeared to be a floor at waist height, slowly sinking deeper before our eyes. In its place one of the raptor dens we'd already cleared was descending to fill the gap.

"The dungeon's trying to hide the nexus room!" Eltiana shouted. "That's what I was feeling this whole time."

"I knew I sensed earth moving in here. But it's going to need to do better than that if it wants to stop us." I chuckled.

Yorik started hammering at the floor while I raised Stone Obelisks beneath it to stop it from falling any further. The dungeon core had been dumping zeal into these walls for centuries, so I couldn't hope to compete with it in terms of brute force, but I could weaken its control over the walls. By interfering with the dungeon core's own earth magic it wouldn't be able to continue moving the floor like it planned.

The dungeon core's actions felt strange. They weren't supposed to act against individual invaders so vindictively. Maybe more powerful dungeon cores could think on their own, but besides Mac none of the ones I'd seen were fully sentient.

Despite hammering her heart out, Yorik wasn't able to do more than chip a few flakes off the zeal-infused stone around us. I had a few weapons still from Wood's Edge that I didn't mind blunting, so I shoved them into every crack in the slab of stone and used them as wedges while Yorik hammered away and we tried to split off larger pieces of the floor. Meanwhile, the rest of the girls scouted for alternative passages.

"Dungeon Core!" I growled in frustration. "You must have been visited by my friend, Dean the Destroyer! He set up that nexus seal and left everything inside it for me. You were only supposed to guard it until my arrival! Hand it over and we'll leave your dungeon without killing any more of your creatures."

A voice echoed through my mind in the way only Mac's had before.

[Mine!]

It hissed jealously.

I pinched my temples. "It felt like there were aspects of mind magic in those words."

I pulled my Anti-mind magic pendant out of my Dimensional Storage and put it around Argona's neck.

"Illeil, Yorik, you'll need to protect everyone else. I want to try antagonizing this rock."

The both of them nodded and Illiel led Yorik in a defensive mind-aspect spell.

I cast a mind magic spell of my own. Mind Trap. It was a spell specially designed for dealing with mental invaders.

"Listen here you stupid greedy little rock!" I said. "You're sitting on something that belongs to me! Didn't Dean put some sort of restriction device on you to keep you from getting testy like this?"

[Die. DIE. DIEEEE!] The voice shouted in my head. I waited for it to try to push into my thoughts so I could activate my Mind Trap spell, but it did nothing more.

"Swing at the wall a few more times, Yorik." I said to my companion. Then I raised my voice and directed it towards the dungeon core. "We're going to get through this floor eventually!"

[DIE!] The dungeon core shouted mutely in response.

Then the floor of the room we were standing in suddenly gave way.

We fell three stories, but I caught Argona as we fell and she was the only one of us who could be injured over such a short fall. Most of us landed on our feet. When Comela climbed to hers, she lit the tip of her spear up and illuminated the large chamber we'd wound up in.

We were surrounded by a horde of monsters.

Argona hugged me tighter and peered around my side.

"Damn. Perhaps I should have left the kids at home after all."










CHAPTER SIX










GLOWING EYES SURROUNDED us. Undead Abominations, Basilisks, Crested Barbed-tooth raptors, and worst of all, Crimson Eye Observers.

I looked around the room and silently asked Mac to scan the lot of them. This deep into another dungeon his powers were limited, but he was able to give me the numbers.




Thirty Crested Barbed-Tooth Raptors (Early Mage Acolyte, level 13)

Six Undead Abominations (Mid Mage Acolyte, level 17)

Four Stone Watcher Basilisks (Late Mage Acolyte, level 17)

Three Crimson Eye Observers (Late True Mage, level 28)




"Comela, stick close to your sister. I have a spell on her that will protect the two of you." I instructed.

"You don't need me to fight?" Comela asked hesitantly. She looked at the horde of monsters around us, growling, hissing, and gnashing their teeth. Their malevolent snarls promised great violence without a shred of mercy.

"Let us take care of this. My defensive spells should hold up to anything besides those Crimson Eye Observers. They're going to be the toughest of the lot." I said.

"What's the plan, Theo?" Eltiana asked.

"See how the Crimson Eye Observers are riding on the shoulders of the Undead Abominations? I don't think there's enough zeal for them to float this far away from the nexus seal. They'll still be deadly, but they'll be slower to turn. If you can get behind them, you should be able to take them out. I'll do the same for another one, and Sava can teleport behind the third. After that, we'll clean up the rest of this little army."

Everyone nodded and without wasting another breath, the Hearthwood Clan charged into battle once again.

Assyrus summoned her water elemental. Both she and her elemental hit the enemy line like a war wagon, and even the gigantic Undead Abominations stumbled as she pushed them aside.

Sava let out a dark laugh as she reached into the pouch at her waist and splashed glowing green liquid in all directions. The liquid ate into the ground and raptors howled as their flesh burned and became fuel for the crimson flowers that blossomed against their skin. Then Sava disappeared, only to reappear behind one of the Undead Abominations carrying a Crimson Eye Observer with another vial of the same substance in hand.

Illiel turned to look at a Basilisk, and instead of trying to turn Illiel to stone the Basilisk froze instead. After a long moment of contemplation, it turned and began casting its petrification spell on the Undead Abominations behind it instead. Illiel hopped on the monster’s back, riding it like a mount.

Yorik hefted her hammer and twirled around in a circle, winding up for a truly heavy swing. In doing so, she knocked a dozen creatures aside and crushed several more. When her blow hit the leg of an Undead Abomination, it's entire lower half exploded across the room, killing several raptors in the process.

Nela leveled her spear and cut a swath across the line of monsters with a ray of brilliant light. The bar of energy divided raptors and basilisks in half as it passed and even caught the attention of one of the Crimson Eye Observers, who fired a beam of its own from its iris. That beam met Nela's ray midway and negated the power of Nela's offensive spell.

Eltiana followed our plan and jumped behind the Undead Abomination that was currently mitigating Nela's attack. It was too slow to turn around and soon had a thin iron-tipped sword plunged into its back. Eltiana triggered the enchantment on the weapon and poured deadly poison into the Crimson Eye Observer. Between the iron and the Cursed Venom Concoction it had just been infected with, the Crimson Eye Observer writhed in agony. That wouldn't be enough to kill it fast though, and the monster managed to whirl several of its smaller eye stalks around and shoot at Eltiana with their own little deadly beams. She ducked, climbing the Undead Abomination like a tree as she hid from the Crimson Eye Observer's view and waited to land another strike.

I didn't let my women fight alone. By the time they jumped into battle I'd already deployed both my Sword Storm blades and had them circle around the room to flank the monsters. I picked out one Crimson Eye Observer in the center of the mass of monsters and locked my two eyes with its large central one.

I saw red light illuminate its iris as the monster lit with its characteristic crimson glow. The monster quickly funneled that light into a beam which it shot in my direction.

I glanced towards the ground, quickly identifying all the ley lines in the chamber. I jumped to the side so I was standing over one and activated Unearthly Movement just as the Crimson Eye Observer fired a beam of energy at me.

I popped up across the room and edged my two Storm Blades closer to the creature when I surfaced. But the monster knew how to use all those eyes adorning its body for sight as well as auxiliary weapons, because the moment I was visible it turned its primary eye in my direction and fired another blast of energy.

I had a brief instant to edge my Storm Sword blades a little bit closer to the Crimson Eye Observer before its attack forced me to sink back into the ley line I was standing on.

We played a game of cat and mouse. I avoided its attacks, popping out of one corner of the room and reappearing in another. I was getting a better feel for timing when using the Unearthly Steps and could roughly guess where I'd end up, but I still appeared too close to a raptor or a basilisk a few times and nearly let myself linger long enough to get blasted.

But I didn't get hit by the eye beam. I was too quick for the Crimson Eye Observer to lock onto and I dove in and out of the earth every time it came close. The Storm Sword blades circled closer as I played a defensive battle and after moments that felt like hours they were finally close enough to strike.

The Crimson Eye Observer had noticed my weapons circling around to attack it. It knew those blades would take its life if it left them alone, so it turned its main eye to the first blade, firing a mighty blast of energy towards each of them. The power in the Crimson Eye Observer's attack quickly produced enough heat to melt my iron weapon into a puddle of molten slag. It turned and did the same to the other incoming blade. My control over the weapons dimmed as they were heated beyond recognizability and they fell lifelessly to the ground.

But destroying those two blades cost my opponent a few vital moments. That was all the time I needed to deploy my third Storm Sword blade. That blade whipped towards my enemy while it was distracted and shot straight through the massive crimson eye.

After the blow was struck, the Crimson Eye Observer didn't even seem to understand what had happened. It twitched violently, spitting out unfocused beams of light in all directions as fluid leaked from its body.

I summoned my Sword Storm blade again, and it passed through the Crimson Eye Observer's body again from the other side. I directed it back and forth, shooting through the monster's body until the monster looked like sliced cheese.

Only after it had more wounds than intact flesh did the monster finally die. It let loose a hideous screech, the monster collapsed and slid from the Undead Abomination's shoulder, hitting the ground with a wet thud and splattering like a popped egg yolk.

Eltiana's Crimson Eye Observer would be in similar straits eventually, but for now the poison she'd stuffed into it hadn't been enough to stop it from shooting beams of destructive light at the purple-haired ninja.

Eltiana had become more agile than ever after bonding with the aura fragment of the previous Black Scale leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate and becoming a true mage, but she was still only at the first layer of true mage. The monster she faced was a late true mage, and it showed. Even with a weapon like Hero's Bane and a great deal of poison Eltiana was struggling to avoid the monster's attacks.

So I lent her a hand. Once the Crimson Eye Observer had to deal with both my Storm Sword blade and Eltiana herself, it was quickly overwhelmed. Eventually, Eltiana landed a second sword slash, pumping the monster full of even more poison. Shortly after that my Storm Sword blade perforated its innards much like the first one I'd taken down.

When that Crimson Eye Observer followed its kin and splattered on the ground, Eltiana and I were both free to deal with the last Crimson Eye Observer. With Sava also fighting, the monster didn't stand a chance.

"The big threats are dead." Sava panted. "What now?"

"Now," I grinned, "I harvest points."

I reached into my Dimensional Storage and flung out the sharpest pieces of broken metal I could find. My control with more than three weapons at a time was lacking, but I could still fling clumps of metal around if I kept them to three major groups. I did exactly that, scattering iron fragments about me and sending them spinning in a circle like I was in the eye of a deadly tornado.

"Stick close to me!" I instructed as I jumped backwards to pull Argona and Comela into my arms. The matriarchs of the Hearthwood quickly fell back and gathered around me. Then I pushed the swirling maelstrom of iron out and away from me with the intention of cutting everything that wasn't next to me to ribbons.

In this enclosed room, there was nowhere to run. Undead Abominations, Crested Barbed-Tooth Raptors, and Stone Watcher Basilisks were all shredded to bloody paste. Seconds turned to nearly a minute as I kept my Sword Storm active, cutting through everything in the room.

When I felt the spell start eating into my power reserves I finally dropped it and pulled the iron back into my Dimensional Storage except for the one Sword Storm blade built for use with the spell. That one was far easier to control than haphazard chunks of scrap, and consumed far less energy as it hovered beside me.




Enemies Slain! +3225 points!

Enemies slain by followers. +475 points!

Three Crimson Eye Observer aura fragments collected.




I let myself fall backwards to the ground and Sava passed me a restorative potion that would replenish my energy reserves. I drank it in one gulp and took a few deep breaths as I steadied myself and got back to my feet.

"Father... what. How?" Comela whispered, eyes wide.

"I couldn't let those monsters hurt the two of you." I laughed and embraced my two kids. "Or any of my women either." I said, beckoning the Hearthwood's matriarchs into an embrace.

"Someday," Argona began, "people everywhere will whisper about that spell in envy and fear."

"Mhm." Yorik grunted in agreement. "The spell of a great warchief."

Illiel passed around her Dwarven Cleaning Stone to get the filth off all of us and I walked about the room to pull all the bodies into my Dimensional Storage. The poor workers back in the Hearthwood would have to toil through the night again if they wanted to take care of these bodies before they went bad. I was particularly curious to see what could be done with the flesh of a Crimson Eye Observer. Nela suggested that sunlight cultivators from the Songstone Clan might be able to use their aura fragments to reach true mage, so I had Mac pack them safely away in the beginning of our own aura fragment repository, modeled after the one Princess Tivana had shared with me.



***


When I was finally feeling ready for battle again and we'd taken everything we could from the battlefield, I started looking for an exit. Yorik banged on the walls again, but this time I was the one who spotted the false wall. The ley lines running through it looked peculiar and when I used them to get to the other side of the wall I found the barrier to be flimsy and easily shattered.

"Sense that?" Sava said once we'd broken through the false wall. "The zeal concentration in the air just increased. We're headed towards the nexus seal."

"And most likely the dungeon core as well." I added. "The room we just fought in should have been the core room. My guess is that the Dungeon Core moved into the nexus room at some point."

We headed down the hall in a tight group, but no more monsters appeared. That little army must have been everything the dungeon had to throw at us.

"That's it! That's the door I saw!" Comela said as soon as the end of the tunnel came into sight.

This door seemed more opulent than the one we'd found in the dungeon at the center of the town of Hearthwood. A few symbols adorned its face, crafted dull gray metal that was starting to rust in the damp underground air. Rot was beginning to poke holes through the door, and I could faintly make out the characteristic glow of a nexus seal beyond it. The symbols looked like a mix of language and decoration. The design of the writing seemed lofty and proud, like it looked down on all other species.

I poked the rust and part of it flaked off. "This is made of iron." I realized. "But it doesn't look like the kind of thing Dean would make."

"Agreed." Sava said. "Your friend's sense of aesthetics is... unique."

I kicked the door, knocking it off its hinges and sending it spiraling to the ground. I sucked the iron off the door and moved it into my Dimensional Storage, then strode into the room.

The moment I set foot into the room, something lunged at me. It was fast and humanoid, carrying a rusty dagger that looked very similar to the metal on the door.

"Theo!" Illiel shouted in warning. After seeing my assailant lunge for me she bit her lip and began putting together a mind spell.

Yorik was more direct in her aid and bashed my attacker in the back of the head with a hammer.

I heard a clunking sound, more akin to the sound of a hammer hitting a metal drum than anything made of flesh.

Meanwhile I was struggling to keep the iron dagger in my attacker's hand from perforating my skin. I was surprised at how much I was struggling over the weapon. I could punch holes through walls and toss basilisks like they were kittens, and yet I was struggling against this man attacking me.

And it was a man, I could tell now that he'd stepped into the light. I would have said he looked human, but his body was strange. it was warped and disfigured, with eyes too big for his head and limbs too long. His hands were nearly twice the size of mine despite him having the smaller frame.

His large eyes glared at me, bloodshot from corner to corner. They glared at me, pupils as wide as coins in the dim light.

Suddenly, the man clutched his head. Illiel's mental attack must have been successful. An instant later Yorik's second hammer bash to the skull knocked him off me. Sava wrapped his legs in a set of vines while Assyrus stepped on his back and Eltiana held a knife threateningly.

"Hold on." I said as I tore the dagger free from the man's grip and searched him for any more weapons. I found a handle attached to a bulbous sphere hanging on his hip. It had a trigger on it and I thought it might be some sort of gun, but when I pulled the trigger nothing happened.

Other than the knife, the man only had a set of keys on him.




New species discovered! Doppleganger

The Dopplegangers are a race of void-dwelling marauders. With no known worlds of their own, they travel through empty space, and plunder the resources they need to build new ships. Their vessels are nimble in both air and space and their presence has frequently put an end to the early dreams of many races hoping to expand to other worlds.




"An alien!" I shouted and jumped backwards. "Watch out ladies!"

"Relax Theo." Sava soothed. "This wouldn't be the first alien man we've dealt with. And if you remember I was very careful with you."

The alien snarled ferally, seemingly not caring about the dagger Eltiana had pressed to his throat.

"He's not as polite as I was." I muttered. "Or as handsome, I think."

Eltiana poked the alien in the throat with the tip of her blade to stop him from wriggling. "Who are you? What are you? And why are you in the Hearthwood?"

The alien hissed. "Mine! Die!"

"That sounds just like the voice we heard earlier. We thought it was coming from the dungeon core." Assyrus said.

"No wonder the dungeon was behaving strangely. This creature must have seized the core. It's probably somewhere in this room." Sava said.

I knelt down on the floor so I could look at the alien at eye-level.

"Speak." I commanded. "Answer the questions."

"Die! Die!" It hissed, apparently speaking one of the only two elvish words it understood. It spat in my direction, but I quickly sidestepped it.

I struck the alien across the face. It winced at the blow, glaring up at me with hungry eyes. Finally, it said something in its own language. The sounds were garbled and guttural, but that was enough for The Wanderer to get a grip on them.




New language detected! Now analyzing...

10%... 20%... 27%...




"Keep him talking." I instructed. The alien went silent, so Yorik kicked him in the side. After several more kicks the alien finally understood what we were getting at and kept battling in that disturbing language.




Language analysis now at 60%... 80%... 100%

New language pack available! Basic package available for 250 points?

Language pack purchased.




I selected one of the lower point-cost options from the list of translation features The Wanderer presented to me and soon the aliens words started making sense.

"Stupid elves. Stupid human. Why a human, of all creatures! But he looks weak. Could take him, maybe. Sell his body and buy a new ship..." the alien said, I let it keep talking, thinking I couldn't understand it.

He continued to hurl threats and insults at us in his own tongue. Not much of it was of use, but I began to understand that the ship the alien referenced was neither an airship, nor a sea ship. It was a spaceship! He was a visitor from a distant world, and after a minor power struggle which ended badly for this particular alien, he was forced to take off in the space faring equivalent of a rubber dingy and landed here on the planet of elves to patch a few holes in his hull and get himself operational again.

When the alien finally started winding down and stopped saying anything useful, I cleared my throat and said my first words in his own language.

"That's a very interesting tale, and quite an unfortunate one for you. It seems there's no one coming rescue you." I said. The alien looked up at me in shock when it heard words it understood. "You... how? Are you not a natural human? Has your body already been stolen? Maybe you're one of my kind?"

The alien looked more frightened at that prospect than anything.

"From what you've said, it seems as though your kind doesn't treat mine too nicely." I shook my head. Stealing bodies? Sure, there were some elves who coveted my body, but usually they had a more pleasant fate in mind for me than stealing my skin. Besides, most understood the good sense in keeping my charming personality intact.

The alien snorted. "We can use those bodies better."

"I'm sure many would envy my current living situation." I chuckled. "But I certainly don't plan on giving it up. Now quickly, give me a reason to keep you alive."

The alien raised its hands non-threateningly, as though trying to ward me off from attacking it. Then it suddenly reached for its collar. There was a pin there, as small as the head of a needle. I'd mistaken it for decoration at first, but now it was flashing red.

"That's a bad sign." I said. I pointed my finger at the monster and my Sword Storm blade hovered over my shoulder. "Stop that from blinking or I'll run you through."

The alien cackled sickeningly. From the rear side of the cavern, something clanked open. I heard the whirring of motors and a heavy weight rolled across the floor, crunching zeal crystals as it went.

"Comela, Argona, find cover!" I commanded. The two of them ducked behind a pile of zeal crystals at the same time the mechanized tank rolled around the corner.

It was about as tall as I was but several times as wide. Hewn from solid iron, it chugged across the ground and puffed a cloud of smoke.

Without wasting a moment, the tank opened fire and launched a missile out of a barrel the size of my fist.

My layered durability barrier shattered under the force of the attack, but with Quicksilver Thought I was fast enough to trace its path through the air. The projectile was made of iron with notches carved all along it. Odds were it would explode on contact, spraying iron around the room and threatening to kill all my elves.

Damn it, that was my trick!

I raised my hands and grabbed the tank round rocketing towards me, wrapping my fingers around the piece of cold metal. The projectile pushed me backwards and I let it carry me into the far wall, slowing it down as gently as possible.

My back hit the wall with enough force to shatter the zeal crystals behind me, but I stopped the missile from detonating. I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage, where Mac would know how to safely disable it.

While I caught the missile, I sent my remaining Storm Sword blade into the barrel of the gun. I couldn't shred the tank's iron body as easily as I could flesh, but just having something in the barrel should stop it from firing again.

The tank opened fire with its secondary weapon and a hail of bullets shot around the room. I shielded my eyes as several of the bullets hit me and left deep red welts across my skin. The lead deformed when it hit me, squishing into flat little disks that tumbled to the ground.

"Sava! I need a wall! Assyrus, knock it off its footing!" I yelled.

Sava used her magic to grow a wall of vines between the girls and the tank. Meanwhile, Assyrus cast her knock back spell and tipped the tank over onto its side, facing away from us.

The machine trained its barrel, looking for a target it could hit. It found one in the form of Argona peeking her head out over the pile of zeal crystals she and her sister were using for cover.

I could hear the mechanism inside winding up to unleash another hail of gunfire. I dashed forward to protect my children. On my way, I grabbed the alien prisoner by the throat. He seemed to have lost the strength that matched mine after our brief scuffle and was now helpless in my grasp.

I held him up like a shield between my children and the mechanism. I hoped that the tank would recognize its master and hold its fire, but apparently this alien race didn't build drones as good as we did back on earth.

The tank unleashed a storm of bullets anyway, perforating the alien’s body. I stood behind him, using the alien to shield myself and soften the blows. Comela pulled her sister back under cover and once I saw they were out of harm's way I jumped on top of the toppled tank.

I grabbed the barrel of the gun mounted to the tank, which was already hot enough to burn my fingers. I yanked on the barrel and tugged at the gun until the whole thing tore free, then tossed it aside.

Wires spilled out with the gun and I reached inside and looked for something important. The innards of the machine were a haphazard mass of wires, but I realized it wasn't built entirely on technology. When I opened it up it became apparent that the inside had enchanted devices performing as many functions as the tangled mess of wires.

I quickly found something that looked like a power wire and tore it out of its plug. The machine whirred softly until it collapsed to nothing and went still.

When the tank was disabled, I got back up and strode over to the alien. He hadn't been able to deal with a hail of bullets as well as I could, and he was leaking blood all over the floor. I kicked him with my boot but he didn't even twitch.




Enemy Slain! +325 points




I pulled the remains of the alien into my Dimensional Storage for later examination. "We need to look through the rest of the room. If this guy had more surprises like that one I think he would have used them, but I want us to be certain."



***


After making sure there were no threats in the cavern, Sava sat me down and dabbed at my wounds with a small cotton ball dipped in healing ointment. Under her ministrations the bruises quickly returned to a normal color.

"Does that stuff have to sting so much?" I winced as Sava applied another dose to her cotton ball. "I think it hurts more than the bullets did."

"Aww, is my big strong patriarch afraid of his medicine?" Sava teased. "Do I need to whisper that everything is going to be okay in your ear while I treat you? I can do that, you know."

I rolled my eyes. "What about everyone else?"

"They're fine. You're the only person who got hurt. Thank you for protecting us, Theo." Sava sighed. "The only things that aren't okay are the zeal crystals. That stupid thing used half of them in his bucket of goop! There's only ten or twenty thousand left for us!"

"Good heavens, how on earth shall we go on?" I laughed. "Okay, I think that's enough ointment. It’ll only take my body an hour or two to heal the rest on its own. Now what's that you said about a bucket of goop?"

"Father! Come look at this!" Argona yelled from around the corner to get my attention.

"Argona! I'm glad to see you're okay. You're unhurt?"

Argona nodded. "I am. Thanks to you. Sorry for the trouble, Dad. But look, you're really going to want to see this."

My daughter grabbed my hand and pulled me around the corner.

We arrived to find a peculiar contraption resting on a pile of zeal crystals. My assailant must have spent the past year or more hacking zeal crystals off the wall and funneling them into this device. Even now, zeal crystals were dissolving into a lifeless puddle, giving off energy as they did so..

"This looks like a generator." I said as I poked at what appeared to be the energy production device. "The liquid uses the zeal crystals to create kinetic energy, which turns the generator and generates electricity."

"Generator? Electricity?" Argona asked in confusion.

"It's like lightning. The kind of energy that flashes in the sky during a storm." I explained.

"Or the kind lightning cultivators can shoot from their fingertips?" Comela added.

"Right. Only in this case it's being used for more than just a crude attack. The electrons are traveling through these wires here over to..." I followed the wires around a pile of zeal crystals already prepared for use in the energy generator and found something I immediately recognized. "...his ship."

I stared at the space vessel in surprise, stroking my hand across its exterior, made out of the same iron that had adorned the door outside.

"Be careful!" I warned my daughters. "There's a lot of iron in here. I'll try to extract it"

"What is that thing, father?" Argona asked.

"It's a ship. It can fly like an airship, only this one can go even higher and soar through the space between worlds." I replied.

"That sounds... dangerous." Argona said.

"It can be. This doesn't look like the best-built spaceship I've ever seen." For one, it was far smaller than the kinds I saw back on earth. The hull was barely the size of a bed, which meant there would hardly be room to sit after all the components of spaceflight were added. I circled the ship to find the back half cut open. I saw tools laid out all over the ground around it as though they'd been in the middle of performing repairs when we barged into the dungeon.

"This reminds me of simpler days." I said to my daughter. "I repaired a space drone once. It was actually about the same size as this thing."

"Really?" Argona asked, wide eyed. "Is it back in the Hearthwood? Could I see it some time?"

I chuckled. "I'm afraid not. That was before I met your mother, or anyone from the Hearthwood. Though I suppose I had already met a few elves at that point."

I basked in my daughter's awe for a while, then we both peered into the ship and tried to make heads or tails of the internal components. I was careful to keep her away from anything made of iron, but it turned out my Layered Durability spell did a surprisingly good job at that. Or perhaps that had to do more with my aura as a true mage than the spell itself.

"That enchantment looks like it's releasing energy towards the rear of the ship." Argona said.

"You're right. It's serving the place of thrusters." I explained. "In a proper spaceship, you'd have a propulsion system back there. It would consume some type of fuel and rocket your ship through space to get you wherever you need to go. Granted, this ship is pretty small to go anywhere far, but I imagine with how close planets are in this system just having the resources to support life for a few weeks would be enough."

"You sound like you know a lot about this, father." Comela said as she watched me and Argona poke through the spaceship's systems.

"It reminds me of stuff I used to work on." I shrugged. "We'll haul this thing and the generator back to the Hearthwood for you to look at to your hearts content, Argona."

Argona smiled like I'd just given her a present. "There are twenty new talismans in there I've never seen! I promise I'll make something you find impressive, father!"

"I'll be impressed by anything you make, but I'm sure you'll astound me anyway."

We found the dungeon core sitting in a corner of the room with wires trailing across the ground to a computer system aboard the damaged ship. "It looks like it captured the dungeon core and was using this device to control it." Illiel said.

"Interesting." I said as I tried to make heads or tail of what this machine did. Finally I gave up and shook my head. I had no idea how dungeon cores worked.

"Mac might be able to use this thing." I said finally. "He put the last dungeon core to use making that simulated battle chamber everyone in the Hearthwood seems to love."

My Dimensional Storage ensured taking everything in the room was easy. The spaceship would be harder to move, but Argona managed to figure out how to use the tools and start pulling it apart piece by piece. She had a good memory and was confident she'd be able to assemble it exactly as it was back at Castle Mac.

My women were already happily shoveling zeal crystals away, despite Sava's initial disappointment at the fact that there weren't quite as many as in the other nexus chamber. We cleaned up and exposed the nexus seal in the back of the room for eventual removal and sent a message back to the Hearthwood letting Mac and everybody else listening in know what we were sending back.






CHAPTER SEVEN










WE HAULED EVERYTHING of value out of the chamber, leaving only the nexus seal. Two massive chains crossed over a circular diagram that glowed and hummed with the magical power trapped behind it. The waste energy from this power was what had generated all the zeal crystals in the chamber and trapped a portion of the Hearthwood's natural zeal and converted that power into the zeal crystal's we'd found when we entered the room.

After clearing the dungeon, we were finally ready to break this seal.

"Alright everyone, are you all ready for this?" I asked.

"We all throw our auras over the nexus seal and push out the artificial aura that holds those chains together." Sava explained. "Once that's done, the seal is broken and more zeal will fill the Hearthwood than ever before."

Nela and Sava had both done this before, so they took the lead. Illiel and Assyrus took one side supporting Sava, while Eltiana and I helped Nela with the other.

Yorik was still technically just a mage acolyte and so she didn't have a true mage aura. She had to wait with Comela and Argona as we summoned up our auras and worked on the seal.

I'd already cultivated to the third layer, so my aura was the most developed of everyone present. In turn, Eltiana and Assyrus were the newest pair of true mages and neither of them had really gotten the hang of using their auras yet. They took the smallest and weakest portions of the chain. When we'd divvied up the task to everyone's satisfaction we all unleashed our auras at once.

"I'm pushing as hard as I can!" Assyrus warned, face flushing red as she strained to cover her portion of the chains with her aura. Sava and Nela both had a little more success, though both women were obviously pushing themselves to their limits.

Illiel was doing a good job with her portion and had started to cover a little more of Assyrus' to take the load off her companion. Eltiana was struggling with her portion of the chains as well.

I strangely didn't feel any burden at all with my aura. it covered my region of the chains easily and effortlessly. Handling a single Sword Storm blade took more mental effort.

"Need any help, Eltiana?" I asked cheerily.

The purple-haired ninja panted, eyes bulged out as her tongue hung out her mouth. She had her head thrown back and her entire face was red as she pushed with all her might. Her eyes rolled in my direction and she tried to nod her head under the strain, but didn't manage more than twitching her eyelids.

I expanded the scope of my aura and took all of Eltiana's region of the seal. Then I moved onward towards the middle of the chains, filling in all the gaps between aura fragments. My iron aura swallowed it all down eagerly, and the chain cracked as my aura passed over it. Soon those cracks filled most of the seal and the chains shattered.

The nexus seal beneath them flared brightly once before it too shattered. The stone it was carved on broke after that. Looking down, I could see ley lines flowing through the ground. Before they'd come to a stop at the nexus seal's base, but now they traveled uninterrupted and gushed out power. The seal was broken, and a wave of zeal washed over us. I absorbed some of the earth aspect powers of it. My aura greedily gobbled it down, almost eager to advance to the fourth layer and push me to the mid true mage ranks.

I wanted to let it, but I held myself back. Compared to reaching true mage, cultivating through the true mage ranks seemed almost too easy. There was instability growing in my unruly aura, and I was becoming more and more certain that letting my aura get too strong without a way to keep it in check would be a bad idea.

The Blackgorge Fiendbody was helping me with that right now. So I tore the earth zeal from my aura fragment's clutches and moved it to the hundred and twenty eight particles dispersed throughout my body. The ones on the surface of my skin had nearly accumulated all the power they could take, and I would soon need to move on to the particles embedded in my muscles. I hoped that would help keep my aura in check more than what the particles under my skin were doing.

When I emerged from my thoughts, I took a deep breath of air. It smelled fresher than it had before, like it was purer and more powerful. I opened my eyes to find everyone else in my party cultivating as well, so I took a minute to absorb more earth zeal from the air. Seconds turned to minutes and I felt the Blackgorge Fiendbody particles thrum throughout my body. A wave of heat pulsed through me, surging from head to toe.




You've reached the Bronze Muscle realm of the Blackgorge Fiendbody!




Just as suddenly as the feeling came, it passed. I looked down at myself, scanning for changes. Other than my limbs feeling slightly sturdier I was the same.

Yorik cracked open an eye. "Bronze Muscle." She said simply. "Good."

"We're standing on the same level now, Yorik!" I clapped her on the shoulder. "Or we will be once we get that mind spellheart of yours to true mage."

"Mhm." Yorik nodded in approval. "Bronze Bones next. But to know how to do that, we need to return to the Blackgorge Tribe."

It seemed we'd reached the limit of Yorik's knowledge and would need to find someone stronger to teach us how to more deeply delve the depths of the Blackgorge Fiendbody. There would be time enough for that after I was in the capital with Princess Tivana. After all, I was a true mage now! I'd live for three hundred years, and that was not even accounting for whatever the Blackgorge Fiendbody did for me. I finally, blessedly, had all the time in the world.



***


We headed back to the town of Hearthwood down the same path we'd taken to get to the dungeon. It was an easy trip, only deterred by a handful of tiny creatures. I slew them for points, though even all together they didn't add up to a whole digit.

We were greeted like returning heroes when we arrived at the Hearthwood. Everyone had felt the concentration of zeal in the air increase significantly, and everyone knew this change would make life easier for all of us, so long as we could continue to defend our new home.

But invaders were one thing we weren't afraid of. We'd faced such overwhelming foes that we laughed at the thought of a few monsters trying to force their way into the Hearthwood or some minor clan trying to move in. Nobody was getting rid of us.

[You certainly had an eventful little adventure.] Mac said when we were back in range. [I'm having Argona's golems haul back those basilisks you wanted captured. I don't expect they'll run into any trouble on the way back. I have to ask though, what happened in the room with the nexus seal? I lost connection with you shortly after you fought that small army of monsters.]

I filled Mac in on what had happened after dealing with the army of monsters and how we found the core room. When I mentioned the ship Mac grew interested, and when I mentioned the second core he grew excited.

[You brought that core with you, yes?] Mac asked hopefully. [Along with the computer system it was attached to?]

"It should all be in the Dimensional Storage." I replied. "I would have figured you'd have spotted it already if it was important to you."

[I've had a team of elves emptying it out as fast as you can fill it up. The actual space in your Dimensional Storage is limited, so I've been moving things to physical warehouses unless my behavior model suggests you'll need it. The elves must have pulled it out along with everything else you obtained during your trip into the dungeon.]

"I hope they're not too exhausted." I chuckled. "We got a lot of stuff."

[I replaced them after they started collapsing. We're on the seventh team now. I'll have one of them take a break to fetch the core.]

While I waited for Mac's minions to hunt down the dungeon core we captured, he tallied my points for me.




Total points: 7400




[That's a significant number of points for two adventures where you barely left the comfort of home!]

"Good. The Hearthwood is going to need those points while I'm in the capital."

[Well... I'm certain you can spare enough for the car wash someone close to you has been wishing for...?]

"You're going to have to try harder than that to get me to buy a car wash, Mac." I said dryly. "We wouldn't be able to use it for anything."

[You would! Imagine running through the car wash on a sunny day, having your vehicle scrubbed squeaky clean by a million rotating sponges and brushes... beautiful!]

"There still isn't a single car in the Hearthwood. Nor in all of Deania for that matter!"

[Okay fine. You can upgrade the Hydroponic Farm this time. Just make sure you look over the full status list so you don't overlook anything else important, even if you're going to overlook my car wash.]










ASSETS OF THE WANDERER

Crafting Rooms

Alchemist's Laboratory: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 800 points



	Analyzer

	Replicator



Drafter's Study: Level 2. Cost to upgrade: 500 points

Smith's Workshop: Level 2. Cost to upgrade: 500 points




Resource Gathering

Hydroponic Farm: Level 6. Cost to upgrade: 3000 points

Mana Generator: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 1000 points




Combat Training

Cultivation chamber: Level 3. Cost to upgrade: 1000 points

Training Grounds: Level 1. Cost to upgrade: 800 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 (Currently containing the Cult of the Unblinking Eye Archreaver known as Tim) Cost to upgrade: 800 points

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 containing a Blightstone Elemental

 One Containing an Axe-Beaked Salamander

 One currently empty, soon to contain four Stone Watcher Basilisks.




Utility Rooms

Scanner: Level 5 Cost to upgrade: 600 points.

Teleportation Array: Level 1 Cost to upgrade: 1000 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 175 points]

 6 Level Reducing Sentry Towers [Cost 500 points]

 3 Obstacle Rooms in Dungeon [Cost 400 points]

Ship Camouflage: Level 2 Cost to upgrade: 600




"I'll need to upgrade the Hydroponic Farm, despite the cost." I decided. The Hearthwood's population had grown again. The farm's output was no longer needed to support everyone in the settlement now that we were no longer under siege and could hunt and scavenge the forest freely, but the cultivation-enhancing food remained one of my most important personal assets, and access to the food there served to both empower my family and incentivize elves to seek employment with me.

Even when the newly planted farms took hold or the shipments from other regions came in, the Hydroponic Farm was still one of my most reliable and lucrative trade producing assets. I wanted all my children and women to be fed and happy, and that was an expensive endeavor when you had as many kids as I did.




Hydroponic Farm now upgrading to level 7. -3000 points.

When completed, food production will be sufficient to feed 5000 elves continuously or produce a smaller quantity of magically higher-quality edibles.




"That should be the biggest purchase of the day." I decided.

Speaking of money, the crafting rooms also produced no small portion of the clan's income as a whole. Sava had made it clear she wanted me to upgrade the Alchemist's Laboratory again and had even gone out to earn me the points to do so. She deserved a little something for that.




Alchemist's Laboratory now upgrading to level 4. -800 points.

Equipment will be provided for large-scale production of four-star potions and equipment for five-star potions will be provided in limited quantity. The host's knowledge packet will be updated with additional information on alchemy.




Argona had really taken to Drafting. Perhaps I doted on the girl too much, but I really wanted to see what she could do with her golems and the spaceship she was now mining for inspiration and new formulas.




Drafter's Study now upgrading to level 3. -500 points.

Facilities for three-star enchantments will be improved for mass production and limited tools for small quantities of four-star enchantments will be provided. The host's knowledge packet will be updated with additional information on elvish script enchantment and Drafter's diagram creation.




Now if I was buying something for my daughter and Sava, I figured I should be able to afford something for myself as well. I was putting the Smith's Workshop to good use now that I was making Storm Sword blades in it.




Smith's Workshop now upgrading to level 3. -500 points.

Equipment for more complex tools and weaponry will be made available. New knowledge packets will be available for purchase.




I was a bit disappointed that the Smith's Workshop didn't give me a free knowledge packet with the upgrade like the others, but for elves the field of iron working was practically unknown, so there was likely no knowledge for me to catch up on.

That thought made me think of the alien we'd found in the dungeon by the nexus seal. He'd had iron equipment, and I was willing to bet his species knew plenty about working with iron. Perhaps someday I'd learn more about them.

Until then, I wanted the Hearthwood to be strong, especially my children. Most of them were training in our local army and using the training grounds. I wanted their hard work to serve them well.




Training Grounds now upgrading to level 2. -800 points.

Training grounds accelerated learning will now be enhanced to greater speeds. Spending time on the training grounds now also enhances physical skills like speed, strength, and coordination.




I'd also be teleporting to and from the capital. If I could do anything to lessen the cost in points or zeal crystals it took me to use the Teleportation Array, I'd probably save in the long run.




Teleportation Array now upgrading to level 2. -1000 points.

The Teleportation Array now has greater range and works more efficiently.




I scanned the list up and down looking for how I could get the most value out of my remaining points.

[Ahem.] Mac said, clearing his non-existent throat through our mental link. [I have a suggestion, if you're interested.]

"I'm not buying the cleaning drone, Mac." I said, remembering Mac's other suggestion for a luxury purchase.

[I admit that thought did cross my mind, but right now I'm suggesting something else. You should upgrade the scanner to level 6]

"Why?" I asked. "It won't increase the range enough for us to talk while I'm in the capital."

[You're right, but it will enable an additional purchase. Sort of like buying one of those add-on rooms.]

Instead of explaining, Mac materialized a description in front of me.




Universal Analyzer (Available from the Scanner upon reaching level 6)

Enables access to The Wanderer's information repository for specific purchases of small quantities of information regarding unique items or goods.




"So what does it do?" I asked Mac when I finished reading.

[It means you can spend points to get a description of something. That way you can identify an object and figure out if it will be useful to you! You could use this in the capital to buy anything of value, regardless of whether or not you know what it is when you first see it.]

That did seem awfully valuable. "I never thought I'd say this, but today I'm going to follow your lead, Mac."




Scanner upgraded to level 6. -600 points.

Universal Analyzer purchased. -200 points.

Total points remaining: 0




"Good things never last." I sighed. "When will my new rooms be ready?"

[A few days. You've given me a lot to do here. I'm sure you'll be able to test them before you leave for the capital.]

Shortly thereafter, someone finally arrived from the Dimensional Storage with the dungeon core Mac was interested in.

[It's beautiful, Theo.]

I chuckled. "It's all yours then buddy. But mind if I ask what you're going to do with it?"

[Your daughter had a plan that will allow me to finally have a secondary processor again. I had thought enacting it was going to have to wait until we managed to find another dungeon, but here you came and brought one right away! And it's already wired up in just the way we need! We thought that was going to take some risky trial and error, but somebody already did it for us and connected it to a computer!]

I chuckled. "I look forward to hearing good things from you then and what you manage to do with it. Best of luck to you and Argona for that project."

After speaking with Mac, I met up with the matriarchs of the Hearthwood. Without use of the Personal Chambers we had only the castle to cool off and relax in, so we spent a few hours spending time in all the new rooms.

After having a bit of fun, we rested and recovered for a while. After a day of replenishing ourselves, Comela told us where she and Seilus had found the nexus seal described in the Waterbeetle tribe's records from their founding matriarch. Considering how much more dangerous the past two trips through the Hearthwood had been, I decided to ask Comlea to simply describe the location to us and we'd head down there alone.

As fate would have it though, this trip was both the shortest and the least eventful. It was near enough to the Hearthwood that we'd already explored most of the tunnels, and in fact we probably would have found the nexus seal on our own with just a few more months of sending adventuring parties down there.

The raptors were both smaller and weaker than the kind we faced in the other dungeon, and the basilisks we ran into seemed a little smaller. We wiped them all out without breaking a sweat and found the nexus room without difficulty.

"Zeal crystals!" Eltiana said, breaking a fistful off the wall and tossing them over her head so they rained down around her. She flopped over on a pile, ignoring their spikey ends and basking in the wealth free for the taking.

"You'll scratch them like that." Sava warned as she scooped up several zeal crystals Eltiana had knocked to the ground. "I want them as flawless as possible so they make the best alchemy ingredients."

"You should at least be feeling better about getting shorted during our last trip." I said to Sava. "Yep, this will keep the Hearthwood Clan going for a while longer. It might be enough to turn everyone currently in the Hearthwood into a mage acolyte, if they aren't one already."

"By the time we go through all of these, we'll have ten times as many residents in the Hearthwood." Illiel said. "I hope your plans to prepare for the transition into a city go smoothly. When word of the services we're offering gets around, we're bound to have people rushing here from afar."

This time I handled most of the seal myself while my women played a supporting role. My aura seemed particularly well-suited to devouring the chains, and the job was done in seconds. Once again, the Hearthwood was filled with a burst of energy that turned the air both crisp and sweet.

"I'm beginning to love that smell." Sava said with a long sigh. We cultivated for a few more minutes. The women were crediting the ease with which I handled the nexus seals to the fact that I was already at the third layer of true mage and pushing against the fourth. They weren't willing to let me get too far ahead of them and asked for free use of the Cultivation Chamber while I was off in the capital.

"Knock yourselves out ladies." I said in response to their request. "I just need to use it briefly before I head back to the capital. Princess Tivana needs a companion for a ball the palace is hosting and apparently I'd be the most impressive man in Deania to bring with her."

"That sounds nice." Sava said.

"A royal ball is always a political affair." Illiel explained. "I'm sure even Theo's choice in seating will have significance throughout the country. I hope you remember Baroness Jynna's etiquette lessons well."

"Believe it or not, I'm not that bad at these sorts of things." I glanced down at myself. "I'll have you know I've dressed myself successfully every morning you girls let me."

We laughed and joked for a while longer, but we all had stuff to do and soon parted ways. I headed back to Castle Mac. I spent a couple of hours in the Smith's Workshop, which Mac had promised to finish first. Some of the new tools available to me after the upgrade made putting a temper on the blade quicker and easier. There was even an automated grinding wheel which made sharpening the weapon to perfection happen far quicker.

I spent a few hours forging a few new Storm Sword blades to replace the ones I'd lost. The tank we'd captured had plenty of scrap iron in it, as well as other components, so I reforged them into extra blades of several different varieties. I thought all of them would be useful with my Sword Storm spell, but I wanted to test them all and figure out what design I liked the best.

I only stopped when I had more than ten of the weapons stashed away in my Dimensional Storage, which I figured was the most I could expect to lose in an unexpected fight. Despite losing a few during my previous adventures, they'd proved a resounding success during my combat test and I definitely planned to incorporate my Sword Storm spell in my arsenal of weapons from now on.

After re-equipping myself, I entered the Cultivation Chamber again. I'd put my Sword Storm spell through its paces and experienced what it could do, I wanted to try and improve the spell even more.

My initial design had been blades that resembled a missile. That had worked well for piercing, but not as well for cutting. For the wide sweeping motions I'd done back in the dungeon I'd have been better served with something that had a wide curved blade.

"I think if I give it a little bit of a spin, it will cut better." I kept the crescent blade spinning over my head that almost met at either end to make a bladed hoop. Each pass swung its razor-sharp edge in a deadly cutting motion. I'd spent extra time working on the edge of this weapon so that this particular blade would be as sharp as I could make it. Only armor-clad enemies would stand a chance against its razor-sharp edge, and I'd tested it on myself to make sure it could go through someone who'd reached the Bronze realm in body cultivation as well.

Sure enough, the weapon nicked my skin easily. Orcs and other races had an easier time than elves at fighting off iron, but oftentimes that was simply a byproduct of them having less delicate skin. Being able to pierce that tough outer layer would mean my weapons would still be at least somewhat effective.

I practiced the minutes away, holding three Storm Sword blades in the air easily. When I finally felt I was ready, I added a fourth one. Then a fifth. I even tried dropping my Quicksilver Thought spell to see how long I could hold five blades in the air without the aid of mental enhancement magic. I eventually managed it, though it put enough strain on my head that I wouldn't be able to fight with my own body while keeping so many in the air.

After I started receiving diminishing returns with my Sword Storm spell I began cultivating with Dean's orb again.

I forced my shoulders to relax and drew deeply from the orb. My aura lapped at the power greedily, drinking it in. It was ready to grow by another layer now, and when it did I would break through to mid true mage.

I tried to slow the flow of zeal out of the orb and into my aura. The river of power slowed to a trickle, and my aura snarled at me angrily, like an animal that had just had its meal interrupted.

"This is my power." I cursed back in reply. "You serve me!"

My aura coiled into the form of a serpent and lunged for the orb. I twisted sideways and held the orb aloft with my other hand. The aura serpent coiled around my torso and up my arm to try and wrap around the orb, but I tossed the sphere to my other hand.

"Play nice with me, or you get nothing." I threatened.

The aura hissed and shot through the air in the direction of my other hand. It latched onto the orb before I could pull it out of the way.

The aura serpent sunk jaws made of gray smoke into the orb. The iron and steel surrounding the orb would have made it difficult for any other creature to touch it, but my aura came from a fragment named Pith of Iron. If any aura could tolerate the touch of iron, mine could.

The aura serpent sucked and drew in a massive load of earth zeal, sucking on the orb so hard I saw a deep green glow emanate from it. The earth quaked around me and I heard a hideous inhuman grating noise.

I tried to call out to Mac, but I felt a sharp wave of pain travel throughout my flesh.




You have reached the fourth layer of true mage. You are now level 24!

Notice: An imbalance has been detected in your aura.




That damn little worm was trying to betray me! That wasn't going to happen on my watch. I was through playing games with it, now was the time to pin it to the ground and make it submit.

Even without an aura, I was a Bronze realm body cultivator, a powerful earth mage acolyte and a mind mage. The new me was stronger than ever, but I'd been by no means weak before.

I pulled energy from my Blackgorge Fiendbody and used the power to work varying aspects of earth zeal into a layered barrier. I'd learned this skill to construct the Blackgorge Fiendbody particles in my body, but as I'd grown stronger I'd learned to create more layers and make the barriers more powerful.

I crept up on my aura, still feasting on the power in the orb, which flared alternately bright and dim. I'd been careful to draw zeal only off the Blightstone Elemental and the Axe-Beaked Salamander, which I had safely locked away. But the orb could just as easily draw on the even more powerful zeal from the Sky Touching Kilobeast or the Shadowblade Beast.

Both monsters were extremely powerful, and angering either of them would be a disaster for the Hearthwood. I threw my barrier over my aura fragment and sealed the unruly thing away. It hissed and spat once it knew it had been trapped. I crushed the magical barrier into a sphere in my hands, then squeezed it tighter and tighter.

I'd been doing a lot of reading about what a true mage could do. One common ability was the power to sever off a piece of their aura to provide a path for their descendants to reach true mage.

Breaking through to mid true mage without having a way to deal with my aura fragment had been a mistake, but fortunately I knew a way to undo what I'd done.

I grabbed the ball and focused my will around it. I moved zeal through my body in a way that would cut off my connection with this piece of my aura, like cutting out something cancerous.

I tugged my aura back while pushing what I trapped in the sphere outward, severing it from myself. The sensation was pure agony, like slicing off a limb. When I was done, I felt like there was a gaping hole in my spirit, but the sphere now contained a stable chunk of my aura.




Your aura has been reduced by one layer. You are now a level 23 early true mage.




I wheezed at the loss of power I'd only had for a moment, but I felt in control of myself again. Now that I'd reached mid true mage once doing it a second time should be a simple matter of accumulating zeal and deciding to do so. I'd have to ask Princess Tivana if there were some techniques or special items I could use to help tame this beast inside me.

This loss of power from making the aura fragment was one of the reasons why true mages lingered at their level for so long. Not every true  mage elf had the capacity to kill other true mages or monsters to get more aura fragments for their families, so frequently true mages were forced to cultivate the same set of levels again and again so they could produce aura fragments to sell, trade, or bestow upon descendants.

When the time came, I could recombine with this aura fragment to help me reach an even higher level later. I could also use it on a piece of earth to make a true mage level earth golem or create a powerful enchantment. Or maybe even save it for one of my children to try and bond with it when they reached true mage.

Whatever I decided, I'd be hanging onto this aura fragment of mine until I was confident I had my aura under control.

My remaining aura lost its snake-like form, then coiled into a ball. The ball flowed into my palm and through my body until it came to rest at the base of my spine. I'd keep my aura fragment there until it learned to behave.

Then I threw open the hatch to the Cultivation Chamber to deal with the pair of monsters its actions had called to my doorstep.










CHAPTER EIGHT










[THEO, I SENSED a sizable disturbance in the northern regions of the forest! Patterns match the Shadowblade Beast and the Sky-Touching Kilobeast!]

"I know." I said. "I'll lead them away from the Hearthwood."

I climbed to my bedroom and tore open the doors to the balcony. From there, I hopped onto my flying sword and took to the air.

I soared over the trees and the forest, funneling all the power I had into my flying sword. I pushed the small device to its limits and beyond, but now that I'd obtained a few more flying swords from the Demonstar matriarchs, I wasn't too shy about pushing this one until it broke.

When I judged I'd traveled sufficiently far north that any chaos two powerful sorcerer-realm monsters made wouldn't damage the town of Hearthwood just by proximity, I pulled the orb back out.

I yanked on the zeal and pulled it through the soul fragments and the orb, like tugging on a pair of leashes. Instead of refraining from drawing on the Shadowblade Beast or the Sky Touching Kilobeast's aura, I pulled on those two specifically.

That brief whiff of zeal was of a far higher quality than what I usually received from the Axe-Beaked Salamander and the Blightstone Elemental. The zeal filled me up and replenished what I'd spent from flying in an instant. I added the power that was leftover to the Blackgorge Fiendbody particles buried in my muscles.

As soon as I finished I noticed my call was answered. In the distance I could see a massive neck that towered over the trees lumbering towards me. But then I looked to my left and found a gaunt figure hovering just beyond the corner of my eyes. It sniffed the air and I sensed the monster probe me. It had realized I'd reached true mage.

"Youuuu." the Shadowblade Beast hissed at me. "Meeee. Whyy?"

I steadied myself. This monster was both fast and strong. But it had sworn a heavenly oath not to do me harm in exchange for having its soul fragment from the orb returned from me, eventually. With a steady heart, I turned to face the Shadowblade Beast. Its skin was gray and five pointed tails swung from its rear, three of which were embedded into the tree behind it. It hung upside down, jaw open to reveal rows of sharpened teeth. A long tongue flicked outward from between its lips and a pair of monstrous eyes shone with incredible predatory intelligence.

"I'm glad you came before my other guest. And I'm glad you didn't bring your family with you." I said. A few other Shadowblade Beasts had escaped Dean's pocket-dimension prison. I feared they'd run loose throughout the forest, but thankfully they'd stayed to the northernmost reaches. They'd had soul fragments in the orb as well, and they would have felt the tug on their zeal when my aura fragment plundered power from them.

"Heeeeld them back." the Shadowblade said. "Now Taaaaalk."

"I apologize for getting your attention the first time. My aura fragment is a hungry little thing and was eager to taste your zeal. But now that I have your attention, I need your help luring the other individual affected away."

"No." The Shadowblade Beast said sharply, turning to leave.

"I'm not going to make you work for free."

The Shadowblade stopped moving and I knew it had gotten its attention.

"Iroooon?"

"My thoughts exactly." I'd long since come to learn that the Shadowblade Beasts needed iron to mature. Their tails were tipped in the deadly substance, and it helped them hunt anything that used zeal to live. The Shadowblade Beast had only become a monster at the sorcerer level by consuming iron I'd refined.

"Hoooow much?"

"Eight bars."

"Tweeeeenty."

"Twelve."

"Fifteeeen."

I nodded. "Fifteen bars it is then. I'll be counting on you herding that Sky Touching Kilobeast away from the settlement while I draw it northward. Oh, and make sure you keep a leash on your kin as well."

The Shadowblade Beast grunted and I slammed my heel into my flying sword. I rocketed forward with great speed in the direction of the Sky Touching Kilobeast. Despite jumping from tree to tree, the Shadowblade Beast had no trouble keeping up with me in the air. If anything, I was the slowest of us.

We circled further north so I was on the other side of the Sky Touching Kilobeast. Then I drew zeal from it again, yanking on the monster's soul fragment. I got its attention immediately.

The Kilobeast locked a massive eye on me and the orb in my hand. Faster than a lightning strike, it dipped its neck downward to span half a kilometer of distance and lunge for me.

I'd already had Quicksilver Thought activated, but even then I wasn't sure if I'd have reacted fast enough to avoid the sudden attack.

The Shadowblade Beast saw the strike even before I did, and jumped forward to protect me. It scored a long thin slash against the Sky Touching Kilobeast's face, thoroughly enraging it.

Just when the Kilobeast was preparing to retaliate, the Shadowblade vanished into the trees.

The Kilobeast stomped its feet like an angry child, enraged. To bring its attention back to me I flew into the distance and used the orb to draw more zeal from the monster and fill my Blackgorge Fiendbody particles.

The Sky Touching Kilobeast was just a juvenile of its kind and hadn't yet become intelligent. Despite its tremendous power, it was just a child, so we didn't have to be subtle about leading it out of the Hearthwood.

The Shadowblade and I worked together and I found the monster to be a surprisingly reliable partner. Each time the Sky Touching Kilobeast got too close it would strike and draw attention away from me. That bought me time to retreat further and gave the Shadowblade time to sink into the shadows of the forest and hide. Before the Kilobeast could search the ground around it too thoroughly, I was tugging on its soul fragment in Dean's orb and leading it ever closer to the northern mountains.

"How faaaaar?" The Shadowblade asked.

"Just past that ridge. I think I can topple that mountain peak with earth magic. That should discourage the Kilobeast from venturing back to our side of the mountains. Maybe the necromancers will have an easier time dealing with it than we will."

We led the monster around the mountains as planned. I rushed ahead to cast a few Stone Obelisk spells and help my magic along. Thanks to tapping the Sky Touching Kilobeast for power I had no shortage of zeal. I took a few chunks out of the mountainside and prepared to topple it once the monster was through.

After leading the Kilobeast on a little further, we passed through a small gap between two tall mountains.

The Shadowblade and I slipped through easily, but because of its tremendous size the Kilobeast had difficulty worming its way through.

"Just a little further." I said under my breath, drawing power from the Kiloblade beast to fuel my Earthshatter spell. My continuous draw of earth zeal angered the Kilobeast enough that it shouldered rocks and stones aside, crawling past the mountains.

When the Kilobeast was finally past, I cast Earthshatter a dozen times in quick succession. The earth quaked under the might of my magic and the two mountain peaks broke free and tumbled into the gap between them, filling it with rubble.

"We'll lead it a little further in so it doesn't know we doubled back." I said to the Shadowblade. We urged the monster on for a while longer then the two of us disappeared into the trees. The Kilobeast howled when it lost sight of us and I headed back to the Hearthwood.



***


There was still some panicking going on in the Hearthwood. When I told Mac my trip had been a resounding success he told everyone that our plan to defend the Hearthwood worked beautifully and everyone could return to their normal daily activities.

"Our plan?" I asked with an eyebrow raised.

[I cleared your schedule for the rest of the day so you could go fight the big angry monsters!]

I shook my head and laughed. "Anything interesting happen while I was gone?"

[Actually, yes.] Mac said as he sunk into a more serious tone. [When we caught the attention of the two big monsters, something happened to one of the two we had locked in the Monster Dens. The Blightstone Elemental appears to have completely collapsed and is now unresponsive.]

"That sounds... unusual. Let me go take a look."

I headed underground in search of the Monster Den where we kept the Blightstone Elemental. This thing had eaten my first creation, A1 the golem. Princess Tivana had suggested that my golem might eventually be able to re-emerge if I were to draw heavily enough on the Blightstone Elemental's zeal. Perhaps that was what my aura fragment had done when it latched onto the orb?

"What's going on in there, Mac?" I asked. I saw plenty of rocks piled around the chamber, but not much else. I didn't even see the Blightstone Elemental.

[Those rocks are the Blightstone Elemental. Or at least what's left of it.] Mac said as he sensed my line of thought. [It fell apart into that pile of rubble.]

"Is it dead?"

[No, I'm still reading life signs from both the scanner and the Monster Den's enchantments.]

"But it isn't moving or responding to any stimuli?"

[Correct.]

I had an idea, but I waited a few moments to make sure it wasn't as stupid as it seemed to me at first flush.

"Mac, how bad an idea would it be to go in there?"

[Absolutely terrible. Downright crazy. Only a madman would go in there and stand face-to-face with a wizard realm monster.]

"Right. That's what I thought."

[...But you're going to go in there anyway, right?]

"Yeah."

[Truth be told, I'm willing to send you in as well.]

The barrier between me and the Blightstone Elemental flickered out. I braced myself for it to suddenly pull itself together from the pile of rocks and rubble it had collapsed into. At the slightest twitch, I was prepared to run for my life.

Nothing happened.

[Here. Have a stick.] Mac said as he added a very long pole to my Dimensional Storage. I pulled it out and poked the pile of rocks. Nothing happened again and I began to grow more confident in my probing.

From the edge of the Monster Den I pushed one rock over after another. After a bit of probing, I was able to topple the largest pile of rocks which had previously made up the Blightstone Elemental's torso. The whole time, Mac whispered in my ear that there was no way this monster would suddenly spring back to life and eat me, and thankfully he was right for once.

After finally venturing into the room itself and turning over a few rocks, I figured out what Mac was detecting life signs from. There was a green sphere sitting on the ground, right in the center of the mass of rubble. It was made of green jade stone, perfectly smooth and flawless. The stone carried a sense of unyielding strength, like it held the full might of a wizard despite just being a rock.

[It looks like an egg. Maybe it will break open and unleash some horrible monster that will latch onto your face and lay eggs in your chest.] Mac predicted.

"I don't think so. Remember we read that occasionally a monster could evolve into a more powerful form? Like how those basilisks might someday be able to turn into a dragon if they gathered enough power. Their spellhearts would become the vessel for their new form, like an chrysalis around a caterpillar that protects it while it turns into a butterfly."


[It's also equally likely that the monster is dead or has entered a vegetative state that will last until it is destroyed.] Mac said. [At any rate, that orb should be very hard and with the right treatment should be very responsive to your earth zeal while simultaneously shutting out the influence of others. Overall, it is probably a top-grade resource for making defensive equipment, especially for someone with the earth aspect.]

"You think I should try making something with it?" I asked.

[Sure. If you thoroughly infuse it with your own zeal you should be able to slowly shape and mold it into whatever you want. Maybe a suit of armor that you can attach defensive enchantments to? If you don't believe me, then listen to The Wanderer. You have the Universal Scanner now, so you should be able to scan the stone and figure out something about it.]

"Alright then. If this thing comes to life and eats me, I'll be sure to haunt your processors from beyond the grave."




Item of interest detected. Identify with Universal Analyzer? Cost: 50 points.




I didn't have the points for an identification at the moment, so I was forced to ask Mac to have someone back at the castle throw zeal crystals into the mana generator until I had 50.




Zeal crystals converted to points. +50 points.

Identification purchased. -50 points.




Everlasting Jade

This incredibly rare material is born from the death or evolution of a powerful elemental. It is highly sought after as a crafting material for defensive enchantments and can be infused with a user's zeal to be manipulated and reshaped. It will bond to the first user who begins working with it and it will become incredibly difficult for anyone besides the initially bonded craftsman to infuse their will with the Everlasting Jade.

The will and spirit of the art of the original elemental remain within the Everlasting Jade, providing unique properties that a skilled enchanter can use to their advantage. Oftentimes, Everlasting Jade will remain a static crafting material, never to change again. Other times, the elemental it came from will reawaken, at which point the form the Everlasting Jade was molded into will have a powerful impact on whatever elemental is born.




"So there is something left of the elemental in this thing. And maybe even of A1." I muttered. "But The Wanderer says you're right. I should make something with it."

[Even if it is still alive, infusing it completely with your zeal at this point will make it more amicably disposed to you than anything I could do with it sitting in a Monster Den.]

After dealing with the monsters threatening the Hearthwood once again I headed into the Smith's Workshop to hammer out a few bars of iron. I'd need an awful lot of iron to keep my end of the bargain with the Shadowblade, but thankfully I had more scrap to work with and I'd already used my aura to pull iron out of the river to make it safer for the elves to drink.

After emptying my Dimensional Storage, I had quite a bit of iron left even after setting aside fifteen bars for the Shadowblade Beast, so I decided to get a head start on making the resources I thought I'd need soon. That meant iron and steel mostly, as both had useful magical properties. the former disrupted the flow of zeal, while the latter outright siphoned it away.

I also made a bit of adamantium. While lacking the deadliness of iron and steel, iron made into adamantium took enchantments like nothing else could and Argona liked having a few flat sheets of the stuff around to house her most important talismans or to be etched with powerful Drafting magic.

My aura worked the best when controlling iron, I found it had some success with steel as well. But using my aura was far more difficult since I locked away most of it with my Aura Restraints spell. I managed to let some of my aura slip through while keeping the conscious, living part sealed away.

After having success controlling a few bars of steel like I had with the iron blades, I'd hoped to be able to do the same with adamantium. I felt some response from the magical metal when I tried to lift it, but it didn't leave the surface of my workbench.

Perhaps I was just too weak now and I would be able to use adamantium like that eventually. For the time being though, I'd need to stick with iron and steel.

I forged a few Sword Storm blades out of steel and moved them into my Dimensional Storage before moving onto the lump of jade stone.

It looked bigger in my workshop than it had lying amidst the remains of the Blightstone Elemental. After I cleaned up the rock it had a lovely jade green luster to it. Perhaps that was the poison aspect from the Blightstone Elemental?

In either case, I sat down with the stone and slowly infused it with zeal. I drew on Dean's orb to support the process and funnel more power into me, though the quantity of zeal I could obtain was lessened now that I could only draw power from the Axe-Beaked Salamander. I found a connection with the Blightstone Elemental remained in the orb, so the soul fragment was still there. I just couldn't do anything with that fragment in its current state.

I made slow and steady progress as I reshaped the lump of jade into a chest piece. Argona was immensely grateful to me for upgrading the Drafter's Study and was looking for new projects to take on. When I asked her to help me etch talismans into the adamantium plates I made she was eager to help.

We carved a pair of two-star protective talismans over either shoulder, a zeal gathering talisman to help me cultivate, and an elemental subjugation talisman just in case the Blightstone Elemental was plotting my downfall from inside the set of armor.

The hobgoblin Grotkins had seen my pile of gold and had approached Argona with offers of several new talisman formulas. After talking it over with me, Argona purchased several warding enchantments, including wards for flame, poison, and lightning. All in all, I figured the enchantments would make me fairly resilient, especially if I continued to improve the armor as we gathered more materials and equipment.

We also spent some time examining both the spaceship and my flying sword now that I had spares. The flying sword reminded me of one of my Sword Storm blades at its core, though someone had done some very extensive work in the past so it could be controlled at a distance by someone who didn't have my unique aura.

"It's fascinating. It looks like the sword at the core is the work of a four-star Drafter." Argona said. "Craftsmen were really skilled during the sixth golden age for this to be one of the most common finds in dungeons or tombs. In contrast, the modern flight control enchantments are downright primitive."

"I'm sure you'll be able to build something like this, someday." I assured Argona. "You just have to make sure you cultivate a little more than you've been doing. It will help your concentration and extend your lifespan."

"Alright father." Argona nodded. "Truth be told, I'm not sure if the poison aspect suits me. It's good for etching enchantments and I know my mother might be a little disappointed if I don't take the poison aspect, but I was wondering if you'd be okay with me trying to pick up a mind or earth spellheart?"

I smiled. "I want you to be the best you can be, and I'm sure your mother wants the same. We'll both support you no matter what you choose."

I thanked my daughter for her help and I returned to the Smith's Workshop to continue working on my armor. The more time I put into my armor the more I realized how much could still be done. I'd still only shaped it into a single chest piece and hadn't even finished filling out the area I had for enchantments when Mac sent a message into my head.

[Today's the day you're supposed to head to the capital.] Mac said. [Princess Tivana expects you back for the ball this evening.]

I stood up and said my goodbyes to my kids and my women with the promise that I'd stop by again towards the end of the month. I stashed away my current projects and weapons in progress and headed to the Teleportation Array.

To my chagrin, most of the Hearthwood came out to wish me goodbye and safe travel to the capital, though the journey would last me scarcely more than a moment. It turned into a bit of a party and there was something of a farewell festival held in my honor. Sava promised to meet me back in the capital after she ran out of ingredients, as she was trying out a few four-star recipes we'd received when I bought the room upgrade for the Alchemist's Laboratory.

"Alright everyone, I really have to get going now!" I said for the tenth time.

"We're going to miss you, daddy!" Pelise said as she wiped a tear from her eye.

"Its not like I'm going away forever!" I protested. "I'll be back before you know it. Besides, you still have twelve little sisters back in the capital! I need to be there for them too."

Pelise pouted. "Alright then father. I guess you can go."

At that, I activated the Teleportation Array and waved goodbye.










CHAPTER NINE










I MATERIALIZED IN the capital an instant after seeing everyone off. A pair of true mage royal guards stood before the portal to greet me. They recognized my face when I appeared and were already saluting me by the time I pulled my residence medallion out to present to them.

"Welcome back to the Capital, Sir Theo." One of the royal guards said. "We were told to expect you a few hours ago. I'm afraid Baroness Jynna is waiting for you just outside."

I adjusted my tunic, which was a bit ruffled from the trip. "I owe her my apologies then. I got held up leaving home."

I opened the door leading out of the teleportation array in the palace to find Baroness Jynna was indeed just outside.

"You were almost late." Baroness Jynna said as she leaned against a nearby wall.

"My apologies. Being a parent is difficult." I shrugged.

"Extremely so for you." Jynna said. "But never mind that. I have to get you suitable to accompany the princess. The tailors have been working all night to prepare something for you, and there's a bath waiting as well."

"I do know how to bathe and dress myself, Jynna. The Hearthwood isn't as rustic as it was in the past."

"I'll admit, you've done a lot. I could scarcely recognize the place when I dropped your children off back there." Baroness Jynna said. "But owning a bath doesn't mean you know how to use one! I'll be the judge of whether or not you're clean!"

Despite my protests, Baroness Jynna led me to the palace's bathhouse. The bath itself was located in a large public room and I found several elves already bathing when I arrived.

There were showers lining several pools of water. Many of those pools were filled with soap bubbles and scrubbing pads, along with bars of more concentrated soap and various types of shampoo. There was a group of three elves in one tub close to us who glanced up at our arrival and waved to Baroness Jynna. The smooth blue armor piled to the side of the tub suggested that like Baroness Jynna, these elves were royal guards.

The elves swished soapy water around their bare skin, practically playing in the water as they basked together.

"I'm to bathe with everyone else?" I asked Jynna.

"Don't be silly." Baroness Jynna said. "This is a private room. The public bathhouse is much larger."

"What about those three?" I asked as I pointed to the royal guards who were climbing out of the tub. They seemed to have no shyness about exposing their naked bodies before a man like myself.

Nor should they, for every one of them was athletic and a beautiful sight to behold. The life of a royal guard had treated these women well.

"Originally, we were going to let the palace maids scrub you off." Baroness Jynna explained. "But given current tensions in the capital, you're an extremely important person. Princess Tivana needs to know you're safe, which is why several of us royal guards volunteered to clean you personally."

I shot a glance at Jynna, and she flicked the shoulder latches on her armor. As I watched, her azure breastplate toppled off her body and clattered to the ground, exposing a bountiful bosom framed by a noble body.

A few buttons later and the rest of Jynna's royal guard uniform followed her armor. In mere moments, she was standing naked before me.

"Theo, these are my subordinates. They're going to help prepare you for our princess." Jynna declared.

The three other royal guards circled me and started working at the buttons and strings on my tunic.

"My... elf men aren't this muscular." One of the royal guards whispered once I was bare chested. "His body looks so strong. I bet he could beat an orc with nothing but his fists."

"I'm ashamed to admit I always found the orcs rather handsome, in a rugged, savage sort of way." Another guard said. "But I think I've finally been cured of that." She ran a finger along my chest.

I used to be an average looking guy, but ever since I'd begun cultivating, my appearance had improved day by day. I hadn't noticed the changes, but now that I was looking at myself in a mirror even I could tell that I was objectively handsome. My jaw was more defined, and my shoulders more square. My body was toned and sculpted and my skin carried a healthy flush. Cultivating the Blackgorge Fiendbody had bulked me up as well, and now I had more muscles on me than my wiry frame should have.

"Princess Tivana is a lucky woman." The third guard said.

"Alright ladies. You can admire him while you scrub him." Baroness Jynna said. "Let's get to work."

The palace guards took their jobs very seriously. My old clothes were discarded in moments and someone stopped by to take them, presumably to be washed and cleaned while I bathed.

Jynna and her companions armed themselves with brushes and sponges. Their expressions were serious and they looked for all the world like they were going to battle in General Mac's Grand Army of Cleanliness against all the smears and stains in the world.

They tugged me into the hot soapy water, rubbing me with their sponges and brushes. I felt hands on my back and shoulders, working away at both the grime and the knots there.

Stress I didn't know I was holding eased out of my body as they massaged my shoulders. Being pampered in this manner was actually rather nice, though I struggled to keep a serious expression on my face as the elves had no squeamishness about scrubbing every part of my body.

We moved from one bath to the next, with more water and a different type of soap. The royal guards used a new set of brushes and began rubbing all manner of alchemical balms and oils into my skin as they continued to clean me off. I'd felt I was as clean as I could get after the first couple minutes of scrubbing, but the royal guards showed no signs of even getting ready to stop.

"How does it feel, Theo?" Baroness Jynna asked.

"Very nice." I said. "Had I known I'd get the full spa treatment, I would have arrived earlier."

Baroness Jynna giggled girlishly. "I'm sure you're sorry you're late now. We had more planned for you this morning, but now we'll have to speed things up a bit."

The Baroness's hands trailed underwater down my stomach to my lower body. My more masculine attributes had long since reacted to the ministrations of these four beautiful elves, and Jynna's touch instantly brought my shaft to full attention.

"We're going to have to scrub this too, just in case the princess finally works up the nerve to ask for it." Baroness Jynna whispered as she daintily plucked a small tube-shaped sponge sitting on a tray beside the bath.

"You ladies came prepared for me, I see." I said as I leaned back.

"We were eager to perform our duties for my cousin." Baroness Jynna replied.

"Far be it from me to get in between a woman and her work."

Baroness Jynna lowered her voice huskily. "Good. Then let me scrub this dirty little tip of yours."

I tried to hold still as Baroness Jynna scrubbed the head of my shaft with her sponge like she intended to polish it until it shined.

"It seems to me like this little guy is bigger than when I last saw him in my airship." Jynna said as she noted my tremendous length and girth. "But I suppose that just means there's a little more for me to scrub."

One of the royal guards rubbed the edges of my jaws, loosening the taught muscles there. Another leaned into my shoulder, taking a deep breath of my scent which presumably told her how much scrubbing she had left to do.

Baroness Jynna wrapped the wring-like sponge around my member, squeezing it in her hands as she ran the sponge up and down my shaft. "Girls, I think this part is extra dirty. I'll need your help cleaning it to perfection!" the baroness declared.

Two royal guards dove under the water, each carrying delicate little sponges. They held their breath and went to work, each of them taking one of my balls in hand and gently scrubbing them clean while Baroness Jynna stroked up and down with the circular sponge.

The third royal guard continued to rub my shoulders and neck, fussing over me as she did so. She glanced down to her three comrades between my legs and for a moment I thought a look of envy flashed across her face.

I leaned backwards, resting my head on the guard's bountiful bosom.

"Oh!" She said in surprise. She smiled when I rested my head on her and ran her hands along my chest. I reached up and gently pushed on the back of her head until her face met mine. My lips hit hers and my tongue flicked out to pull her into a kiss.

"Sir Theo!" Baroness Jynna smiled cheekily as she stroked my shaft. "I don't think that's part of your cleaning!"

"Then you'd better keep your voices down so we can keep this between the four of us." I said.

The guard didn't pull away from my kiss. In fact, she seemed to push herself closer. I felt her naked nipples harden against the back of my head when she finally came up for air, then she twisted around to better lock lips with me.

"You heard the man, ladies." Baroness Jynna said as the two other guards came up for air. "Our charge needs more than a massage to help him relax before the ball. We promised the princess that we'd do whatever it took to get him ready."

"Understood!" The two guards dove under the water again. This time however, they didn't just use the sponges they were carrying. They used their tongues as well.

"And what about you, baroness?" I asked Jynna. "Are you someone who leads from the front?"

"I certainly am." Jynna replied. She scooted herself forward through the water and straddled me with a leg on either side. "Girls, help me with this."

I felt the pair of elves in the water between my legs guide my manhood towards Baroness Jynna's bare and waiting slit. The two of them took their time teasing their superior officer with the head of my cock, flicking it across her lower lips and running my tip in tight circles around her hidden pearl.

Baroness Jynna threw her head back, hair trailing backwards in the water. "Hurry up you two! That's an order."

I felt myself enter Baroness Jynna, and the noble bit her lip and let out a slow trembling breath.

She sank down my full length, which was an impressive feat considering my size and girth.

Her inner muscles locked around my shaft, squeezing so tightly her grip would shatter a lesser man. Not me though, I'd trained for this.

I grabbed Jynna's hips and thrust again, squeezing her perky rear as I did so. We stood there, locked for a moment while I looked into Baroness Jynna's eyes.

She looked up at me, panting and waiting. Her eyes met mine and they were filled with the glee of a plan that had gone perfectly.

"What a good little schemer you are." I chuckled. "And such a naughty commander. To think you used your power to steal the one chance the palace maids would have had at me."

Jynna panted. "I actually... got the idea... when I brought your kids... back to the Hearthwood."

"Oh? Did you grow jealous of the Hearthwood's matriarchs?"

Jynna's smile turned blissful. "Such precious little angels."

I chuckled. "If you're wondering, my children approve of you as well. As do my women, though you already know that from when you ferried us from the Hearthwood to the capital."

"Mhmm... g-good." Jynna gasped.

"We'll get you all the seed we can, captain!" One of the guards promised as she continued to massage the base of my shaft.

"You're doing splendid work down there." I assured her. "But please, don't spend all your attention on me. Your captain could use you as well."

The two other guards nodded to me and grabbed Baroness Jynna's arms by the shoulders. They hoisted their captain in the air, freeing her from my member for mere moments before I plunged back inside her.

While they held their captain up, the two guards ran their hands over their commander’s stomach and breasts, lingering in just the right places to elicit joyous moans from Baroness Jynna.

The familiarity the guards showed with Jynna's body suggested this wasn't the first time they'd taken care of their commander in this manner, though this might have been the first time they included a man. I was certain there were many lonely nights for the women in the guard barracks, and elves held no taboos against intimacy.

Unable to contain herself any longer, one of the guards let her own hand fall lower to the bead between her own legs. There was sticky wetness there that came from more than the soapy water we stood in, and she teased at her lower lips even as she pressed her mouth against Baroness Jynna's breasts.

I felt pressure build in my loins, and the elf between my legs must have felt something twitch. She began furiously working the base of my shaft, intent on securing as much of the life-gifting stuff as she could. Suddenly the dam inside me burst and a flood of masculine fluid flooded forth from my body.

The seed gushed out of me, pumping into Baroness Jynna. At the same time, she threw back her head, riding a wave of her own orgasmic bliss as I pressed my body against hers. Her lower lips locked tight around me once again, refusing to spill a drop of my seed.

My body planned to challenge her resolve. My member had grown in size as a side effect of my body cultivation. At the same time, my volume had increased as well. Liquid sprayed from my tip like it was the end of a hose, spraying sticky seed out by the bucket.

Jynna's eyes widened when she realized I showed no signs of slowing down. She consciously clamped her nethers as tightly around my shaft as she could as my seed continued to fill her. I saw her abdomen bulge as fluid continued to fill her and she inflated until finally she could hold back the flow of seed no more.

"Mmmffffff... ahhh!" Baroness Jynna said, unable to contain herself any longer.

My seed spilled out of her, spraying into the water of the bath. That fluid was filled with vitality and power, which could make cultivation for any elf easier. The sight of so much of it going to waste was a tragic sight to the three guardswomen, and all three of them dropped to their knees. They took turns locking their lips on the head of my shaft, filling their mouths as I gushed out vitality.

"Quick! Don't let it go to waste!" One of the guardswomen shouted moments before locking her lips around my shaft.

They each drunk deeply from my tap of power and my orgasmic fountain slowed to a trickle.

When the flow finally abated, the four of us sat against the lip of the bath. The three guards cultivated while Baroness Jynna sat with a hand over her nethers to keep herself as filled as possible. Slowly, all three women absorbed my seed and one by one they opened their eyes to lock with mine again.

"Have we satisfied your urges, Sir Theo?" Baroness Jynna asked.

I snorted. "Hardly. We'll need to go another five or six times for that."










CHAPTER TEN










AFTER SEVERAL MORE hours in the bath, I finally finished with Baroness Jynna and her guards. Once they we were finally done, we moved to a new bath and they had to start the whole scrubbing process over again.

When I was finally clean for the second time they brought me to a closet filled with suits and had me try one on after another.

"Too yellow." Jynna said.

"And I don't think he needs the shoulder or crotch padding." One of her guards added. "He's big enough in both regions that they just look silly."

Many of the elvish male garments seemed to have enhancements in certain areas to make the wearer look more like Dean, who's statue was all over the country. Dean's masculine figure had driven many a male elf to insecurity, and a whole fashion industry had sprung up catering to making male elves look taller, stronger, and better endowed. Fortunately, my body was shaping up to be as impressive as the statues of his, so I didn't have anything to worry about.

In the end, they decided on a long black tunic over white trousers. The tunic was embroidered with the silver colors of the Deanian Royal Clan, a pair of axes, and a sparkling star that I was told represented Princess Tivana herself. The clothing was designed both to make me look good and demonstrate my allegiance to the princess I owed so much to.

"I think this one looks good." Baroness Jynna said, after rejecting a dozen other outfits.

"It's comfortable enough for me." I said, grateful that they'd settled on one of the more practical outfits. I wouldn't want to go into battle dressed like this, but the clothing wouldn't hold me back in a fight either.

"Then it's settled." One of the guards declared. "I'll send word to Princess Tivana. She's readying herself. The two of you are supposed to arrive together."

The guard saluted Jynna before taking off down the hall. The baroness straightened my clothes a bit more, blushing as the close contact reminded her of our time in the bath earlier. Eventually she stopped fussing and led me down the hall in the direction the guard had taken.

We stepped out into the hallway, doubling back a moment later for the same door we'd just left. The hallways of the palace were magical and any door would take us where we wanted to go. After a bit of concentration and a turn of the knob, Baroness Jynna brought the two of us to Princess Tivana's personal chambers.

"Do you think he'll like it?" I heard Princess Tivana ask in an unusually nervous tone.

"You look great!" The guard who'd gone ahead to talk to the princess said. "Based on what I've seen of the man, he'll have that dress off you in the blink of an eye if you let him!"

"...If I let him." The princess muttered to herself. She whispered the words so faintly a mage acolyte would have thought they were nothing more than the rustling of leaves outside the palace.

Baroness Jynna was ready to barge in, but I felt I'd overheard something I wasn't supposed to, so I placed an arm on Baroness Jynna's shoulder and held her back for a few heartbeats.

When I felt enough time had passed, I let her walk forward and knock on the door.

"Royal cousin," Baroness Jynna said as she knocked, "I brought your date to the ball."

From behind the door, I heard the noise of someone abruptly standing up. Something heavy like a chair or table toppled to the floor and the people on the other side struggled to quickly right it.

"C-come..." Tivana cleared her throat to steady herself, and when she spoke again her voice was the clear and powerful voice of the princess I knew. "Come in, Jynna, Theo of the Hearthwood."

I entered and bowed, as a man should before a princess of the realm. "Princess Tivana! I'm privileged to be in your presence once again. Let me first say that you look ravishing tonight."

I wasn't lying when I complemented her dress. Princess Tivana's long hair flowed down her shoulders and back. Her black and silver dress was shoulderless, adhering to her body through magical means as it clung to her chest and stomach, leaving her back bare. The black and silver dress flowed down into a long gown that trailed behind her but never quite seemed to touch the floor.

She was adorned with just enough jewelry to be suitable for someone of her station but not so much that she'd look overdone or gaudy. A long slit in the side of the dress revealed shapely legs, which drew attention away from the faint outline of a weapon tucked behind her hip.

"Thank you... Theo. I see my cousin did an excellent job with you as well." Tivana said with forced casualness. "And please, just call me Tivana for tonight. Appearing closer will help our cause."

"Of course, Tivana." I strode up to the princess and wrapped an arm around her waist, enjoying the touch of her bare skin there.

Though the princess was slightly taller than average, she stood only to my shoulder, even in heeled shoes. I pulled her to my side and she felt small under my arm. She was probably scarcely a third my weight but I couldn't forget that the elf under my arm was a sorcerer. She was a living weapon that could reduce mountains to dust and slay giants that could crush mountains beneath their feet.

While her mother was in seclusion and her grandfather was missing, Princess Tivana's personal power was all that held the Deanian Queendom in one piece. Without her, this country would have crumbled to chaos long ago.

My role was simply to lend credibility to Tivana's enduring power. The princess had no children, and male elves were incredibly rare. Male elves at the true mage rank like I was were practically unheard of, but were valuable to any clan wishing to extend its legacy. Elves tended to end up with a potential averaging somewhere between that of their mother and father, so having a strong male to sire future generations was a massive boon. My role today was to suggest by association that Tivana's children would be strong, and the Royal Clan's bloodline would show no signs of fading, despite the passing of generations and unknown whereabouts of their founding ancestor.

"Anything I should know before we make our entrance?" I asked.

"The last time we went to one of these things you seemed more adept than I was." Tivana replied. "Truth be told, I hoped to follow your lead during the socializing."

I laughed. "Alright then. We make friends with important people and play nice. Have there been any changes on the political front since I was last in the capital?"

"The Cult of the Unblinking Eye has made a few appearances under the name of the Sakaku Clan." Tivana explained. "Though they haven't had the nerve to send one of their mind-controlled matriarchs to the capital. Any power the Demonstar Clan once possessed has been firmly passed to your own Hearthwood Clan. The Moonbow Clan aligns itself with my aunt, Countess Frostweaver. Thanks to your efforts last time, the Bluefield Clan is leaning towards supporting me. Most of the other factions are either neutral or leaning against us. We should be most wary of my aunt making another appearance in person to sway more clans to her side."

"What about the Fateweaver Society?" I asked. "Any movement from them?"

"One faction in the society obtained a book they've been searching for. One side has used that book to add to their credibility and as Samuel the Fateweaver's true followers."

"Which side?" I asked. "The one that follows the Sam who left with Dean, or the side that followers this new Sam who showed up claiming to be him?"

"The latter, sadly." Tivana said. "The old Samuel the Fateweaver was the closest of friends with my ancestor, but this new one seems to be closer to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Fortunately, he's weaker than the real Samuel the Fateweaver."

"You sound convinced he's a fake." I said.

"I am." Tivana replied. "If he isn't, then we are truly doomed."

I nodded. "I know Sam as well as Dean. It may have been four hundred and thirty-two years, but we were close. I'm certain I could spot an imposter."



***


“Now introducing Princess Tivana and her guest, Theo, patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan!” A young elf herald said as Tivana and I entered the room. She was dressed in colorful attire and held a trumpet in one hand, cutting quite the comical figure among the well-dressed crowd.

Most of the guests were already waiting. They stood respectfully, clapping with their fingers to palms like dainty well-trained ladies at court. Most of them stood with arms linked to another female elf, though those that didn't brought a male elf along. Those were usually the heads of clans or powerful families who intended to have children and showcase that fact with the presence of a companion.

Among those were the Bluefield Matriarch and the Moonbow Matriarch. The former held the wrist of a scrawny looking elvish man with cotton stuffed on his shoulders and in his shirt to make him look more muscular. He slouched and clapped halfheartedly as Tivana and I entered.

The Moonbow head matriarch had a similar companion, though he slouched even lower and had shifty eyes that glanced around the room, as though he were looking for something to steal. He eyed another male, who was only a heartwielder. That heartwielder shrunk back in fear, ducking behind the shoulder of the wizard who'd brought him as a companion.

The Moonbow and Bluefield clans had brought a pair of male mage acolytes, and they were the strongest men in the room besides myself. The male elves seemed to like this unspoken contest of strutting there meager strength, and I would have ignored them if not for the fact that I'd beaten all of them at their own game. In fact, many of the elves in attendance were only true mages themselves, and the vast majority of them were at the earliest layers. I was surprised to note that I was actually one of the stronger beings in the room. I hadn't expected that strange feeling for a gathering held only for Deania's strongest and most influential.

The clapping subsided as Tivana and I crossed the room. Everyone had their chance to get a good look at our faces and many heads turned our way with the intention of greeting us when formalities were out of the way.

Out of respect for the princess' station and the fact that the palace was hosting this ball, we were the last couple to make our way to the ballroom, if this chamber could even be called a room. An artificial sun hung in the sky over a massive stretch of smooth flawless stone. There were tables visible in the distance, but the plaza before us was so wide and open I could scarcely believe it was indoors. A few trees and neatly trimmed flowers adorned the ground, every bit of the room carefully manicured with the attention expected of somewhere hosting a royal ball.

I nodded my head at the Bluefield Matriarch. Her male companion rudely stuck his tongue out at me but the matriarch herself smiled and returned my nod as we passed. Princess Tivana kept her eyes straight ahead and if I didn't know she was shy in such public gatherings I would have thought her cold and aloof.

We took our seats off to the side of the various thrones around the room. The tremendous lifespan of elves made royal ruler-ship complicated. There was a large throne reserved for Dean should he ever return, a medium throne for the Queen should she come out of seclusion, and a small throne for Tivana.

The princess sat in her designated chair and a pair of servants pulled up something suitable beside her for me to join her. We sat down and I grasped Tivana's hand in my own.

The herald who announced us approached the pair of us. "Your royal majesty has several guests who've requested the chance to exchange words with you. With your permission, I will present them to you one at a time."

"Go." Tivana said simply.

The herald nodded. "May I present to you Lady Loftwealthios, head of the Loftwealthios family."

My head perked up at that. I had met several members of the Loftwealthios family and hadn't been impressed with their young elves. But they were famously rich, and to becomes so wealthy their family's leadership had to be impressive.

"A pleasure to meet you again, Princess Tivana." Lady Loftwealthios said. She was a well-dressed woman wearing a colorful pink hat and a narrow dress that clung to her body. Her hair had a few strands of gray in it, which meant she was an older elf. The way she stood and walked suggested she had no trouble with her age though, and she curtsied with grace and dignity.

"Loftwealthios." Tivana nodded back and said nothing more.

When it became apparent that Tivana intended no further pleasantries for the well-to-do lady, I cleared my throat and said. "I had the pleasure of meeting your granddaughter, Lyondiana."

Lady Loftwealthios' smile widened until it touched the corners of her eyes. "I heard about that! She's always been my granddaughter with the least ambition, but you lit a spark in her! I also heard what happened to my other granddaughter, Alayna." Lady Loftwealthios' smile shrunk a bit as she spoke the second name.

I let a sheepish blush fill my cheeks. "My apologies. There was a bit of infighting between your grandchildren and I'm afraid I was involved."

Lady Loftwealthios's face brightened again. "Oh, don't be like that! And here I thought they were no longer raising polite young men in Deania! No, everything was my daughter's fault for picking favorites, and she learned a valuable lesson. I'm thankful you returned her to my family unharmed and that you raised my other grandaughter up so that she might someday make something of herself."

"Really? I'm glad you see it that way." I said. "I truly do think that Lyondiana has unique talents that she'll one day put to good use."

"And I hope that Alayna learns some humility." Lady Loftwealthios added. "Let me tell you a little secret, I did not chose the family name Loftwealthios because I knew my descendants would be wealthy. I chose my family name because I wanted to make my descendants humble!"

"Loftwealthios isn't exactly a humble name." I chuckled, carefully examining Lady Loftwealthios for a reaction.

"No, it isn't. And that's exactly the point." Lady Loftwealthios sighed. "No one was supposed to take it seriously! But it seems once you hear it enough people take it as normal." Lady Loftwealthios sighed. "Anyway, I'm sure the other guests wish to speak with the princess. And it was a great pleasure to speak with you, Theo of the Hearthwood. Please do me a favor and look after my wayward granddaughter a little more? I'll make sure Alayna's mother doesn't get any bad ideas regarding a sweet young man like you."

"It was a pleasure to meet you as well, Lady Loftwealthios. Perhaps we can talk a little more about your family history another time." I nodded as our first greeter departed.

Tivana raised her hand. "Go with grace of Dean the Destroyer." Tivana recited formally.

I raised an eyebrow at that. That sounded like a formal and rehearsed line. And not a particularly good one, either. Dean had never been the most graceful of men.

"And may Dean be with you as well, princess." Lady Loftwealthios said.

I suppressed a laugh at Tivana's awkwardness and the odd way these elves had come to venerate Dean after his absence. A few more city officials presented themselves before Princess Tivana, offering words of flattery and attempting to lick her boots as best they could. Tivana's terse and formal demeanor seemed to come off as cold to them and I suspected my princess wouldn't ever grow entirely comfortable in this sort of formal gathering.

I tried my best to make up for my date's terseness by socializing with those who presented themselves to me. They sent no small share of flattery my way when Tivana ignored them, but I humbly deflected any praise and credited my good fortune and the opportunities presented to me by fate for my success in cultivation and raising a clan from a band of barbarian forest tribes. Most of those new connections would be useless to me, but my mind aspect cultivation made keeping track of all their names and faces effortless. If I ever needed some bureaucratic strings pulled, I already had dozens of names to call upon.

After greeting a few elves of little significance, the herald introduced someone I was very interested in.

"The head matriarch of the Moonbow Clan requests an audience with the princess." The herald announced.

"Princess Tivana." The Moonbow matriarch nodded her head. In this situation, she should have bowed. The fact that she didn't might be taken as a slight. Tivana noticed the small insult as well and narrowed her eyes.

"Speak your purpose." Tivana commanded.

"I have come to inquire once again as to why the Royal Guard insists on poking its nose into the affairs of Moonbow City." The Moonbow matriarch said. "Has my clan not always been loyal and offered tribute? I have nothing to hide, but I assure you, my plans for the people under my care are no one else's business."

"I understand your concerns and have made note of them." Tivana waved to the herald to send the next person forward.

The Moonbow matriarch didn't move. "You hold your head so high, looking down on the great clans just because we are wizards and you are a sorcerer." The Moonbow matriarch shook her head. "At any rate, I must congratulate you on finding a man like the one at your side. To have the companionship of a chaka is a rare thing. I have found elven men to be... disappointing." She shot a glance back at her own date, who had cornered a male heartwielder and was grabbing him by the shirt and aggressively shaking the weaker male.

The herald breathed a sigh of relief when the Moonbow head matriarch stepped back of her own volition.

The Bluefield head matriarch strode up in her place, with the male who'd stuck his tongue out on me trapped firmly in her arms.

"Princess Tivana!" The Bluefield matriarch said after the herald introduced her. "I'm glad you sent that witch away. Tell me, have you ever met my son here?" The Bluefield matriarch proudly presented the squirming male elf who looked like he wanted to worm his way out of his mother's grasp. "We'd hoped he'd catch your eye when he got a little stronger, but it looks like there isn't much of a chance of that now." The Bluefield matriarch winked at me.

"You're supposed to be a true mage?" The male elf sneered. "You don't look so tough."

I smirked at the male elf glaring at me from behind his eyebrows. I looked at him and said, "Boo!" As I shouted, I gave him a little flick with my aura.

He jumped back the moment my magic touched him and instantly hid behind his mother's back, scampering away from me like something bit his tail.

The Bluefield matriarch laughed and I'd even managed to draw a smile out of Princess Tivana.

"What have you come to ask of me?" Princess Tivana asked when the Bluefield matriarch's amusement died down. I noticed she spoke a little less formally and a little more easily.

"Truth be told, I'm a little suspicious of my neighbors in the Moonbow Clan." The Bluefield matriarch said.

"You'd best talk to Amisra Copperguard then, the Royal Guard Captain. She's the one investigating the sudden and unexplained disappearance of entire villages in the Moonbow Clan's territory. As far as I know though, it's a mystery that remains unsolved." Tivana said. By context, I guessed this investigation was what the Moonbow head matriarch had been so upset about.

"It might be unsolved for you, but my agents have their suspicions." The Bluefield matriarch leaned close. "There's word of orcs being sighted in the area after the disappearance of a village."

"Orcs?" Tivana pinched her brow. "If they really are preying on our southern border that would be a disaster. We're already dealing with the other nations under the Cult of the Unblinking Eye's influence pressuring us from the east and west now that the cult's subtler invasion has failed."

"Orcs?" I asked with a bit more excitement than Princess Tivana. "Did you hear what clan or tribe they're from?"

"I haven't seen anything myself." The Bluefield matriarch said. "Just rumors. But the fact that the Moonbow matriarchs even let such rumors spread through their domain..." she shook her head. "Time will tell how reliable my sources are."

"Forgive me, but I pray they lied to you." Tivana said as she rubbed her temple with one hand. Then she waved to the herald and dismissed the Bluefield matriarch.

There was no answer from the herald, and the two of us looked up to find her on the other side of the room. The way she stood and tooted on her horn suggested she was announcing another guest, but Princess Tivana and I should have been the last guests to arrive. The fact that the herald was announcing someone now suggested they viewed this latecomer as someone of even greater importance than us.

"Attention one and all!" The herald began. "I have the honor of introducing Countess Ashenel Frostweaver of the Deanian Royal Family, our beloved queen's own younger sister!"

A figure I'd seen once before strode into the ball room. Her dress was icy-blue, sewn from stands of frost and snow. Like her niece Tivana, Countess Frostweaver glittered with silver adornments. Her jewelry was more exotic in shape though, taking the form of decorative gold chains that wrapped around her wrists and ankles like manacles, and a tight necklace bearing a jaw of fanged teeth.

"Hello everyone." Countess Frostweaver said to the crowd. "My apologies for arriving late. But herald, you forgot to introduce my companion."

Countess Frostweaver did have a companion. As a sorcerer, Countess Frostweaver had stolen the show with her entrance, but at her words everyone took notice of the tall figure standing over her shoulder.

The figure was clearly male. He was leaner than myself and probably stood a little taller, which meant he'd be a giant of an elf. His face was concealed behind a shadowed hood. That hood was part of a crimson cloak that was clasped shut with a golden eye, opened wide. That was a symbol of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

Then the figure threw his hood back and tossed his cloak to one side. He wore a tailored suit, well tailored to his frame, which I now recognized as human, not elvish.

But I recognized more than the man's species. I knew the man himself.

The herald drew in a long gasp and the entire ball room went silent. "Everyone... may I introduce you all to Samuel the Fateweaver!"










CHAPTER ELEVEN










"PLEASE, MAKE NO fuss on my account." Samuel said. "I'm merely here as Ashanel's guest. And one more thing, I'm not going by 'The Fateweaver' anymore. Archreaver Samuel will do just fine."

Samuel tugged at his robes, emphasizing the golden eye medallion on his chest.

I stood up from my chair. I was about to walk over to the end of the room and greet my old friend when I felt something tug on my hand. I looked down to see Princess Tivana still had a hold of my wrist.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Sit back down, please." Princess Tivana asked, glaring across the room at her aunt.

I calmed my nerves and soothed my emotions. "You're right, we need to remain in control."

I sat back down beside Tivana and scanned the man across the room.




Archreaver Samuel (Mid Wizard, Level 36)




"He's only a wizard." I whispered. "Wasn't Sam supposed to be a Demigod?"

"Yes." Tivana softly replied. I caught Archreaver Sam's eyes dart across the room and lock on our lips, and I knew he'd caught at least part of our hushed conversation. I glanced at Princess Tivana and realized she'd noticed his attention as well. "But many things can happen to a cultivator to rob them of their strength. He might have escaped whatever happened to Dean, only to lose his cultivation and be forced to begin again."

I watched Archereaver Samuel's attention leave us and turn back to the elves gathering around him, eagerly asking him questions. The Archreaver fended them off with several non-answers, speaking far smoother and with more confidence than I remembered Sam ever having. Four hundred years could change a man though, and overwhelming magical power does wonders for self-confidence.

I narrowed my eyes and tried to glean more information than that. Maybe I could use the Universal Scanner to take a look at the Archreaver. No such luck, it seemed the Universal Scanner only provided information on things, not people.

After glancing at Tivana, I decided to make a move. I raised my hand and waved across the room. "So I take it the two of you came to seek an audience with Princess Tivana before the ball as well?"

Archreaver Samuel locked eyes with me, but Countess Frostweaver responded. "What need is there for audiences between family? Little Tivana is my niece, and it's my job to adviser her whenever she needs it."

"Then you should at least come and say hello." I insisted.

I saw a few frowns in the audience as some of the goodwill I'd gathered by behaving myself dried up and vanished. Sam had amassed a godlike status over the past four hundred years, and implying that he had to come and greet me was an insult not just to him, but to the entire culture and history of Deania.

But Sam laughed it off, without a trace of the awkwardness I'd expected. "Alright then, I'll say hello to my old friend's granddaughter."

Sam approached the throne Tivana sat upon and gave her a gentleman's bow. "Princess, I trust Dean's absence hasn't been too hard on you?"

"I know only stories." Tivana replied. "I never met him myself. He'd already gone off with you by the time I manifested."

"Of course!" Archreaver Samuel said. "It's such a shame. I'm sure he would have doted on you."

Finally, I could contain myself no longer. Softly, hesitantly, I said, "Hello, Sam."

"Ah, and Theo of the Hearthwood! My companion told me of your deeds. How splendid it is to meet an old friend." Archreaver Samuel shook his head, as though remembering fond memories. "These past four hundred years have been quite the adventure, and I wish you could have been there!"

I nodded slowly. "We have time still. Besides, we had plenty of adventures before we came to this world. I doubt any elf knows of the trouble we got up to back home."

"That's right, we did!" Archreaver Samuel chuckled. "Such trouble. We were rambunctious young humans once. It seems like only yesterday we were running through fields and climbing trees."

My heart dropped slightly. Sam, Dean, and I had grown up in an underground city. There wasn't a tree or field in sight. "Surely you remember the adventure that brought us here. We were chased off our our home world by... oh I'm forgetting the name of the group now..." I tapped my chin thoughtfully.

"Yes, yes. Our home planet earth." Archreaver Sam said. "We got here on an incredible spaceship after a run in with a strange hairless man with a pocket watch. He gave the pocket watch to you and the next thing we all knew we were here!"

"Right, right. But we were in a brothel, remember? And then a group attacked. They shouted their names quite loudly." I prompted. "I think they were something like... the Society for..."

Archreaver Sam stared at me blankly for a moment. "Right, that Society! I'm sorry, it's been over four hundred years, Theo! We've been apart for a long time. I've changed a lot, and frankly, you're lucky I even remember your name." Archreaver Sam's jaw tightened and he straightened his coat. "Now if you'll excuse me, many of these elves seek an audience with me."

I felt the arm of my chair give way in my clenched hands as I curled my fingers into fists around them.

I forced a polite smile onto my face. "Right, go ahead Samuel. We'll... catch up later."



***


Tivana and I retired early from the ball. With Sam's arrival, my presence at Tivana's side was little more than a joke, and there was nothing Princess Tivana could do.

"Even the Bluefield head matriarch was clinging to the Archreaver's shoulder." I grumbled. "We worked so hard to win her over to our side, and as soon as the herald said Sam's name, she was gone!"

"Your old friends did a lot for this land." Tivana explained. "There is no one here who does not know their story. Meeting either of them is like witnessing the makers of the stars in the sky!"

I was silent for a long moment.

"You of all people should understand that, Theo." Tivana continued. "After all, the look they were giving Sam is the same look the elves in the Hearthwood give you."

"You think so?" I chuckled. "Give me another four hundred years and we'll see."

"You'll get there eventually, so long as you reach the wizard realm." Tivana said.

That reminded me that I wanted to ask her about my problems with my aura fragment. The fact that I couldn't get it under control seemed alarming to her, and she'd never heard of anyone in my situation before. She did however know of a few items, pills, and elixirs known for making an aura calmer and easier to handle, so she suggested I travel around the capital's various mountains and buy a few of those.

All the pills, items, and potions I would need were designed for true mages, and since I had the combined lifetime wealth of several true mages tucked away I'd have no problem affording whatever I needed.

"Thank you, Tivana. I'll give these a try." I said. "But enough about me. What are we going to do about your aunt? Not only is she undermining your position as acting regent, she's bringing an Archreaver from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye right to our doorstep!"

Tivana stared off into the distance. "We'll need to do something, that's for sure." She abruptly turned to me. "Do you trust me, Theo?"

"Of course." I said immediately. "The Hearthwood would have been destroyed if not for you. I might even be dead twice over."

"Then I'll need your help once again." Tivana lowered her voice. "I need you to go out shopping the items on that list I gave you. Stay out late, after dark, and travel alone."

My eyes sparkled with a sinister, scheming light. "How decisive of you. Tell me, what's your plan?"



***


I went to the city's various flying mountains shortly after parting ways with Tivana. Going out alone like this wasn't as enjoyable an experience as exploring the capital with the Hearthwood's matriarchs at my side, but they'd be back with me in another day or two as they finished up affairs in the Hearthwood.

As I traveled, I cast a few surreptitious glances over my shoulder. Despite snapping my head around suddenly several times I didn't see anyone following me. That could either be very good or very bad for me.

I ignored the feeling and continued along my planned route. My first stop was on the orange mountain, famed for their enchantments. I'd hoped to catch a glimpse of elves drafting and enchanting, but an enchanter’s work mostly happened behind closed doors.

After visiting several shops and speaking with various craftswomen there, I obtained an Aura-training Wristband, which was exactly what it sounded like. The wristband worked by disrupting my own aura through a creative use of a small amount of iron and an enchantment to disperse that iron in tiny particles. In most elves, it threw their aura into chaos, but not so much chaos that they couldn't overcome the challenge by strength of will and personal ability.

It was like weight training for a true mage's aura, and a true mage who practiced like this would have a depth of control above their peers.

Unfortunately, the Aura-training Wristband was entirely ineffective on me. My aura was an iron aura, so it was particularly suited to dealing with the interference of iron. If anything, the presence of iron enhanced my powers instead of limiting them.

I sold the wristband back to the shop that sold it to me in the first place. The owner let me pick out a few talismans and enchantment components that I could work into my Everlasting Jade armor in exchange, and I added them to my armor as I walked. The Everlasting Jade absorbed new enchantments like wet clay swallowing up pebbles.

Since the orange mountain gave me nothing new, I headed to the purple mountain to look for spells available for purchase. I did get lucky there and found an unaspected spell known as Aura Restraint Crystals. The effects of the spell were completely different depending on who was casting it, but the basic idea was that it trapped portions of a true mage's aura in a couple of small gemstones, thereby restraining it.

It was generally regarded as something of a useless spell, as it could only be cast on oneself. True mages occasionally learned it if they had to duel and practice with other true mages far weaker than themselves. Restraining the stronger true mage's aura was at least somewhat helpful in making it an even fight, though the stronger true mage would still have a better aura, even if the amount of it was more limited. My idea was to use the spell to lock away portions of my aura like I'd already achieved with the barrier sphere.

If I kept locking away portions of my aura as I advanced through the true mage ranks, I'd receive some of the benefits of getting closer to the apex of true mage, even if I couldn't fully exploit them until I had a way to control my aura. That would be a major boost, even if I wouldn't have the main benefit of getting stronger as a true mage.

After the purple mountain I headed to the gray mountain, where they were selling weapons and armor. I showed my set of jade armor off to a few shopkeepers hoping for things I could add to it. A few of those shopkeepers tried to buy the armor from me outright, but I explained to them that I'd already started manipulating the Everlasting Jade, so they wouldn't be able to work with it even if I was willing to sell.

The disappointed shopkeepers pointed out a few useful additions, like making the armor lighter with magic or making it nearly instant to put on. Given my physical strength, the weight of the armor didn't bother me much. It could weigh one kilogram or a hundred and I wouldn't notice much difference. I was however intrigued at the idea of being able to don the armor more quickly.

There were several options on that front, but one was particularly intriguing to me. Thanks to being in the capital where there were many members of the Deanian Royal Family making spatial enchantments, I was able to obtain an dimensional tattoo rather easily.

A specialist put a few tiny marks on either of my shoulders and on my back and waist before drawing a tiny symbol that represented the armor itself on my chest.

"The marks serve as reference points for the enchantment so it knows how to orient the armor in space, regardless of what position you're in or what direction you're facing." The specialist explained. "Normally, I put the key to the left of a client's chest, over their heart. It looks like you've already got a dimensional tattoo over there. It's certainly a strange one though. Can't say I've ever seen a tattoo of what looks to be a person."

I rubbed at the symbol on my chest. A man with his arms outstretched. I'd gotten it when I'd first obtained The Wanderer.

"Believe it or not, but it came from a pocket watch." I explained.

The specialist paused in her inking. "You're storing a pocket watch in a tattoo that looks like a person? That's just nonsensical. Really, whoever did that tattoo should have explained to you that you want what's in the tattoo to resemble the symbol itself! What's going to happen when you've got fifty of these all over you?"

She completed her work without further fuss and I materialized my armor from that tattoo several times to test its abilities. It still took a moment for the enchantment to activate, but now I wouldn't be worming my way into a breastplate while someone was trying to stab me. The specialist left a few marks so I could add a helmet, legs, gauntlets, and gloves to the set in the future and incorporate them all into the single symbol. In the end, I left pleased and eager to try manifesting my armor with a thought.

The gray mountain had none of the items that Tivana had said might help me with my aura control problem, so I headed over to the green mountain. It was my last spot for the day and the sun was already setting. I glanced at the alchemy shops and buildings around me and was reminded of the fact that the last time I'd been attacked by assassins had been on the green mountain as well. If anything was going to happen, this would be the place.

The green mountain started closing down as the light started to fade. I made my way over to the three-star and four-star alchemy shops, which tended to stay open a little later. Many of the alchemists here were true mages and needed less sleep than their mage acolyte or heartwielder peers.

I knocked on the door of a shop for a moment before letting the door swing open. There were a handful of items on display behind protective wards, but there were no shelves to browse. That wasn't unusual for a shop like this. three-star potions were too valuable to let every heartwielder and mage acolyte who came in to admire them handle the potions.

I glanced at a list of potions on the back wall. Princess Tivana told me I could find a True Mage Energy Circulation elixir of the highest grade Deania could produce. For the most part, they were a general-purpose elixir meant to help true mages stabilize the power they accumulated and helped to prepare them for reaching the next layer of true mage when they'd absorbed sufficient power.

I rung the bell at the counter and waited. Eventually, a tired-looking alchemist adjusted the bun that held her hair out of the way and stepped around the corner. "One moment please. I need to set up my automatic stirring enchantment..." the elf said. The elf was a true mage, though not one I'd ever seen at the palace. I took that to mean she was the shop's owner and was someone more focused on cultivation and her craft than on politics.

Her aura had a unique feel to it, like smelling a unique perfume. When she finally finished up in her back room, scribbled down one last bit of notes, sighed, and came to greet me at the counter.

"Sorry about that." The alchemist apologized. "My assistant just went home. You know heartwielders, always needing to eat and sleep and whatnot."

We shared a small laugh, though truth be told I still enjoyed eating and sleeping.

The alchemist frowned when she noticed my features, having apparently expected to find an elf behind her counter instead of a human.

"Oh! I didn't realize I had a special visitor!" The alchemist said.

"I'm just a regular customer." I assured her. "Nothing special about me. I just want a True Mage Energy Circulation elixir or five."

The alchemist bit her lip. "There's a small problem with that, you see. You're not an ordinary customer. I remember you the last time you were on the green mountain. Remember that competition between Alayna Loftwealthios and Sava Greenstem?"

"I take it you saw me then?"

The alchemist nodded. "I'm afraid I'm rather proud of my True Mage Energy Circulation elixir. It took me many decades of experimentation to get the formula just how I wanted it. I'm convinced that if I continue to perfect it this potion will carry me all the way to the wizard realm someday."

"And you don't want me sharing your potion with Sava." I said in realization. "You're worried that she'll use it to figure out your formula and benefit from your years of hard work and study."

"Yes." the alchemist concealed a blush. "My apologies. I'm willing to sell you any other potion."

"I'm afraid the True Mage Energy Circulation elixir is the only one I'm interested in. I'm told your version of the potion is the best on the green mountain, and in all of Deania." I said. "Maybe I could drink them in front of you to prove I don't plan to pass the potion along to Sava?"

"That might work..." the alchemist agreed. "It would be extremely difficult for her to extract the potion intact once the absorption process has begun... it does mean that I could only sell you one potion at a time though. You'd need to keep coming here every time you wanted another dose."

"That's agreeable." I decided. "I'm staying in the palace, so I'll never be too far. So how much do these things go for, anyway?"

"I occasionally give discounts to my better customers or those that bring in rare ingredients I need, but the upfront cost of the potion is fifty thousand queensmarks."

I gave her a low whistle. "I'd planned to buy a few dozen of these things if I could, but it looks like that's not a feasible plan." I had enough to buy one elixir, but buying more than that would cut into the funds I'd set aside for renovating the Hearthwood. I could purchase more by tapping into my family's and my clan's money, but I didn't want to make a personal purchase with that wealth.

"I'm afraid there's little I can do about the price." The alchemist apologized. "This potion requires plants that have been absorbing zeal for around three hundred years, given some variance for the concentration of zeal in the area. That's a lot of time to keep a herb garden protected and growing."

"It certainly is." I agreed. "I might have a few valuable plants you could find useful. Mind taking a look at them so we could arrange a trade?"

I pulled a few herbs and fruits out of my Dimensional Storage and placed them on the counter for the elf to examine.

"This is a quality Solar Essence Peach." The alchemist said as she examined the golden fruit. "There's a lot of sunlight zeal in here. It doesn't look like its more than a year old, but the zeal concentration inside it makes it the equivalent of a fifty year old plant!"

"The Hearthwood has many rare and exotic plants, and many unique ways of cultivating them." I explained cryptically. This Solar Essence Peach was one of Nela's. The tree had been knocked over but then grafted onto a plant in the Hydroponic Farm, where it started putting out fruit faster than ever.

"What will you give me for it?" I asked hopefully.

The alchemist gently put the fruit down. "Unfortunately, these peaches are best taken directly as food. I couldn't really do anything with it, and it wouldn't be personally useful to my own cultivation. I have to say the same for the rest of your herbs here. They're all incredible, but I don't see anything useful to me on this table."

"You have to be able to put at least some of this to use." I argued as I gestured at the plants. It was true that Sava had already plundered all the most valuable ingredients from my Dimensional Storage, and my daughters had taken most of what she'd left behind, but many of the other alchemists had gaped in awe at this little stash of mine. I peered into the shop owner's eyes and detected a trace of a lie in her. So she didn't want plants as payment. Then what did she want?

"Oh, you do have something that's very valuable to an alchemist like me. It just isn't on the table." The alchemist bit her lip and I noticed her direct a gaze downward to my waist.

I raised an eyebrow in question, and in response the alchemist reached under her table and withdrew a large glass vial and a cork stopper.

"It's hardly fair that my competition has access to a virtually unlimited source of vitality while the rest of us have to pay through the nose for vitality-rich alchemy ingredients." The alchemist said. "And that's not even mentioning the... other things a man like you can do."

For the first time since entering the shop, I took a good look at the alchemist before me. She was objectively gorgeous. Even in a dirty apron and a smock she was a ravishing beauty with emerald green eyes and perfect lips that could set a man's heart ablaze. But that wasn't unusual for an elf, especially one who had reached true mage. I glanced over her shoulder to the mess hidden just past the door behind the counter.

There were bottles of glowing liquid everywhere, each with piles of notes scrawled in a neat tight hand. It looked like there was enough work going on for ten people, but I knew this alchemist did it all herself. She was dedicated to her work and would do almost anything to further her understanding of her discipline. In that way, she reminded me of Sava. I imposed Sava's face over this elf and realized they shared the same hair and eyes. In fact, if this elf wasn't a true mage I might even suspect she secretly hailed from the Riverweed tribe.

"Who am I to stand between an alchemist and her potions?" I chuckled. "If this gets me what I need and gets you what you need then I see no reason to be shy."

The alchemist clapped her hands excitedly. "Perfect! Would you like to sit down for the procedure, or shall you remain standing?" She scurried around me and locked the shop’s door, peering outside for a moment before she shut the curtains.

"I'm fine with standing. Am I going to do it or..."

"Oh no! I have to do the extraction myself. It's the only way I can verify I'm getting the real stuff!" The alchemist said.

I chuckled. "In that case, Sava usually finds sitting to be more comfortable for her. Pull up a chair and I'll hop on your desk."

The alchemist arranged herself as I suggested and ensured the vial was within easy reach. She grabbed a bottle of oil off a shelf in her backroom and poured some on her hands.

"By the way," I asked. "What's your name? Usually I like to get to know someone before this."

"My name is Mayatania." The alchemist said as she unbuttoned my pants. "There's not much to say about me. I arrived here from abroad and haven't done much except practice alchemy here in the capital for the past thirty years."

"Oh, you're not from Deania?" I asked as Mayatania pulled my pants down. I found it hard to believe the young woman before me was a day over twenty, but true mages could live for three hundred years, and alchemists often lived even longer thanks to their access to certain potions and ingredients. "Mind if I ask where you came from?"

"I don't mind." Mayatania shrugged. "I was originally born on the World of Woods and Wilds. There are fewer elves there, but we get by."

Mayatania looked surprised by the size of my rapidly-hardening manhood. She studied my member with the clinical attitude of someone who had looked at diagrams but had never actually seen one in person.

"Do you plan to go back someday?" I asked.

"Maybe." Mayatania shrugged as she looped her fingers and ran them up and down my shaft in long stroking motions. With her underhand, she rubbed the underside of my head. "I think the Temple of the Endless Grove does a good job protecting everyone. I'd be of little use unless I reached the wizard realm."

Something about these names and places rang a bell to me. I sensed mind magic twitch in the back of my skull and suddenly the connections were apparent. These were some of the names Sava had mentioned! They'd come to her in visions from her past life as Savitania. But this elf spoke of them as more than visions and memories. She'd been there!

"When will the planets be close enough for you to go back, should you so choose?" I asked.

"For a direct teleportation?" Mayatania asked as she worked at me with both hands. She'd become more involved in her work as the conversation progressed, and now she leaned so close my tool was nearly pressed against her nose. "Not for a few decades more at least. But there might be a route you could take through another world or one of the moon stations before that."

"You sound like you're better traveled than the elves I've talked to in Deania." I said.

"The Ten Thousand Worlds are a big place." Mayatania shrugged. "It would be a shame to spend all my years on just one." After hesitating for a moment, she leaned down and planted a tiny kiss on the head of my manhood. I ran my fingers through her hair. At some point I'd placed a hand on the back of her head without realizing it and started encouraging her to lean closer.

"Tell me about the World of Woods and Wilds. What's it like there?" I asked.

"Nature cultivators enjoy it." Mayatania stroked with both hands now, rubbing my tip against her lips to stimulate me along the entire length of my member. "There's lots of trees. But elves don't rule the planet. There are satyrs, pixies, and lots of dryads. Truth be told, the only reason we're allowed to persist there is because the Fairy of the Immortal Glade wills it. She's a living goddess, if you can believe that."

"What level of cultivation has she reached?" I asked.

Mayatania shrugged. "I don't know if she cultivates the way elves do. Rumor is she's an immortal ascendant."

I let out a low whistle. "That's impressive. By the way, you're doing rather well with this."

"It's not too shocking. The orcs have someone like that too." Mayatania said. "And thank you. I had a rubber stick I occasionally practiced with when I was younger. I never thought a real man would be so big though."

"I know someone from the World of Woods and Wilds." I said, finally admitting to the source of my curiosity. "They were originally a wizard, but they died and lost most of their memories and are only now regaining their strength. Do you think visiting the World of Wood and Wilds would help them?"

"It would certainly help stir any latent memories they have but don't remember yet. And if they ever studied dryad or fairy magic instead of just elvish spirit cultivation they might regain some of their former strength. Truth be told, there's no way to know without trying it."

"Thank you, Mayatania. You've been a great help. As thanks, I'd like to warn you that you're going to need a bigger vial."

An instant later, I allowed myself to explode. Milky fluid flew from my cock with such force that a heartwielder would feel like they'd just been punched. Fortunately, true mages were tough enough to shrug something off like that as little more than a tickle. She hurriedly scrambled for her vial and shoved it onto the head of my tool to catch as much of the precious fluid as she could.

To her amazement, the vial quickly filled to the brim and seed sprayed from the corners with enough pressure to hit the walls and ceiling of her shop.

With no other options and little time to waste, the elf corked her vial and stuck my rod into her own mouth, letting me puff out her cheeks with my seed as she used magic to grow a few vines that could toss more vials in her direction.

I filled a half dozen more vials and filled the elf's mouth twice more before I finally started winding down. The elf massaged my tired member once she was finished to milk the last few drops of her new favorite alchemical component out.

"Here's your True Mage Energy Circulation elixir, as promised." Mayatania said as I pulled up my pants.

I uncorked the cylindrical glass container and drank it before her, feeling the warm energy seep through my body.

"When will I know if its working?" I asked.

"It should be slow and barely noticeable. As it works you'll feel a bit tired, but nothing too serious. It'll wear off in three days, at which point you should have a little more power in you than you did before. At that point," Mayatania winked at me, "you're welcome to come back for your next dose. Maybe Grandmaster Sava could come as well? I'd love to learn the proper vitality extraction technique from her. I'm afraid I'll be scraping the last of my ingredients off my walls and ceiling for the rest of the night."

"When she gets to the capital, I'll tell her you invited her." Then I ducked out the door and left.










CHAPTER TWELVE










WHAT I'D BEEN bracing myself for happened shortly after leaving Mayatania's shop. I had just started to relax as I passed the alley I was last attacked from on the green mountain when I felt the blank-faced watch still strapped to my wrist light up faintly. It was the most precious treasure of Archreaver Tim and had the power to warn the user of incoming danger.

I had the barest trickle of fuel left for it, and the watch flared brightly on my wrist before the light guttered out and consumed the few scraps of power I managed to feed into it from broken bits of dust.

That warning bought me just enough time to activate my jade armor, which instantly took shape on my chest.

The moment I activated the armor I felt burning heat wash over my back, like I'd gone for a tumble in a lit hearth and was rolling around in the embers.

I ground my teeth together, not making a sound despite the pain. That blast might have killed me if not for the armor.

I whipped around to find a very familiar figure standing behind me.

"Hello Archreaver Samuel." I said to my would-be assassin.

The Archreaver tilted his head. "You're not going to call me Sam, Theo?"

"You're not Sam." I pulled Spell Eater into my hands and glanced around us. It seemed we were alone. This wasn't part of the plan. Where was Tivana?

I would need to fight. As a mid true mage I was up against a mid wizard. These odds were not in my favor, but I'd fought with the cards against me before.

Only, I usually had my women with me. This time I was alone.

"You're going to be a problem." Archreaver Samuel decided. "So I'm going to have to take you out of the picture. A shame you didn't join the Cult of the Unblinking Eye when you had the chance."

"Shut up." I snapped. "Stop talking with that mouth. With that face and voice."

Archreaver Samuel frowned. "You know, I really should thank you. I was only able to rise to the position of Archreaver because you got rid of my predecessor, Tim. With him out of the way I was free to take over his assets and duties. Normally the Cult doesn't raise a non-sorcerer to the rank of Archreaver, but they made an exception for me. Do you know why that is, Theo?"

"Because you have a phenomenal talent for brown-nosing?" I guessed.

"No, it's because I was once a demigod." Archreaver Samuel said confidently. "And I'll be one again, soon enough. Nobody wanted to offend a future demigod by denying him something he wanted."

"Well aren't you just the most special boy in the classroom." I sneered. "The real Sam would have wanted to earn his way to whatever position he held. He'd be humiliated in your position, not proud."

"Four hundred and thirty-two years, Theo." Archreaver Sam shook his head. "That's how long its been. Really, it's a shame it took you so long to join the game. Had you been around back they you might have become stronger than all of us! After all, it took Dean and me thirty years to reach true mage, and we didn't have wizards and sorcerers plotting against us while we did so. You've taken... what? Less than a year?"

"Thereabouts." I agreed, figuring the longer we were talking the less I'd need to fight. "I have often wondered, what was life like in those early days?"

"There were those like us, running around causing trouble. That became more apparent as a century passed and we started running into each other. The sleepers like you started waking up after that, causing more trouble for the rest of us just when we finally started getting a system together. Every one of you sleepers was bad news for the rest of us, though Dean never learned to see that."

"Sleepers?" I asked as I surreptitiously held a hand behind my back. I extracted a Sword Storm blade from my Dimensional Storage and kept it hovering behind me. "So there are others like me who were trapped for four hundred years?"

"Not always four hundred," Archreaver Samuel said, "but as Dean always said, the longer the nap the bigger the splash. Or perhaps it was the bigger the yawn?" the Archreaver scratched his chin, struggling to remember. That struck me as odd, as someone at his level should have a nearly perfect memory.

"And here I thought I was special." I chuckled.

"Don't worry, you won't be much of anything before long." Then Archreaver Samuel opened his hand and a cloud of sparks shot out of his palm. They spread through the air, twisting and turning. The sparks coalesced in the air behind Archreaver Samuel, shifting into the shape of a massive insect that towered over the buildings around us.

The creature looked like a spider, but it had seven heads mounted on long necks, and each of the seven heads had seven eyes, six on each side and one massive and unblinking in the center of its face. On its back the spider had seven sets of wings that rustled in the breeze as they turned the sky above us black.

The spider turned all seven heads to behold me and I felt a chill run down my spine. Three heads gazed into my past and three heads gazed into my future. The seventh and final head seemed to think I had nothing of interest in either and opened a set of human jaws that seemed alien on such a twisted creature.

"I was fortunate enough to obtain an aura fragment from a Time Weaver." Archreaver Samuel said by way of explanation. "Some say Time Weavers can devour their prey before their victims are even born, consuming them when they’re just drifting possibilities that could someday exist. Perhaps I'll master that trick one day soon."

I abandoned all pretenses of subtlety. I drew everything that would help me from my Dimensional Storage. Healing Talismans, Protective Talismans, potions, explosive iron contraptions. Dean's anti-mind magic amulet, the guardian clay pendant, the spell mirror, and everything else I could think of.

Archreaver Samuel raised his hand again and I knew the time for talk was over.

I unleashed my own spells and techniques. Sam or not, I didn't have any intention of holding back.

Twisted Step. Quicksilver Thought. Heart of the Mountain. Mind Trap. Layered Durability. Sword Storm.

"Neat trick. Let me show you some of mine. Draconic Roar!" I used one of my mind spells built for distraction. An amber dragon appeared in the air behind me, letting loose a beastly roar. I used the moment to activate my Everlasting Jade Armor, and it sprang into existence around my body.

Archreaver Samuel glanced at the dragon and changed targets to point at it. The dragon instantly shattered. "Have you forgotten my new title already, Theo? I'm an Archreaver of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

My opening attack had done little more than distract him for an instant, but that was enough. If I could bury Spell Eater in his flesh, I'd see if he was really human.

Archreaver Samuel shifted his target to me, but I'd already activated Twisted Step with the rest of my spells. His shot landed wide of where I was and I ducked under his defenses. I lunged forward with Spell Eater, nearly skewering him. But then he seemed to fade for a moment and reappeared a few paces further away.

"If you're going to run, you shouldn't have picked a fight!" I shouted. Then I noticed he was standing just in front of a ley line running through the mountain beneath us. I activated Unearthly Movement and vanished into the ground beneath me. An instant later I reappeared behind Archreaver Samuel, then ran Spell Eater through his unarmored back. I was surprised at how easily it penetrated his flesh, but mind mages weren't known for their durability.

Archreaver Samuel seemed to freeze for a moment, slowly tilting his head to look behind him. A thin trail of blood dripped out of the corner of his mouth. Despite the incredible pain he must have been in, he smiled at me.

Then time reversed itself. My spear pulled free from my enemy’s body and the blood that had spilled out of him returned to him. The wound sealed up, but before it did I caught the slightest glimpse of something indistinct inside him. There were faint hazy wriggling things, like a million tiny larva imitating flesh, blood, and bone. They twisted and churned as naked air touched their surface, blackening by the moment as though whatever Archreaver Samuel's insides were made of didn't belong in this world. An instant later the wound sealed completely thanks to the time reversal spell and my enemy was as whole as ever.

I activated the Guardian Clay Pendant. Now that I was a true mage I was able to put it to even better use than Matriarch Red Serpent had back in the Hearthwood. All seven spheres of clay floated into the air, forming a mobile barrier to intercept any attacks headed my way. My jade armor glowed for an instant as the defensive talismans activated and I was enveloped in a hazy light.

Sam spread his arms wide and deep orange embers flowed out of his hands and arms. They swam through the air and left twisting lines of light as they passed.

I thought they were coming for me at first, and I braced myself to withstand whatever they might be. To my surprise they veered high and missed me altogether. Then the embers crossed and their trails intersected, weaving a web in the air around me.

"This is it, Theo!" Archreaver Samuel said. "Are you ready for your strand of fate to come to an end?"

With an air of finality, Archreaver Samuel pulled a pair of rusty ancient scissors from his pocket. They looked like they should have belonged to some ancient crone, but they looked at home in his hands.

Then I revealed what I'd hidden in the ground moments after I stabbed the Archreaver. I flicked my fingers up and five spikes shot out of the ground, made of iron, steel and adamantium.

With incredible speed and strength, they rammed themselves into Archreaver Samuel's flesh, twisting as they impaled him.

Archreaver Samuel's eyes went wide with surprise. I waited for him to use his time reversal trick but instead he activated a healing talisman.

Then he looked in my direction. The earth quaked and the bricks beneath my feet aged by the second, filling with cracks. Then the spell came for me, but I sunk into the ground and merged with the ley line beneath me.

Using Unearthly Movement, I closed the distance between the two of us again and reappeared at Sam's side. He grabbed one of my Sword Storm blades and tore it free from his flesh, but I surfaced just in time to tug on it with my own power, slicing one of the Archreaver's fingers off in the process before stabbing him again with Spell Eater.

I heard the grinding of Archreaver Samuel's teeth and he finally activated the time reversal spell I'd been expected. His wounds healed before my eyes and all my Sword Storm blades clattered to the ground, as did Spell Eater.

Then Archreaver Samuel looked up to the web of light in the sky and squeezed his hand. As his fingers clenched so too did the web of light, shrinking down around us.

Then Archreaver Samuel pointed his rusty scissors at me. Before my eyes, the old bits of iron lengthened into two sabers, which the Archreaver pulled apart and held in either hand.

Now that he was armed and I had been disarmed I had to pull a spare weapon out of my Dimensional Storage. I withdrew the Sword of the Sun, a weapon Yulli once wielded as a true mage.

Our weapons met and I watched Sam's sabers dig a chunk out of the Sword of the Sun. He had one more blade than I did and after blocking mine he swept his other saber low. His weapon left a trail of embers as he swung it, leaving no doubt that it carried a spell with it on its deadly course to take my head off my shoulders.

The clay orbs from the Guardian Clay Pendant swept down and battered themselves against the Archreaver's sword arm. Meanwhile, I curled my free hand into a fist and punched him across the jaw.

Between Five Fierce Furious Fists, Embrittling Palm, and all the power my Blackgorge Fiendbody could muster, even a wizard like this Archreaver was knocked back.

Archreaver Samuel wiped his mouth, spotting a few specs of blood on the back of his hand as he did so. He leveled one of his sabers at me. "You're a tough one, but not nearly tough enough." He glanced to the side and breathed out a lungful of burning bright sparks. Those sparks flowed through the air and assembled themselves into two human figures, locked in battle.

I recognized those figures. One was Archreaver Samuel himself, and the other was me. The moving images showed the moment I was about to drive Spell Eater through the Archreaver's side for the first time.

"This was a trick I didn't learn until I was already a demigod." He said by way of explanation. "Luckily, it stayed with me."

My enemy took one of his saber's and shoved it through the unarmored leg of my image. To my shock, I felt a sudden pain in my leg. Blood dripped below me, accumulating in a puddle beneath me that had already grown large, as though I'd been standing here wounded for a minute already.

I activated a Healing Talisman to seal the wound. The Archreaver looked up at the sky and clenched his fist again, shrinking our cage even tighter. Then he turned back to the image of me, locked in a scream of pain I hadn't remember ever letting loose. He was about to drive his sword through me a second time and I knew I couldn't let that happen.

I pulled the rest of my Storm Sword blades out of my Dimensional Storage and flung them at the Archreaver. I attacked him with my swords as my leg healed, then I reached out my hand for Spell Eater on the ground. Like my Storm Sword blades, Spell Eater had enough metal in it that it flew into my hand at my command given a moment of concentration.

I attacked the Archreaver again, studying the barrier around us all the while. This, and the massive spider monster just beyond the barrier, had something to do with Sam's powers. If I could break through this barrier perhaps he'd be restrained merely to ordinary mind magic instead of this strange manner of spellcraft he was using now. I had more confidence for dealing with a mind mage than whatever Archreaver Sam was doing now.

In either case, I had no desire to fight such an uncertain battle. I wasn't sure if I'd survive this fight, let alone be able to win. The smartest move would be to retreat. So, while pressuring Archreaver Samuel with all my might, I pulled my flying sword out and cast Draconic Roar again.

Archreaver Samuel prepared to disable my spell, but the last second rally of power had been a feint as I took off for one of the holes in the net above us instead.

"Get back here!" Archreaver Samuel demanded.

"I'm busy! Let's finish this fight another year!" I shouted back.

Just as I was about to pass through the gap in the net, a ray of ice shot through that very gap and blasted me in the chest.

Without my armor I likely would have died again. As it was, the Everlasting Jade breastplate reduced what should have been a soul-harrowing chill to something that merely felt like spending a year in the vacuum of space.

"Theo!" I heard Princess Tivana shout from the distance. I heard a muffled sound, followed by a painful crunch as Princess Tivana slammed into a nearby building.

That was why Tivana hadn't shown up immediately. She was fighting too.

But Princess Tivana was a sorcerer. She should be able to trounce any opponent in the city.

Well... any opponent but one.

I looked down at myself, where the remains of a powerful ice spell were just beginning to fade. After using a few healing talismans to repair the worst of the frostbite I climbed back to my feet. An instant later I felt pain in my leg again as Archreaver Sam sliced through the phantom image of me with his sword as he had before.

I glanced up into the sky to find a woman in a dress made out of ice, hovering in the air just as Tivana was.

"Really, niece. I'm not sure why you're even so against me in this." Countess Ashanel Frostweaver sighed. "If you promise not to stand in my way then I promise not to stand in yours. As a show of good faith I can even prevent my handsome companion from harming your handsome companion."

"What do you have to gain from siding with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye against the nation of your own family?" Tivana demanded.

"Dear niece, I'm not siding against the family. If anything, I'm helping it. Among my sisters, I was the weakest and most pitiful. It was only through the grace of my goddess that I was transformed and reached the sorcerer realm. I merely wish to share that gift with all of Deania." Countess Amisra Frostweaver said.

"And the cult?" Tivana demanded.

"A means to an end. Just as I am no doubt a means to an end for them. Archreaver Samuel feels the same way, so we make a perfect couple, don't you think?"

I had little time to listen further while I pulled myself together enough to attack Archreaver Samuel with another set of Storm Sword blades. This time, I pulled some of the exploding crossbow bolt heads I had out of my Dimensional Storage and used those. The arrows spun through the air and struck the back of Archreaver Sam's head, bursting like grenades as they did so and throwing shrapnel everywhere.

I used that explosion as cover to relocate and continue repairing myself with my healing talismans. My supply was starting to run low, but so long as I didn't take a bad wound I'd make it through this. I had to keep an eye on the skies while I fought and wait for when Tivana and her aunt were busy fighting. That would give me the opening I needed to slip away and plan my counterattack.

"Theo! Just hold on!" Tivana shouted from above. "I'm coming to save you!"

I wanted to shout back that she should just focus on her own fight while I saved myself, but I didn't want to reveal my position to Archreaver Samuel.

Princess Tivana summoned a cloud of destructive energy and flung it at her aunt. I detonated a series of explosive iron fragments, strategically placed to throw as much dust and debris in the air as they could. The artificial fog was aided by a little informal earth manipulation on my end and between the iron and the dust neither mage sight nor ordinary vision could see through the hazy smog.

Then I prepared my deadliest attack yet. I was convinced that Archreaver Samuel needed his aura fragment intact and looming around us to work his magic. I hadn't worked out why or how but I had one trick up my sleeve.

Auras didn't like each other. That was the whole principle of Dean's aura seal back in the Hearthwood. My own aura was too weak to fight against a wizard's, but my aura was especially hungry and powerful. If anything, I was the one holding it back. It liked to devour other sources of power, including other auras. What if I let it try to devour Archreaver Sam's aura?

Granted, that wasn't something I could do with my own aura. The Archreaver would just target me while I worked, or turn his attention to crushing my aura with his wizard-realm power. But I didn't have to do this with my own aura. I had a fragment that was already separate from me. All I had to do was release it and occupy the Archreaver's attention for a few heartbeats.

I reached into myself, feeling for the sphere of trapped aura swirling hungrily inside me. When I thought of it, the aura fragment reappeared in my palm. With one toss, I threw it to the corner of Archreaver Samuel's net and released the restraints around it. The aura bubbled and roiled, taking the form of a gray cloud like it had when I first tried to bond with it.

Archreaver Samuel turned to investigate, but I used my Storm Sword blades to launch a barrage of attacks at him. Seconds ticked by and out of the corner of my eye I watched the iron aura swell and grow as it absorbed power from around it. Eventually it grew powerful enough to manifest the snake-like form I'd witness when I was breaking through to mid mage acolyte. Then the snake grew larger and more powerful. It was still made of smoke but grew fangs and jaws with four horns jutting around a fanged mouth.

I watched the monster grow longer and stronger. It grew scales and a long flowing mane as it flitted through the air. At that point, it finally became strong enough to take a bite out of the Time Weaver spider that hovered above our battle. The moment the attack struck, Archreaver Samuel winced as though he'd been bitten instead of his aura.

As quickly as it had struck, the iron aura fragment burrowed into the Time Weaver spider and began greedily devouring it from the inside.

Archreaver Sam turned to aid his aura, but I used that moment to attack him with everything I had. My enemy growled at me and activated an enchantment at his belt which sent seven glowing spheres of light hurtling in my direction.

What few clay spheres from the Guardian Clay Pendant I had hovering around me shattered into paste, and the remaining spheres blasted through my Layered Durability spell in an instant and struck the jade armor underneath. The pendant around my neck shattered, overwhelmed by whatever power those spheres carried. Despite the wounds I'd inflicted on him, it was apparent that Archreaver Sam was holding back several powerful items and spells. That was all the proof I needed to realize I wouldn't win this fight.

I glanced up in the skies and saw Countess Frostweaver was focused on her niece, so I found a ley line that led back to the palace. With both the countess and Archreaver Samuel occupied, there was no one to stop me from leaving.

Without a wave or word of goodbye, I sunk into the ley line, mentally holding my breath as the earth swallowed me. The last thing I heard was Archreaver Samuel growling in frustration as he realized I vanished from inside his net.



***


I was halfway across the city when I rematerialized above ground. I had little accuracy over such great distances, but I found myself somewhere between the palace and the lake.

Tivana had saved me before, now it was my turn to protect her. I looked in the direction of the palace. There would be plenty of royal guards there. I was certain Baroness Jynna would rush to Princess Tivana's aid. But how much use would she be? She was a true mage like me, and she'd be just as outclassed as I was.

Tivana herself had said that Amisra Copperguard, the palace guard captain, was away investigating trouble in Moonbow City. She was the only person both strong enough and loyal enough to Tivana to do anything. But even she lacked the power to fight a battle even Tivana struggled in.

I looked away from the palace and glanced towards the lake.

There was one elf who I suspected was powerful enough to change things...

I sprinted to the small, isolated beach house by the lake. It was the only structure that dared sit so close to a body of water filled with piranhas so large they could devour elves in a few bites.

We'd left Melise here, in the care of Anya the Seer. To my mage sight, she'd always appeared to be devoid of magical power. But she'd been teaching Melise and Melise had been listening.

I'd long since guessed that Anya the Seer was hiding her power, but I didn't know how or why. I was gambling that she was strong, and that I could convince her to protect Tivana and help me deal with Countess Frostweaver and Archreaver Samuel.

The door to the beach house was locked, but I'd successfully guessed the password to open it the last time I was here. I used that same password now and flung the door wide.

"Theo?" A familiar voice asked. "What are you doing here?"

"Melise!" I shouted, embracing the woman before me. She seemed taller now. Like she stood straighter, as though with her training she'd shed her weakness and insecurities and was now both more confident and more powerful.




Melise Songstone (late mage acolyte, level 19)




She still carried the sunlight aspect around her, but now there was something more. Something powerful and timeless. I wouldn't have placed the feeling as the power of fate zeal if I hadn't just been fighting for my life against the most famous fate cultivator in Deania minutes ago.

Melise patted my back, signaling she needed air. I released her and a worried look covered her face as she took in my wounds.

"Theo! You're hurt! Here..." She closed her eyes and focused, her hands over my wounds. Blood leaked out my clothes and dripped onto the floor. Archreaver Sam hadn't shown any mercy to my fate-born copy when he realized I'd escaped his net, and he'd done his best to slice my copy to ribbons before distance broke the spell. As a result, I was covered in wounds that made it look like I'd stood there and let him stab me.

Melise cupped her hands and held them before me. As though time passed by the week instead of by the second, my wounds healed and left only thin scars behind.

"Sorry," Melise apologized. "Reversing the wounds would have been better, but I'm not strong enough to do that yet."

"You're amazing Melise, thank you." I said. "But I need your help for more than a few cuts. Is Anya the Seer home?"

"Master?" Melise asked. "She's here. Just around the corner I think. But I should warn you, she's been in a terrible mood for the past couple days. Something about someone she really doesn't like arriving to the city for a ball."

That was bad news for me. Asking her to help would be much harder if she was hostile from the start.

"Do you think your master is strong enough to take on the Countess Frostweaver, at least for a little while?" I asked hopefully.

Melise tightened her lips and gave me a faint smile. "Truthfully, master once called Countess Frostweaver a silly little girl."

"Good." I nodded and left for the room around the corner.

The moment I opened the door, I found Anya the Seer standing there tapping her foot.

"Hurry up and ask." Anya commanded.

"Princess Tivana is in trouble." I said immediately. "She's fighting her aunt, Countess Frostweaver, on the green mountain. I'm afraid things will get even worse for her now that I've left and someone who thinks he's Samuel the Fateweaver can help fight her."

I sensed Anya's jaws tighten at the mention of Sam, and her eyes flickered dangerously. The embers in the fireplace flickered purple and the room darkened for a moment before the fire returned to its normal color.

"I foresaw this conversation." Anya admitted.

"Did you foresee yourself agreeing to my request?" I asked.

"Yes." Anya replied. "But only because you promised to fetch something valuable for me. Something Melise needs for her training."

My heart soared. If I could protect Tivana by running an errand, I'd happily fly all over Deania day and night. "Anything. Name it and I'll get it for you."

"A Star of Destiny." Anya explained.

I agreed instantly. "Done. Let's go."

"Hold." Anya held up her hand. "You don't even know what it is you've agreed to."

I ground my teeth against one another impatiently. "Where is it? How do I get it?" I waved my hand hoping to hurry this conversation along.

"Originally, it belonged to the Fateweaver Society. A few decades ago it was stolen by a group of orcs from the Blackgorge Tribe. They took it south of here, and possibly back to the World of Struggle and Strife. You need to track it down for me and bring it here."

"Done." I agreed. "Doubly so, if this will help Melise. Anything else?"

"Yes. I also want my disciple to have full access to a device she's mentioned to me. Something called a Cultivation Chamber? I'm told it can speed up time. That's something we'll need if I'm to get her to the wizard realm in time to restore the Fateweaver Society before it becomes unworthy of saving." Anya made a disgusted sound and shook her head. "Let's go save your princess... and deal with that thing."

"Perfect." I said. "We need to go to the green mountain. I'll lead the--" I blinked and looked around to realize we were already there. I'd felt no sense of motion or teleportation, I'd simply been in the little house by the beach and now I was on the green mountain, as easily as blinking away a dream.

"Ashanel." Anya commanded from the air above us. I noticed she hovered above both Tivana and Countess Ashanel Frostweaver. "Your older sister promised there would be no trouble to disturb my meditation while I waited for Sam to return. Why are you trying to make a liar of her?"

Countess Frostweaver froze in place. "Anyatara Fateweaver." the countess gave a deep bow. "I did not realize you still cared for this land after all these centuries. My apologies for disturbing you. I'll take my niece elsewhere so as to leave you in peace."

"No." Anya the Seer said, annoyance in her expression. "You will remain here in the capital. Your niece will be free to do as a princess should do and protect her country from invaders."

Countess Frostweaver's face stiffened. "The Fateweaver Society has no authority in matters that concern the Deanian Royal Fa--"

Anyatara looked Countess Frostweaver in the eyes. A shiver seemed to pass through the ice-clad noblewomen, and she backed down a moment later.

"Your goddess is not here to protect you, Ashanel." Anya the Seer said. "And know that I've been cleaning up after Dean for longer than this nation has existed. I have the right to interfere wherever I choose."

Without another word, Countess Frostweaver took to the skies and vanished.

"Anyatara, my love! You've finally come to see me!" Archreaver Samuel shouted from the ground. "Let--"

If Anya the Seer had been annoyed before, now fury filled her face. Her cheeks flushed red and her fists balled together. Sparks of a sickly purple color that reminded me of Eltiana's poison zeal flew from those balled fists. The sparks rent the air as they passed, leaving tiny tears in the fabric of reality itself. A few of them drifted down to Archreaver Samuel and his spell instantly collapsed. The sparks spread like a lit match across a puddle of lamp oil, igniting everything and burning it away.

"Don't you dare call me that." Anyatara said to Archreaver Samuel.

The Archreaver balled his fists and glared, but there was little else he could do as he stood there helpless as both he and his aura spider were consumed in the purple blaze.

Princess Tivana climbed to her feet and dusted herself off. "Anyatara Fateweaver. It is an honor and a privilege to meet you."

But Anya the Seer ignored the princess. Instead, Anya turned to me. "Remember, you owe me a Star of Destiny."

Then Anya the Seer glanced back down at Archreaver Samuel. Purple flames burned around him, and with a tiny smile, Anya snapped her fingers. The purple flames flared brighter and an instant later they vanished, taking Archreaver Samuel with them.

It was more than just the Archreaver though. I glanced around and saw Anya the Seer's spell had affected a large swathe of the green mountain. Buildings across the mountain had been laid to waste during the battle between sorcerers. Portions of the city below had collapsed as well. But with a snap of her fingers, Anya the Seer had restored everything exactly as it was.

I looked around the broken buildings for any sign of Archreaver Samuel, but he was gone.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










"I THINK I owe you an apology." Princess Tivana said over breakfast the following morning. We were both battered and bandaged from our battle the previous night. "I thought my plan was a sound one, and I put you at risk to lure the Archreaver out in the hopes that I could deal with him."

"You have nothing to be sorry about." I assured. "I willingly agreed to become bait. And you were right about Archreaver Samuel wanting to get rid of me. I definitely planned to undermine his identity, and he needed me gone. As you predicted, he took the first opportunity we provided. Had your aunt not been there, we could have captured or eliminated him right away, removing him from the board. It almost worked. It certainly would have worked had we both been able to fight him together."

"But it didn't." Princess Tivana sighed. "My aunt must place greater value on him than I guessed if she was willing to play bodyguard like she was. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye has always been rife with internal struggles and rivalries. I had hoped they were only putting up a united front for temporary personal gain, but it seems the pair of them really are working together." Tivana sagged against her chair, resting her chin on her palm as she morosely spooned the mushy brown oatmeal before her into her mouth.

I reached over and tilted her chin up so she was looking me in the eyes again. "Don't be too hard on yourself. Your plan failed, but there's no denying it almost worked. I've put myself at greater risk for lesser goals. I was confident I had enough tricks stashed away to slip away even if the worst happened. When the worst did happen, I did just that."

Princess Tivana sighed, leaning back as she pushed away her half finished bowl of oatmeal. It was magical oatmeal, grown for decades under special conditions to bestow whoever consumed it with greater magical powers. Unfortunately, the herbalists had apparently bred the oats for power with disregard to taste, so as a food it was only barely palatable.

I'd had of bit trouble polishing off my bowl, but I wasn't about to refuse such an easy path to power, so I gobbled it down and helped myself to what Tivana was leaving behind as well.

"What did Anyatara ask of you? Something about a Star of Destiny?" Tivana asked as she stood and examined a transmission stone on her bureau. She'd invited me to take breakfast with her in her personal chambers, which we did alone.

"I'm supposed to fetch one of them for her." I shrugged.

A troubled look cross Tivana's face. "Did she say whether it had to be activated or not?"

"No. Does that matter?"

"To activate a Star of Destiny, something must happen that changes the course of history on a planetary scale." Tivana explained. "My mother tried to activate one years ago when she ascended to the throne. In the end, she wasn't able to. She sent it as a gift to the Fateweaver Society, but apparently they were unable to activate it either, despite their powers."

That star was likely the same one the orcs stole from the Fateweaver Society. The very one Anya the Seer wanted me to get back. Tivana told me what she knew of a Star of Destiny, which amounted to little more than a description, and that they could touch the flow of fate. Just how they did that and what they were used for wasn't something Tivana knew herself.

"On another note, I noticed your trip to the mountains yesterday was successful." Tivana continued. "You picked up a number of items meant to aid your cultivation."

"I did! Your advice was sound. I plan to attempt to reach mid true mage again once my wounds finish healing." I replied.

"Yes, I noticed the True Mage Energy Circulation elixir was particularly effective at mitigating negative aspects of your aura. And I also noticed you paid nothing for it. Awfully good bargaining skills on your part."

I felt color fill my cheeks. "You saw that?"

"I was keeping an eye on you as you traversed the mountains." Tivana reached over my shoulder. As she did so, a small dot of black and white light glowed and revealed the image of an eye. It flashed over her head, and then a similar symbol lit up over my shoulder. It was clear these two symbols were connected, and Tivana had been seeing the world from over my shoulder. "I must say, it was interesting to... experience the world from your perspective. I never knew elves could be so..."

"Helpful?" I asked.

"Slutty." Tivana corrected. "Not just that shopkeeper. To think, even my cousin..." Then she shook her head. "But that's neither here nor there. Anyatara Fateweaver is not a woman we can keep waiting. I will arrange a delegation to head south to the Blackgorge tribe's encampment. They, along with the Yellowmountain tribe and the Redmarsh tribe, control the orc assets to our immediate southern border. Amisra is there investigating the disappearances in Moonbow Clan territory, so perhaps she can run one more errand for me."

"I'd rather go myself." I said. "I did promise Anya that I would find her a Star of Destiny. Not that I'd get someone else to do so."

"Theo... I have some bad news." Tivana sighed. "Both the Moonbow Clan head matriarch and the Bluefield Clan head matriarch have gone missing. Nobody can find them, not even their own kin. The rest of their clans are in chaos. They're apparently the victims of the same disappearances that have been afflicting Moonbow territory for weeks now."

"They're the two southernmost clans." I said with realization. "And Matriarch Bluefield did mention something about suspecting the orcs when we last spoke to her. Perhaps she decided to investigate herself."

"And then things went badly for her." Tivana agreed. "There are few people I trust, and I can't count any orcs among them. I won't risk you to achieve a small advantage again."

"Maybe you won't, but I'm willing to risk myself." I countered. "And I have Yorik. Let me send a message back to the Hearthwood and bring her here."

Tivana tightened her lips. "If you can become a late true mage, you'll be strong enough to run from all but the most dangerous foes. If you can manage that, then I'd be willing to think about letting you join Amisra and help negotiate for the Star of Destiny in person."



***


Tivana promised to help me come up to speed with the finer points of aura control when she had the chance, but she needed to spend the next few weeks out of the capital dealing with problems at the western border. Apparently there had been a minor incident between one of the Bluefield Clan's minor cities and the military of the Sunspire Kingdom, a nation under the control of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

While Tivana was away, I turned my attention inward to cultivate. My mind went back to the serpent that formed when my aura grew stable and dense enough. I thought about the Time Weaver that Archreaver Samuel had summoned.

I knew Nela had a dragon's aura, which lent her spells an air of domineering might. Sava's aura seemed to have something to do with plants and alchemy, though even she couldn't explain it properly. Illiel had gotten her aura from Archreaver Tim, and frankly even she didn't know what it was capable of. Eltiana and Assyrus both had auras with useful abilities, but they hadn't unlocked them yet.

The question was, what did my aura do?

It let me levitate iron. But was that it? Was that all the Heart of a Vanquished World was good for?

I couldn't believe that. I looked up the description of the Pith of Iron again. According to The Wanderer, an aura like mine could be naturally found on entities that absorb foreign aspects of zeal in a manner that replicated the power each of the Ten Thousand Worlds used to absorb the energy that fueled the magic in them. Most magic was innately similar, at least in the planets around here, but scholars had found minor differences here and there. The orcs, for instance, often took some time adapting to how zeal behaved on an elven world.

My aura was definitely a hungry little beast. One of the auras that I'd merged with it using the Aura Condensing Talisman had been the aura fragment of an Island-Devouring Earth Wyrm, which was a massive beast that could swallow land masses. Perhaps that's where my aura had gotten its shape from.

The Armorskin Rocky Giant aura and Stoneheart Warden Elemental had also gone into the pith of iron, but my skin hadn't turned to gravel and while my body was a little tougher, reaching Bronze Muscle with the Blackgorge Fiendbody had been a bigger improvement.

So what did my aura do?

Stumped by this question, I set it aside and picked up the Aura Restraint spell I'd purchased the day before. I'd figured I'd need to return to the Hearthwood, upload this spell to The Wanderer, and download it into my head in the Cultivation Chamber.

To my surprise, I didn't need to bother. I read the spell from top to bottom and it clicked easily and effortlessly. Within minutes, I had held a crystal in my hand that contained my aura. The instructions said I should be prepared for at least a month of study before mastering the spell, but the ability had seemed trivially easy to me. Master of the Inner Castle was supposed to enhance my learning speed, perhaps that was what aided me now?

The moment I stopped willing it to manifest, the crystal seeped back into my body where it would keep a portion of my power locked away. I could make a total of three of them because I was at the third layer of true mage. The first three crystals represented early true mage, the next set of three would be for mid true mage, and the final three would be for late true mage. At that point, I would have to undo my aura restrictions if I wanted to reach the wizard realm.

I crossed my legs in the corner of my room and closed my eyes. I concentrated on my aura and extracted Dean's Orb again, drawing on a little of the earth aspect power inside it. I grew frustrated at the tiny trickle that I could draw from the Axe-Beaked Salamander alone. Earth was only one of the monster's aspects, but I could only draw on earth for power.

Or could I?

Steel drew in zeal and iron tore it to pieces. Adamantium absorbed and controlled it. I'd explored those principles with the creation of Spell Eater.

I pulled one of my steel Sword Storm blades out of my Dimensional Storage and touched it to Dean's orb. At my encouragement, power of all aspects flowed out of the orb and into the rod of steel.

On Spell Eater, I used a leaky enchantment to release earth zeal that I could absorb. But where did that earth zeal come from? Somehow, someway, other aspects became earth aspect zeal.

After a few moments of contact with the orb, my steel weapon started to change and distort. It twisted to my physical sight, becoming a gnarly wooden thing as the steel began to resemble the aspects of zeal that flowed within. Earth mostly, but a bit of nature and something else there too. But all of it would become earth zeal for me.

I focused on that thought, sensing that I'd touched upon something incredibly useful. I drew on my aura, which was weaker now that it had been reduced by three aura crystals. It came out of me like faint wisps of gray smoke drifting through the air. There was no serpent of coiling energy now that I had weakened it so, only a gentle, obedient cloud of gray.

Controlling it felt like using my Storm Sword blades, only easier. I touched the steel weapon, already flush with all aspects of zeal, and pulled on that zeal with my aura.

My aura slurped up the power, gobbling it down as greedily as it always did. The steel Storm Sword blade returned to its normal metallic shape, and I felt my aura grow heavy with the weight of the zeal it carried. I had felt this feeling before, but never had the process been so under my direct control. My aura had always done what it wanted with the power it devoured, but now there wasn't enough consciousness to it for the aura fragment to do anything of its own volition.

I encouraged the aura fragment to do as it was inclined to do. The zeal of varying aspects bounced around the cloud, trapped by swirling around and around. Slowly, bit by bit, each zeal particle started to take on a deep, dark gray tone. The gray cloud increased in size moment by moment and minutes bled into hours. Eventually, all the zeal my aura fragment had absorbed from Dean's orb had turned to the dark gray aspect I associated with iron.

"Now to see if I can squeeze something back out of you." I whispered to myself. Then I grabbed the floating cloud of gray mist in my mind like it was a sponge waiting to be wrung out.

I squeezed it, extracting power from the aura for my own purposes. It resisted at first, but weakened as it was I felt no challenge as it struggled against me.

I measured the quantity of zeal I'd gained in this manner and realized it was far greater than the earth zeal from the orb alone. At least part of the other aspects had become earth as well!

I restrained my aura to let it absorb power from the orb again, balanced with the power I absorbed into my dantian and my Blackgorge Fiendbody. When I finally felt I was ready, I consciously allowed my aura to grow by another layer.




You have reached the fourth layer of true mage again. You are now a level 24 mid true mage.

Your aura is currently restricted and reduced in power by 3 levels.




I extracted the aura crystal and held it up to the light. It was dark gray and I could barely see through it, but something seemed to be moving within, just like with the sphere I constructed earlier.

Despite the increase in power from cultivating to the next layer, I felt no unsteadiness in my aura. That was likely from a combination of the potion I'd drunk and the spell I was using. Perfect.

I used the Aura Restriction spell again to restrain the layer of aura I'd just generated.

Then I started the process again, filling my aura up, slowly letting it progress while keeping a tight leash on it the entire time.

I drained Dean's orb of everything I could take from the Axe-Beaked Salamander. To my alarm, the flow stopped coming just as I was near the edge. It took me a moment to realize that the Axe-Beaked Salamander had actually run out of zeal! I'd been using the orb heavily the last few days, but I never would have dreamed that I could tap a wizard-realm monster to exhaustion. But apparently I could.

Fortunately I had quite a few spellhearts in my Dimensional Storage, and many of them were of considerable size. I dumped them into my aura and to my glee my aura was able to convert them into power, despite the mismatched aspects. It filtered that power and slowly fed it to me, drip by drip and drop by drop.




You have reached the fifth layer of true mage. You are now a level 25 mid true mage.

Your aura is currently restricted and reduced in power by 4 levels.




I had to stop for a while for a short trip to the green mountain. The alchemist Mayatania was perfectly willing to repeat our earlier deal and I made off with three more doses of her True Mage Circulation elixir, with the promise that she'd have a double dose ready for my next visit.

Combined with what the Axe-Beaked Salamander had managed to replenish, spellhearts, and a significant portion of my personal cut of the clan's zeal crystals, I managed to push myself forward again.




You have reached the sixth layer of true mage. You are now a level 26 mid true mage.

Your aura is currently restricted and reduced in power by 5 levels.




Each break through became progressively harder, and I realized the last three layers of my aura would require an exponentially massive quantity of earth zeal. Despite processing power from Dean's orb with greater efficiency, the wizard realm monster I was pulling energy from was no longer cutting it. Thankfully, now that I understood my aura better I knew it presented me with options.

I left my period of secluded cultivation to find Tivana still hadn't returned from the border. I realized I hadn't slept at all since I started cultivating or stopped to eat. I decided to break and do both, so I stopped by the kitchens and ate whatever they would give me before spending a few hours catching up on a week's worth of sleep.

When I awoke, I nearly jumped out of my bed. Someone tall with a massive war hammer was leaning over my bed watching me sleep.

"Yorik!" I said when I blinked sleep away and recognized the figure. "You made it to the capital."

Yorik nodded. "Was keeping guard over you while you slept."

"Thank you." I replied. "Though I'm sure the palace royal guards do a good job."

"Not good enough." Yorik huffed. "Wouldn't let me in. Had to break into your room."

I glanced at my lone window. Sure enough, it hung wide open. Korra waved at me from the ledge where she'd probably picked the latch with her nails.

"The fact that you got through the defensive wards means your guest passes are probably still good." I said as I blinked away sleep. "Still, I should get things cleared up with the guards. Who else came?"

"Sava's at her shop." Korra replied. "Eltiana is cleaning up the Seven Snake Syndicate and trying to reorganize them. Losing three true mages really did a number on them, but now that Eltiana's a true mage she's stepped in to take over."

"Good for her." I replied. "Assyrus told me she'd be busy with the palace guard, and Melise is still with Anya the Seer. I suppose you two ladies will have to keep me company for a while. Want to go out? I have an appointment to keep on the green mountain today."

Yorik and Korra quickly agreed to join me and we headed out. We stopped by the red mountain briefly and ordered a few of the steaks Yorik had been longing for to have for lunch. They were made of quality monster meat and cost twice their weight in Queensmarks to buy. I realized I preferred the food grown in the Hydroponic Farm, but Yorik and Korra both loved the steaks, and I realized they shared more carnivorous inclinations relative to elves. Perhaps that was part of why the two of them suddenly seemed close.

I asked Yorik about it while we were tidying up and heading over to the green mountain.

"I'm grooming her." Yorik explained cryptically.

"Grooming her for what?" I asked curiously.

"You will see." Yorik replied. She would say nothing more on the matter, but Korra concealed a faint blush.

The catgirl quickly changed the subject away from herself. "See those elves over there?" Korra pointed to the other corner of the room. "They've been watching us. Specifically Yorik."

I followed Korra's gesture and looked at them out of the corner of my eyes. A group of rough-looking elves eyeballed us, and one of them even fingered a dagger. They were tough women, as far as elves went, and they looked like a group of hunters. Based on their conversation with our cook, it looked like they were here to sell monster meat rather than buy it.

"It's no secret that some elves don't like orcs." I sighed.

"Its fine." Yorik assured me. "The meat is worth it."

Since Yorik was willing to endure their stares, I didn't want to start any trouble. The hunters left without a word, and we finished our meal in peace.

After eating, we headed over to the green mountain where Mayatania sold potions.

"This isn't too far from Sava's shop." Korra noted as I knocked on the door. There was no response from inside, but I realized the door didn't look as intact as it once had. There was a notch in the corner, where the locking mechanism had been. It looked like it had been melted through by a beam of sunlight zeal.

"Something's wrong." I cautioned my two companions. "Get your guard up."

Yorik hefted her hammer, which she always had within easy reach. Korra extended her claws and her pupils narrowed like a cat stalking prey.

I opened the door with the tip of Spell Eater while three Sword Storm blades hovered behind me.

The front of the shop was a mess, covered in detritus that looked like the remains of plants. Someone had used a great deal of nature zeal and tossed seeds all over the ground, growing a huge number of plants. Most of them were vines, and I recognized the foliage as mostly plants found in the Hearthwood.

"True mage." Yorik said as she looked at the scale of the destruction around her.

"Agreed." I said. "Probably two of them. One sunlight aspect, and one nature aspect."

"Ahh! Oh! Not there, please! Mfmfff!" I heard a muffled shout from the back room.

Korra's expression immediately slacked. "Ah, this again." She retracted her claws and leaned against the wall.

I wasn't sure what Korra meant, but I opened the door anyway. Yorik followed right after, with her hammer raised high ready to strike.

We found Mayatania in the backroom, along with her intruders. I instantly recognized both of them. Sava and Nela, freshly returned from the Hearthwood.

Mayatania was pinned between the two of them, arms bound over her head in ropes made from living vines wrapped around her wrist. 

Another set of vines wrapped around her thigh, standing the pretty alchemist up on the toes of one leg and exposing her womanhood.

Nela was apparently putting some skills she'd learned while punishing Sharian for her crimes back in the Hearthwood. While the alchemist in her clutches was bound and exposed, Nela ran her fingers between the other elf's legs, probing the secrets that lay between those secret silken folds.

Sava had just shoved a potion bottle in Mayatania's mouth to muffle her moan while she worked on an interesting contraption of her own. An elaborate series of straps wrapped around her back, rear, and waist to form a harness. From that harness a smoothly polished wooden shaft protruded that was clearly meant to mimic a man's special tool.

At closer glance, I recognized the wooden replica to be an exact copy of my own manhood! It matched the size, proportions, and veins exactly and was an unmistakable replica. With a pop, the wooden member snapped into place against Sava's groin and she sported it like she was trying to do her best impression of me.

"Sava! Nela! You're here in the capital." I said as I lowered my weapons.

Mayatania looked at her three new guests and her eyes widened before her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

Nela tapped both pairs of the alchemist's cheeks. "Now what are you suddenly getting so shy about? Weren't you moaning like a bunny in heat a moment ago? Give Theo a chance to see your true self."

"That's right, Theo!" Sava said. "I just stopped by to check out my shop when my apprentice told me she'd seen someone she recognized enter this shop several times in the past few days!"

"Oh..." I said. "You didn't like me fooling around? I just figured I've come to expect a certain level of... intimacy these days and with everyone back in the Hearthwood I didn't really want to spend my time in the shower. I figured with our arrangement you girls would be okay with--"

"No!" Sava held up a hand. "Not with that!" She pushed her wooden cock down, trying to straighten it. "It's the fact that you bought a potion from another alchemist, Theo! Why would you ever need a potion from anyone else when you have me!? At most, you should have bought one copy of the potion then brought it back to me so I could replicate it!"

"Uh..." I chuckled nervously, but also felt more than a bit of relief. "Sorry about that, Sava, but I promised not to. I had to respect her intellectual property. You can't just take the result of someone else's hard work."

Sava rolled her eyes. "If you steal without taking anything, then is it even really stealing?" Sava sighed. "Okay, fine. I won't steal her potion formula. I'll just steal her as a person."

Nela nodded. "After this, Mayatania here is going to be begging to become Sava's alchemy apprentice. I guarantee it!"

"Okay." I said. "But just to be certain, you girls didn't break into Mayatania's shop, tie her up, and then start doing this to her, right?"

"No, we're not monsters, Theo!" Sava said. "We broke into her shop, then offered to tie her up and start doing this to her. She said yes right away."

"We caught the poor horny girl playing with herself." Nela teased as she cupped Mayatania's chin. "You woke something up in her and she hasn't been able to think straight since, isn't that right?"

Sava sensed I still didn't believe her, so she pulled the vial and hefty piece of cork out of Mayatania's mouth and said. "Go ahead, my newest apprentice. Tell me how badly you wanted to be trained to properly help me collect Theo's seed for my experiments."

Mayatania licked her lips before speaking. "I don't know about being an apprentice, but when grandmaster Sava offered to teach me a few things that might lead to me becoming a four-star alchemist like her, I certainly wasn't going to refuse! And if joining the Hearthwood means I get access to top-grade alchemy ingredients cheaply, then I'd be willing to entertain these two every night like this."

Sava thrust her fist victoriously in the air. "Ha! This one will become mine, just like all the others! Salica thinks she can zone an alchemy district in the Hearthwood and create competition for me. Little does she know I'll make sure I secretly own all the competition! I'll set you up with your own shop in the Hearthwood and visit you in secret during the night nobody will suspect my monopoly..."

"Alright then." I said. "You girls have fun. I assume it's alright if I take a few True Mage Energy Circulation elixirs like we promised?"

"Oh no, Theo! Now that you've come, we're going to put you to use." Nela said. "Yorik and Korra too. Help us get this alchemist ready to become Sava's newest apprentice!"

It was an odd request, but I'd experienced stranger things, so I pulled my shirt off and disrobed to join Nela and Sava. Yorik joined us as well, and with her help we no longer needed to use the ropes to hold Mayatania in place.

"Shove her onto the table, Yorik! Like Theo does to me!" Sava said.

Yorik walked over to a nearby alchemy desk, pushed everything on it to one side, then planted Mayatania atop it before gently pushing her onto her stomach.

Sava nervously adjusted the toy strapped to her waist.

"You're doing great!" Nela assured her. "When you get up there, just pretend you're Theo!"

Sava nodded with a serious expression.

Korra rolled her eyes and I grinned.

"Boy, I can't wait for this." I laughed.

Sava deepened her voice and said, "I'm Theo, and are you ready to learn how to best serve the Hearthwood?" She tapped the wooden member against the bound alchemist's rear. She inserted the shaft slowly and evenly.

Sava turned to me nervously. "Psst. Theo! What do I do now?"

I struck my palm against my forehead. "You should know this, Sava! I've done it to you enough times. Here, I guess I'll help."

I guided Sava's toy into the alchemist and instructed her where and what to touch from this position to elicit the most delightful moans.

"Okay, I think I'm getting the hang of this, but it seems to take a lot of hands and my arms aren't long enough to touch her face." Sava said.

"No problem." I said. "That part of her will be busy." And then I flopped my own flesh-and-blood manhood onto the table next to the alchemist.

"Oh, what a great idea, Theo!" Nela said. "In fact, I think I have a spare wand-of-pleasure in my bag of holding!"

Sure enough, Nela had several more artificial manhoods, made of glass, stone, and gold. She passed them to Yorik and Korra and the two of them took turns probing the entrance to the alchemist's one remaining hole.

Of the six of us, Korra seemed to be oddly the most shy about participating. In fact, she was the only one of us who hadn't undressed.

"Korra, what are you still doing wearing clothes?" I asked her.

"Well..." Korra rubbed her legs together and wrung her hands. "Is it really okay? This seems like a Hearthwood thing, and I'm just a hired hand..."

"Then as my hired hand, I order you to strip!" I said.

Korra nodded, took a little breath, then wriggled out of her clothing. She didn't need to undo any buttons or laces to do so, she simply contorted and her clothes fell into a pile on the ground.

I looked down between her legs and noticed a damp trail dripping past the gap between her thighs. Korra blushed as I examined her nude form, but I made a noise of approval.

"Come here." I said as I pulled Korra to my side. "Let me teach you how to stick your manhood down a girl's throat. I never thought this was a lesson I'd need to teach you girls, but apparently it is."

"O-okay." Korra stuttered.

Yorik bellowed a belly-deep laugh. "Training nearly complete, Korra!" She chuckled.

Sava soon realized that my job was harder than I let on. When her hips were too exhausted to continue, Nela took her place. Followed by Korra, and finally by Yorik. I kept going the entire time, due in no small part to my experience and daily exercise in this sort of activity.

I didn't want to put too much strain on Mayatania, so I gave her a few breaks while I spent some time inside Nela, Sava, and Yorik. I thought about including Korra as well, but she seemed skittish and I realized that would have to wait for another day.

By the time we were nearly finished, my body had absorbed a True Mage Energy Circulation elixir completely, and I took the second dose immediately. Sava assured me that she'd be okay with me drinking Mayatania's potions now that the other alchemist was her assistant instead of her competitor. And so the Hearthwood laid claim on Mayatania and I cultivated my way to greater power.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










WE CLEANED UP Mayatania's shop as best we could. We had ruined most of the furniture and walls, but with so many true mages on hand, putting the place back together again wasn't a difficult task.

Cleaning up Mayatania herself was an entirely different matter. Apparently she'd suppressed her innate sexuality for decades before we came along, and now that she finally had a way to unleash that aspect of herself, she'd gone wild with lust. It had taken a bit of spanking from Nela to get the alchemist to put her clothes back on. After a great deal of work, Sava called her apprentice over from her own shop to look after Mayatania's storefront for the day.

"I want to put a shelf with my own products right here." Sava said.

"Mhm... whatever you want, master." Mayatania said as she rubbed herself against Sava's side. "After all, I'm your apprentice now, so my shop is really your shop."

Sava rubbed the head of her newest apprentice. "I think I'm really going to like you."

Korra yawned and stretched, having found a place for a cat nap despite the distracting noises around her and the chaos from a busy night. She'd retired early from activities and had volunteered to take care of Mayatania's early morning customers.

"Oh, and Sava, you should ask your newest acquisition about the World of Woods and Wilds." I suggested.

Sava's eyes grew distant for a moment before they snapped back to reality.

"Oh, Theo asked me about that earlier." Mayatania said. "Truth be told, I was sent here to look for someone, but the temple gave up the search a long time ago. She was the future bride of the satyr king, but she went missing a long time ago."

"Ha! How unfortunate for her!" Sava laughed.

Mayatania tilted her head curiously. "Why is that a bad thing, Grandmaster Sava?"

Sava frowned. "I don't know..."

That was a curious phrase, but I could see Sava turning the thought over in her head and there was nothing I could add worth saying until she muddled through her own thoughts.

"Care to head back to the red mountain?" I asked. "Yorik and Korra recommend the food there."

"I'm not sure if that's such a good idea, Theo." Korra said. "People seemed to be giving Yorik odd looks last time we were there."

Yorik grunted and waved, signaling she didn't care about that.

"Well alright then! To the red mountain!" Our little group marched off, Yorik and Korra taking the lead. We rode up the elevator at the base of the mountain and returned to the same shop we'd eaten at the previous afternoon. I was still letting the True Mage Energy Circulation elixirs settle in my stomach, so I wasn't particularly hungry, but ordered a small serving of something that resembled a tyrannosaurus.

Yorik and Korra each ordered a gigantic steak while Nela and Sava each ate a dish with a bit more greenery mixed in. We were midway through our meal when the same group of hunters we'd seen the previous day wandered in. One of them shot a glance towards our table, where they spotted Yorik and snorted.

I sighed and cast a glance over my shoulder.




Elf Huntress (Mid true mage, level 24)

Elf Huntress (Early true mage, level 23)

Elf Huntress (Early true mage, level 23)




"Orcs are such savages, eating a chunk of bleeding meat with nothing to go with it." The elf huntress shook her head before turning back to the cook. Not realizing the irony of a hunter insulting someone who was probably her indirect customer. After all, the shop wouldn't buy the hunters' meat unless someone like Yorik would pay to eat it.

The cook made a pained expression as she glanced between the huntress' and our group. She was only a mage acolyte, and if a fight broke out between two groups of true mages, her shop could easily be destroyed.

Yorik shook her head and ignored the insult, but I wasn't so forgiving. 

"It seems you never learned to mind your manners." I shot back. "In the future, you should keep your thoughts to yourself."

The elf's face twisted into a snarl, and she spat on the floor of the restaurant. The cook clutched her temples then hurriedly started running from table to table, giving people their bills or asking them to move to a table outside.

"I heard the princess had a new plaything." The elf huntress spat. "But I didn't realize she was sharing him with an orc!"

"This is why true mages from the capital and big cities often look down on those from the provinces." Nela sighed. "They reach the peak of cultivation in their little town and they think they can do whatever they want thanks to the few scraps of power they've grabbed. If they're this hostile to us, just imagine what they're like to heartwielder's and mage acolytes."

"Look," I said as I stood up. "I don't want this to be a big deal. Let's step outside. Either me or one of my women will beat you to a pulp, and then we'll call this settled and go on our merry separate ways. Understood?"

"Heh." The elf chuckled to herself. "I'd be willing to take the orc on. Or you, for that matter. You males are always raised up with pills, never having fought a real battle in your life." Without waiting to go outside, she curled her hand into a fist and launched a punch at me.

I activated Quicksilver Thought the moment she started talking, which gave me enough time to activate Layered Durability before her punch landed. Her fist slowed down as it flew towards my face, like she was punching through a thick paste that got tougher the harder she pushed.

Eventually, her fist came to a stop all together, hovering just a hair away from my skin.

I glanced at the elf's fist, then flattened the back of my hand. I struck the elf true mage with the back of my hand and she went flying through the air until she collided with a table. The table snapped into splinters with the force of her fall. She groaned, but her eyes widened as she realized just how much stronger I was than her. I watched her two brain cells rub together behind her eyes before she immediately closed them and pretended to be unconscious. 




Enemy Defeated! +100 points.




Realizing these elves were worth points, I grabbed the other two and tossed them after their leader. The two of them tried to struggle a bit, but soon realized it was futile in my grip. The two collapsed through a pair of tables and fell to the ground in matching heaps.




Enemies Defeated! +200 points.




Just as I was dusting my hands of the matter, the cook opened the door to the dining room, after having ushered out all the mage acolytes and heartwielders who'd been there earlier.

Behind her, a much larger woman strode in. Though she was an elf, she seemed to only be a little shorter than Yorik and slightly less muscular. "Who dares to mess with my troops!" She bellowed loudly.




Head Huntress (late true mage, level 27)




I raised a hand, and the huntress strode over to me. This one might put up more of a fight than her companions. I squared my shoulders and raised a fist. Behind me, Yorik got to her feet.

"Oh." The head huntress said when she spotted us and her downed companions. "Well, thank you for knocking some sense into them. The girls get a bit rowdy after a long hunt. I'm sure they were just a bit jealous seeing you with your companions there." she let out a deep laugh. "Sorry about that, cook! I'll pay for any damages they caused."

The head huntress happily paid to have the two broken tables replaced and compensated the cook for her lost bushiness as a result of the altercation. Then she had her troops apologize to Yorik and shake hands with me to show there were no hard feelings and that they were in the wrong.

To be fully honest, I was still thinking that altercation was going to go differently. But the head huntress shook my hand, thanked me for not getting the royal guard involved in this little scuffle, and pulled me close for a few parting words.

"You know, my girls aren't always like that." The head huntress warned. "News hasn't hit the capital yet, but it seems like another set of orc raids have started in the south. That's where we were hunting until we followed the herd of Tusked Plains Stompers we were tailing northward. The orcs have rushed over the border in mass. Rumors say they've already taken Moonbow and Bluefield City, and history tells us that they'll make those settlements forward bases for a larger invasion. Their world is getting bigger in the sky, so the time's about right for another wave of orcs to show up. I'd head north with your orc friend, because this place is about to get a lot less friendly towards her kind."

Then the huntress released her grip, thanked me again, and hauled the three true mages under her wing off for their punishment.



***


I returned to the palace to find Tivana had returned as well. I immediately repeated what the head huntress told me.

"She wasn't lying." Tivana replied. "I just received two independent transmission stone messages this morning. Moonbow City and Bluefield City have both fallen to the orcs. The fact that you've already gotten news independently means its only a matter of time before the true mages of the capital know, and then it will trickle down to the general populace."

"It seems the Bluefield matriarch's suspicions weren't unfounded. The orcs were likely behind those initial disappearances. And the disappearances of the two clan matriarchs as well."

Tivana nodded "They must have been planning this ever since the head matriarchs of the largest clans in the region disappeared. Those two elves represented a sizable portion of their clans' respective strength." She hung her head in her hands, running her fingers through her hair. "This came at the worst possible time! I really shouldn't even be back in the capital. Who knows when my aunt will decide to try testing Anyatara Fateweaver's orders for her to stay put?"

I reached across the table and put my hand on Tivana's side of the table. "Just tell me what I can do to support you."

"I don't know." Tivana said. "I shouldn't ask anything from you." She averted her gaze. "My mother told me to hold the Deanian Queendom together. This is my burden to bear."

I pushed my hand a little closer. "It doesn't have to be."

Tivana blinked rapidly, clearing a faint trace of wetness from her eyes and steadying herself again.

"What do you suggest?" Tivana asked.

"Let me go south and negotiate on behalf of Deania. I'll see what the orcs want and see if I can arrange peace talks. Or at least a ceasefire until you've dealt with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. And perhaps your aunt as well. I'll need to go anyway to get Anya the Seer the Star of Destiny I promised. This will just be me negotiating with the same people twice."

Tivana shook her head. "No. The orcs have already seized two matriarchs from Deania. They'd probably seize you as well. The orcs are fanatical about capturing elves. It's probably the whole reason they started this war."

"I'm not an elf." I replied.

"You wouldn't understand the language or their customs. There are elves trained to understand the orcs well enough to communicate with them." Tivana countered.

"I have Yorik. What elf would know the orcs better than an orc herself? And I can learn languages faster than anyone else alive."

Tivana was silent for a moment. Finally, she said, "You could still be killed."

"You've seen me survive true mages, wizards, and sorcerers. Do you really think a couple of orcs will do me in? Besides." I pushed my hand further across the table until my fingers met Tivana's. I wrapped my fingers around hers, clutching them in my hand. "You need someone you can trust working on this on your behalf. You trust me, right?"

Tivana nodded. Slowly, and with great deliberation, she stood up.

“I, Princess Tivana of the line of the Destroyer, acting reagent of Deania, do hereby bestow upon you, Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, the power of acting ambassador between our nation and the orc tribes to the south. I grant you the power to negotiate on our behalf. Do whatever you need to and secure peace for our country, if at all possible. May the heavens and the ancestors guide you in your quest."

I stood to join her. "I accept this quest you've given me, and will fulfill it to the best of my abilities."

Tivana slowly nodded. "Good. I'll be sending you with an entire team, including Amisra as your personal protection. The diplomats I was going to send will be going with you, but you'll ultimately be in charge. Don't let them do anything that against the interests of our nation." Tivana pulled a ring off her finger. "Take this. It has my personal sigil on it. I will uphold any promise you make with that ring as though it were my own."

I carefully tucked the ring into my Dimensional Storage and stood. "I guess I'll be going away for a while then."

"Yes." Tivana replied. "You should leave immediately. I've already arranged transportation for the diplomat team. You'll use the teleportation array to get from the capital to one of our southern military outposts, then from that military outpost you'll take an airship into orc territory. Amisra will meet with you there. She's as strong a wizard as they get. If you have problems with any of the diplomats, she'll be able to help you put them in line."

"Understood." I gave Tivana another shallow bow.

"Wait." Tivana said. "Before you leave."

I turned curiously, wondering what Tivana wanted.

"You haven't seen any wizards from the Deanian Royal Family. Don't you think that's strange?" Tivana began in a strange twist of the conversation.

"I have noticed that. It is odd that you, your mother, and your aunt could all make it to the sorcerer realm. Your family has no shortage of talent. Based on what I've seen, you should have ten wizards for every sorcerer."

"It used to be that the royal family's wizards were the arms and legs of the Royal Clan, ensuring our wishes were followed and doing what needed to be done to ensure order between the vassal clans. There are a couple left." Tivana replied. "But those few that we have are all desperately needed where they are. The thing is, Theo." Tivana sighed. "Most of our wizards were captured or killed. Many of our true mages as well. The Royal Family is like a tree bereft of branches."

I started to see where this was going, but let Tivana continue.

"When you were first discovered by a couple of ordinary constables in Queenshold, the elders of the Royal Clan wanted to capture you, and bring you here to me." Tivana said. "I thought this was going to be difficult for me. Getting to know you, or anyone, in the way we'd need to."

"I've never met anyone with a stronger sense of duty than you, Tivana." I replied.

Princess Tivana smiled. "You're an easy man to lov... to like, Theo." She hastily corrected. A tiny blush crossed her face before she mastered herself.

She wrapped her arms around me and stood on her tiptoes. Then she planted a tiny kiss on my cheek. "Come back to me safely, Theo."

"I promise."










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










SHORTLY AFTER PARTING ways with Princess Tivana, I met with the diplomatic team designated to greet the orcs. They were all well-dressed elves wearing ornate robes with polite smiles on their faces. I recognized a few from the ball as minor bureaucrats or people of some importance in the capital. Most were mage acolytes, but some were true mages. All of them were proud and upstanding members of Deanian society.

Yorik, Nela, Sava, and Korra all joined me at the Teleportation Array.

"I only really need Yorik for this trip." I said. "But you girls are welcome to come along as well if you're not busy."

"We are busy." Sava poked me in the chest. "Very busy. But for you, I'm willing to put my affairs on hold. To think, our clan's patriarch has complete diplomatic control over the relations between two sprawling nations! If we didn't come along, who would keep you out of trouble?"

I caught the gaze of one true mage who'd come along with us. At Sava's words, her face soured. When she noticed I was glancing her way, she quickly covered her expression in a smooth, placid expression.

We boarded the teleportation array, which was bigger than the one we had in the Hearthwood, and a royal guard inserted the zeal crystals to activate the array. We all felt the shifting uneasiness that always occurred when traveling by teleportation array, but we'd all also grown accustomed to the sensation now and the moment quickly passed.

I opened my eyes to find we were surrounded by castle walls where several elves in a uniform built to resemble a simplified version of the Royal Guard armor stood protecting the walls. They were fully staffed and many of the elves itched themselves uneasily as they grew accustomed to wearing new and unscratched armor. I could tell many of these soldiers were green new guards, hired as tensions with the orcs increased.

Looking at them, I truthfully felt a little disappointed. With a glance, I could tell they were less trained and less disciplined than the forces of the Hearthwood. They jealously guarded the swords at their hips, and the practice bout in the distance was a fight between pairs of elves fighting individually instead of as a cohesive unit. I liked Yorik's approach to training an army far better.

I didn't have long to stick around and admire. Five elves I recognized greeted us as soon as we stepped out of the teleportation array.

"Hey everybody!" Assyrus yelled and waved her hand. She jumped up and down as though afraid we wouldn't notice her in the small crowd of four. "I had to go along with Captain Copperguard for a mission! It turns out you're going on the same mission! Weird how stuff like that works out, right?"

I glanced at Captain Copperguard. She was the wizard Tivana had mentioned and the only person the princess trusted truly besides me.

"Assyrus, please don't do this in front of the orcs." Eltiana sighed as she patted her friend's back. I didn't quite understand why she was here, but the fact that the little elf ninja managed to invite herself along on this diplomatic trip didn't surprise me.

"Theo, patriarch of the Hearthwood." Captain Amisra Copperguard said. "The princess told me you were in charge of this mission." She shot a glance at the rest of the diplomats. "I'll make sure everyone else knows that."

"Thank you, captain." I nodded. "We appreciate your aid and protection."

"I hope to be of help as well." Illiel said, closing a book titled. 'A study of orc anatomy'. "I've been reading up on orcs."

"Thank you for coming along, Illiel." If nothing else, having a true mage of the mind aspect would make spying on our hosts easier.

The fifth and final elf waiting for us was none other than our airship's captain, Baroness Jynna. Though 'pilot' was a bit of an overestimation of her flying abilities.

Behind her stood the gaudiest airship man or elf had ever born witness to. With vibrant colors and the words 'The Big D' plastered on the side, it drew the attention of anyone who looked at it.

"We're taking your airship to visit the orcs?" I asked, eye twitching.

"That's right!" Jynna said happily. "My cousin said we needed to make a good impression, so I knew I had to be the woman for the job! I told the original airship pilot to scram and took over from there. After all, we can't trust a mission like this to just anyone."

"I brought enough earplugs for everyone." Eltiana assured me.

If Jynna wanted to come along, then she was welcome to do so. She was a known quantity and the two of us were on friendly terms. The way some of the diplomats had been eyeballing me suggested they had no intention of getting as close to me as the baroness was after the princess snubbed them by demoting them to my assistants on this mission, so I was happy for the additional friendly company, even if her taste in music, airships, and tents was downright awful.

We made our way onto Jynna's airship and made ourselves comfortable. Then Jynna used all her piloting skills to push the big red button that activated the airship’s autopilot feature, and we were off. Thankfully, there was nothing in the skies between us and our destination besides a few birds, so Baroness' Jynna's unswerving course aboard the airship did not lead to any collisions or wreak any chaos.

The journey lasted several hours, during which the Hearthwood's women and I chatted with Baroness Jynna and Captain Amisra Copperguard. I tried to get to know the captain a little as we traveled and asked her a few personal questions.

"So, Amisra." I asked. "What led you to join the royal guard?"

"I have no family." Amisra replied. "I learned they were originally a family of small merchants who ran afoul of one of the less-savory Spirelords of Bronzeridge. I don't know what happened to them, but my wisp manifested alone in the woods, so I never knew them. With an unfortunate past like mine, nobody would take me in. So I had to fight for my bread, mostly around the outskirts of Bronzeridge.

"Eventually I found work as a helping hand for the palace guard. Once I hit mage acolyte, I was invited to try out to become a palace guard itself. I did very well during the entrance exams and they took me on."

"Sounds like you had a rough childhood." I replied.

"They used to call me the little wildling." Amisra grinned as though she took the title as a complement. "Back when I hunted animals. Now I hunt law-breakers. They're trickier and smarter, but with the right trap and enough persistence you can get anyone."

"I have heard you're quite persistent in your duty." I chuckled. "Criminals everywhere quake at the mention of your name."

"Do they?" Amisra's face seemed to brighten at that thought.

"Captain Copperguard is the one who made the Royal Guard what they are today." Assyrus said eagerly. "When she joined, they were basically a mercenary company that made a living completing odd jobs for the royal family. Now they're a riged organization connected tightly to the royal family itself, and most of that is because of Captain Copperguard's personal loyalty to the queen."

"Yeah." Eltiana grumbled. "I've always heard the royal guard were far less effective under previous management." Eltiana was the leader of the criminal organization known as the Seven Snake Syndicate, so she was naturally unhappy about having a competent peacekeeping force.

Amisra Copperguard glanced towards Eltiana and seemed to have subconsciously let her hand creep towards a pair of handcuffs latched to her belt. She forced her hands back to her side and cleared her throat.

"I could not have achieved half of what I've done without the direct support of the queen." Amisra said.

"Right, the queen. She's currently in seclusion, attempting to reach the demigod realm, so I unfortunately haven't had the chance to meet her." I had to admit though, I was extremely curious to hear what Tivana's mother was like. By all accounts she was a just and righteous leader, though I couldn't help but remember the fact that she was Dean's daughter. If her reputation was true she must have taken mostly after her mother.

"How close are you to the queen?" I asked the captain of the royal guard.

"Not close at all." Amisra said. A blush filled her cheeks, which said more than words ever could. "Well... she implemented legal reforms that let me start building constable offices throughout Deania. They're still a work in progress, but someday the crime that befell my family won't happen to anyone again."

"And also," Eltiana added, "there was a rumor that the queen herself tutored Captain Copperguard. Many times. During the night. Alone."

Amisra reached for her belt and undid the latch holding the handcuffs in place. Eltiana slipped away before the royal guard captain could get any further ideas.

"Just rumors." Amisra assured me. "Though the queen taught me a lot. I wouldn't have even known how to reach the wizard realm without her help." There was clear admiration in her voice.

"She must be an impressive woman." I said. "And I can't wait to meet her someday, whether she manages to successfully become a demigod or not."

Our conversation was cut short when Baroness Jynna stepped out of the command cockpit. "Everyone, there's an orc waving a pair of flags on the ground in front of us. What does that mean?"

"It means that's where he wants you to land." I said.

Jynna glanced at the controls to the airship, which comprised a single giant red button. "Oh. I have no idea how to do that. Usually I set the landing coordinates before I take off."

We piled into the cockpit to figure out how to land the airship. The orc on the ground grew alarmed when we didn't land at first, and quite a few other orcs gathered and pointed large harpoons in the sky. I didn't want to get shot down, so I hurriedly tried to figure out the controls to the airship. There were limited options to test, so after holding down the big red button for a few seconds, I was able to get the ship to make an emergency landing.

"Ha! Who would have thought my piloting skills still had room to improve!" Baroness Jynna said as she memorized the new command. "Press and hold... press and hold..."

She smiled proudly at the thought, as though she'd made the discovery herself.

We disembarked from the Baroness Jynna's airship with Captain Amisra Copperguard leading the way. Yorik followed close behind her. I'd had Yorik speak to me in orcish throughout the ride, which let The Wanderer's systems learn her language and prepare me for this meeting.

"Grak'nar yar'kul" the orc said, pounding a fist to his chest as he looked me in the eyes. He was a male orc, broad shouldered and tall. His chest was bare save for a bit of face paint, but the tools that adorned his belt were clearly well made so his bare-chestedness was an act of fashion, not savagery. He seemed to ignore the elves around the two of us and greeted me specifically with his chest-pounding greeting.




New language pack available! Purchase common orcish for 250 points?

Language pack purchased.




A sharp pain shot through my head as the knowledge of a new language became mine.

I translated what the orc said moments ago and realized it had been a formal greeting, as had the pounding of his chest. It was a sign of respect from one man to another.

I returned the greeting. "By the stars above us, and with the brave men who came before us as my witness, I greet you, brother of the axe." I said while pounding my chest just as the orc had done. Orcish could fit quite a lot of meaning into a few short phrases and gestures.

The orc's smile widened, and his tusks shone brightly. He cared for them well and they seemed like they'd been polished recently.

"And greetings to you as well, sister." The orc said to Yorik. His words now were less formal, and he did not pound his chest.

I expected a lengthy series of questions about what Yorik was doing with a group of elves, but instead the orc turned back to me. "Come, brother. We have a tent prepared for you and your servants. You shall rest from your journey so that you may join us in the night's celebration!"

Yorik nodded and began directing the elves in the direction our orc greeter indicated. Amisra, Jynna, Korra and the Hearthwood matriarchs followed behind me, but our guide pretended not to notice them.

"I am called Derval, son of Keergal." the orc said.




Derval, Son of Keergal (Bronze Bone, level 26)




This orc was slightly stronger than me in body cultivation, but overall The Wanderer put him at my own level of power when considering my elven spirit cultivation. Of course, I'd learned that The Wanderer's classification didn't consider a person's skills, weapons, and their ability to apply those skills and weapons. I could punch beyond my weight class. Could this Derval say the same?

"Well met, Derval." I nodded in reply. "I am Theo, son of no one you've ever heard of."

Derval laughed. "Either your father has a very strange name, or you seek to live beyond his shadow. I would enjoy the former, but suspect the latter."

"Then you suspect rightly." I replied. I was still getting a feel for the orcish tongue. The words seemed rougher, but prouder. Like every word in the language was meant to be a confident boast, shouted with axe in hand. I noticed the orc stood perfectly straight, as though even the slightest slouch would invite weakness and humiliation. I tried to do the same.

"You speak orcish well. Have you spent any time on one of our worlds?" Derval asked.

"I'm afraid I've never had the chance." I replied. "But I hope to someday. In particular, I have some business with the Blackgorge tribe. You wouldn't happen to know them?"

"Know them? Ha! They're one of the three organizations we deal with the most." Derval explained. "My father Keergal manages orc affairs here on this world, and the Blackgorge tribe is one of the three groups that maintains a permanent presence here. Along with the Yellowmountain and Redmarsh tribes, they have held this territory on behalf of orc kind for centuries. With the guidance of my father, of course."

"I take it you are not from one of those tribes?" I asked.

"No, the balance of power would be disrupted if one of the three guardian tribes controlled this holy site. If anything, my father works for the great warchief of warchiefs, Grognak Treegirth.”

"And your father plays the three tribes against each other and keeps everything working smoothly." I said in understanding. "I'm certain you wield some power yourself, given you are his son."

Derval chuckled. "I earned no glory by hiding under my father's name, but he did provide me with a few unique opportunities to raise me up. In particular, I have two breathtaking acquisitions that have drawn the envy and admiration of orcs everywhere. I'm certain you'll be impressed when I show them to you tonight."

I nodded and promised to keep an open mind. Something he'd said earlier had piqued my interest through. "You said this was a holy site among orcs?"

Derval nodded. "It is all that and more. Whenever the World of Struggle and Strife draws close enough, our glorious leader Grognak tears open portals through space so that we may arrive on this world. This is one of the few locations we have permanently fortified to provide some refuge and supplies to those who seek to make their pilgrimage to this world and follow the traditions laid down by the True Men who came before."

The way he said True Men made it sound less like a phrase and more like a religious idea. Like that title was something every orc should strive for.

"I have to admit, I did not think a war could be considered sacred." I said.

"Is that what the elves told you? That we were coming to wage war on them?" Derval clutched his stomach and doubled over, as though he'd heard the funniest joke of his life. "If we truly came intending to wage war on the elves, we would do far worse. No, we're simply here so that each True Man among us might complete the sacred rights and obtain an elf for himself."

"I'm afraid I'm not familiar enough with orc culture to understand what you're saying." I said. "You come here, to this world, to capture elves in a religious rite?”

"It's so much more than that." Derval shook his head. "What have you read from the Book of the True Man?"

"This is the first I've heard of it."

"Then I shall have a copy delivered to you. You seem like a man who could use one. It is our most sacred religious text. Read it, and you will understand my people."

Tivana had made no mention of such a religious text. Nor had Yorik. My brief interaction with the rest of the diplomatic team suggested they had studied no orc religious book either. Tivana planned on sending these diplomats alone before I volunteered, so they couldn't be incompetent.

"None of the elves ever mentioned such a text before, otherwise I would have made sure to read it on the way." I replied to Derval.

Derval sneered. "We do not even let our own women read the Book of the True Man, so why should elves know of it?" He lowered his voice. "On that note, I will have to ask you to refrain from divulging any of its contents to your servants and concubines. The contents of the book are for the eyes of True Men and those who would become them. No one else."

"I see." I nodded. "I admit you've caught my interest. It seems I have some reading to do."

As promised, Derval delivered me to a place I could relax and recover from my journey.

The structure was short and vaguely cone shaped, with a rounded roof made of tile and broken pieces of monster shell. The floors and walls were made of stone, but they were built from blocks rather than the smooth, flawless result of earth magic.

By the corners and edges of the stone, I could make out fingerprints and the shape of open palms. It looked as though the orcs had torn part of a mountain apart with their bare hands and smashed these rocks together until they started fitting.

Despite the brute-force approach, the structure was solid and well built. A simple cloth fabric hung in place of a door, with no lock or way of barring entrance. The air was cold as it seeped past the fabric, but my Blackgorge Fiendbody had no problem warding off the chilly air. The orcs likely relied on their body cultivation to make such dwellings comfortable.

There was a certain openness to the design of the house that made it seem intentional. Like it was designed as a challenge. It seemed to say, 'if you are man enough, then come in and fight me!'

Amisra, Jynna, Korra, and the rest of the girls from the Hearthwood followed me into the house while the orcs led the rest of the diplomats to a nearby structure that closer resembled an elvish dwelling. It was still round but the doors locked and the windows shut while a fireplace burned in the corner.

"So this orc country." Sava said once we were alone. "It's nicer than I expected. We passed by what looked like an alchemist's shop."

"To be honest, I was also surprised." Jynna added. "Normally the orcs charge in half-naked and swinging an axe. I didn't think they had a society, just bands of feuding tribes burning villages and pillaging towns." She glanced at Yorik, who rolled her eyes at Jynna's words. "No offense intended, Yorik. There are plenty of orcs who I've met that have adapted quite well to an elven lifestyle."

"Orcs know a lot about elves." Yorik said, "but elves know nothing of orcs."

"Well," I said, patting a tightly wrapped package containing a single book, "I plan to get to know orcs very well."

"What's that?" Eltiana asked as she examined the package excitedly.

"Something our host wanted me to see." I replied.

"Can I open it?" Eltiana was already pulling out one of her smaller knives.

I held the package back. "I'm afraid our host was very specific. This is for my eyes only. Go have fun in the other room, I'll be reading in the bedroom."

There were a few pouts that I was going to be sitting in the bedroom without doing anything interesting, but the elves managed to entertain themselves well enough. The palace guard captain kept an eye on the windows looking for anything dangerous that might come along, while Sava ran a few experiments with the plants the orcs left on the windowsill.

I opened the package to reveal a small tome bound in rawhide. The cover depicted a powerfully built orc man wielding an axe and included several warnings that the contents of this sacred book were meant for the eyes of men alone. Seeing as how I fit that bill, I flipped open to the first page.






Welcome, True Man. If you have survived long enough to be granted a chance to read this book, then you are stronger than most of your generation. You have reached Stone Skin and begun the path of body cultivation, the sacred rite passed down from your ancestors.


You and your strength are the foundation of orc kind. Our society and our culture demand you act as a True Man should. These commandments, laid down by the ancient True Men who came before us, will teach you how to live and fight with pride and honor. They will teach you how to conduct yourself as a True Man should, how to trade with integrity, and how to find comrades for battle or business.


It will also teach you how to start your family. How to serve your tribe or how to start one of your own. It will teach you the sacred rites every chieftain knows that grant him the wisdom to lead or hold office.






There were many more lengthy sections prescribing proper diet, etiquette, training regimes, and the procurement of tools for various trades. I skimmed over them, intending to glance back at them later.






A True Man overflows with masculinity. Your power fills all that you do, fueling your rage and your will to conquer. These traits are good and you would not be a True Man without them, but they must be contained. Many scholars in the past prescribed meditation or dutiful study to quell these desires, but the only true way to satiate your masculine self is with the bodies of women.


You must satiate yourself, oh True Man. Thrice daily must you indulge in the pleasures of the flesh to contain your urges. Each time you must lay claim to a womanly body in conquest, and release your rage in each spilling of your seed. Only then will you find yourself collected enough to live civilly and honorably. To this end, you must obtain a woman who shall be conquered and be claimed by you thrice daily.


This has been an ancient problem for the True Men of orc kind. For orc women are strong and are themselves inclined to dominance. If you show a moment of weakness they will resist your conquering and attempt to conqueror you instead. No True Man could allow such a thing, so the scholars of the ancient past searched the many words for an answer.


Upon visiting the vampire race, they found their solution. The vampires had spent many millennia and much magic to breed the perfect race of servants, whom they called elves. Beautiful to behold and naturally submissive, these elves are the perfect receptacle for the masculinity of a True Man.


Our ancestor and the warchief of warchiefs, Grognak the Great and Glorious, aided some elves in their escape from the vampires and settled them on a tiny world near our home. There they live, free and wild on a world that contains them every few centuries. These wild elves have grown all the more alluring with their freedom and the power they've gathered, and it is your honor to hunt them and claim one of their number as your own.






I flipped to the relevant sections immediately and read through them. Apparently the orcs were at least partially responsible for stealing a large batch of wisps from the vampires and letting them manifest on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, making specific mention of how the world itself prevented the elves from ever growing completely beyond containment while simultaneously preventing anyone too powerful from finding the elves and destroying their world.

In short, it was like a little nursery. The elves could grow and live in peace there, but they could never grow too much or their sanctuary would become a cage. The way the book spoke of the world made it seem like the orcs hadn't built the place, just found it and figured out what was happening and decided it would be the perfect place to put a few elves.

It was a perfect situation for the orcs. They liked the elves just the way they were. They even liked how elves had learned to cultivate and become more powerful, because it improved their beauty, longevity, and made their conquest a greater challenge.

There were even a few political maps I recognized in the guide containing images of the continent I was on and the Deanian Queendom inside it. Apparently the orcs had respected a treaty they'd signed with Dean for a few hundred years, but after they realized he was no longer around, they started resuming their previous affairs in elf territory.

The orcs seemed to prefer to capture elves alive and unharmed, though the guide also mentioned elvish physical and mental resilience after grievous injuries to be one of their most admirable qualities, along with the fact that wisps were so easily transported in bags of holding. An orc could fit ten thousand elves in his pocket and teleport home, if the planets were properly aligned.

The book also mentioned that elves captured were only to be used as menial servants until they gave themselves willingly. The book claimed that mere proximity to a True Man would stir an elf's naturally submissive tendencies and force them to fall to their knees and begin servicing their True Man as he desired.

The book claimed that any man who couldn't manage that much would not be a True Man, and then went on to tell a gruesome tale of warning about an orc named Omgar Half-Cock, the orc who tried to force things.

Once an elf had willingly given themselves, the orcs had an entire list of rites and rituals to perform, each signifying a greater level of conquest. At the end of it, the elf would be the perfect lifelong companion and the orc would have finally ascended to become a True Man.

I closed the Book of the True Man, finally understanding the monumental scale of the task before me. I wouldn't be fighting to have a peace treaty signed. I would be fighting against a deeply ingrained aspect of orcish culture that had stood unchallenged for generations.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










I READ STRAIGHT into the evening until the light started to fade, learning about the many orc rituals and the specifics of their relationship with the elves they took as personal companions. Before I knew it, the sun was beginning to set and I would be meeting with Derval again for the night's gathering.

I left my bedroom to find the elves either training, lounging about, or meditating. "Alright everyone." I said. "We've got to get ready. Derval is going to come by to bring us to some sort of orc welcoming feast."

"The other diplomats stopped by." Nela said. "They didn't look too happy."

"What did they say?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Apparently they tried to go over your head and talk to Keergal, the orc in charge directly. His guards just laughed at them and tossed them back in their building."

"That's how every previous diplomatic mission between elves and orcs has gone throughout the entire history of Deania." Illiel explained. "The only one that didn't completely fail was the one that Dean himself led. We're not sure what he did differently."

"I suspect the orcs have some problems in that regard. Based on my research, there's a lot of... cultural baggage they're hanging onto." I explained cryptically.

I refused Illiel's pleads to see the book she saw tucked under my arm, and I tucked it away just as Derval pushed the fabric covering the entrance aside.

Derval glanced at me. "Theo! I hope you're well rested, it's going to be a long night!" He chuckled. "Come, they're starting to mud-wrestle! If we want our chance, we'll need to get in line now."

I left with Derval and the elves followed behind. Only Yorik seemed interested, while the rest of my women kept to a tight group, glancing warily at the orcs around them. Our hosts seemed not to notice my elves at all and continued on their way to wherever it was Derval was taking me.

We came to a large group of orcs surrounding a circular basin, clearly artistically constructed. The basin was filled with a very pale silty clay, and two orcs were busy rolling around in it.

The crowd burst into cheers as one orc got the better of the other and struck him with a solid punch across the jaw. The punched orc rolled onto the ground, quickly coming back to his senses and swiping the other orc's feet out from under him. On the slippery mud, the orc quickly tumbled off his feet and was hit by a jumping pile driver from his opponent who leaped into the air to hit him while he was down.

Mud sprayed in all directions as the pair tangled with each other, but eventually one of the orcs got the upper hand and locked his opponent into a tight hold.

"Bah, just a couple of Stone Muscle orcs wrestling." Derval snorted. "What do you say, Theo? Want to give them a real show? I've always wondered what a real man who practices elvish magic could do with it."

"If I'm free to use any spells I want, you might regret it." I warned. "I wouldn't want to make you look weak in front of your friends."

"Ha! That's quite the challenge! Now I simply have to get you in the ring!"

Derval stripped off his pants, though thankfully he was wearing a set of small undergarments. I did the same and we stepped into the mud pit, to the cheering of the crowd.

"Derval's a Bronze Bone body cultivator." An orc said. "Does his opponent really think he can win?" An orc said from the side of the ring.

"Nobody's beaten Derval in mud wrestling since he reached the Bronze Realm. I'm putting my bet on Derval. You'd be a fool to do otherwise." another orc replied.

"Wasn't there a really strong human here a century or two ago? Somebody even Keergal feared?" The first orc said.

The orcs made bets as Derval and I squared up.

"I have to warn you." Derval said. "I've done this before. You can take a few practice swings. It’s a bit harder to find footing here than on the ground."

"I'll manage." I said. I wasn't certain if Derval had realized I was a body cultivator in addition to being a spirit cultivator. I was confident I could match Derval punch for punch, though his body cultivation was slightly higher than mine. Despite that difference, I was willing to bet that I wouldn't need much spell work to bridge that gap, and he had said I could use elvish magic as much as I wanted.

I started with a conservative approach and used my less flashy abilities. Quicksilver Thought improved my reaction time, Heart of the Mountain Improved my Stamina, and Layered Durability would keep me from taking a hit too hard.

Across the ring, Derval waited with his hands crossed, smirking as he sensed the zeal stir around me.

Preparations complete, I matched his pose. "Whenever you're ready."

Derval did not need a second invitation. The moment I said he could fight he lowered his shoulders and charged me. The orc collided with my Layered Durability spell in an instant, rocketing across the small arena in the blink of an eye. I was fast enough to see him coming through, and I quickly ducked out of the way.

"You're fast." Derval said, sounding surprised.

"I've got a few tricks up my sleeve." I said, arms still crossed. I beckoned the orc forward with two of my fingers, daring him to charge me again.

Derval approached me more warily this time, arms outstretched as though he was thinking I would try to slip away again. He stopped his advance several paces from me and stood waiting for me to make the next move.

I wasn't sure how strong his defenses were. I wanted to make a good impression on these orcs, but not get so rough that there might be hurt feelings. In the end, I decided to ebb on the side of a caution and try to punch Derval in the jaw.

I sprung off my back leg, using only the strength of my Blackgorge Fiendbody. Derval was quite surprised at the sight of me charging in for a melee attack, and he grinned toothily as he raised his fists to meet me.

His fist collided with my Layered Durability spell, breaking through the first layer and the second layer with the tremendous force behind it. It slowed down as it neared the third layer before that finally stopped it. In contrast, my fist met no resistance before it collided with the right half of Derval's face.

The orc rocked backwards with the force of my blow, and the cheering crowd went silent for a moment. Derval touched his lips with his hand. Shock filled his eyes when he saw a few drops of blood come away with his fingers. The expression in his eyes changed and the confident demeanor in them faded to give way to one of seriousness.

"It's a damn good thing elves can't punch like that." Derval laughed. "Looks like you know how to take a hit too. So let me get a bit rougher."

Derval squared his shoulders. He lifted his leg and I could vaguely sense zeal flow through him before he stomped on the ground. The pool around me shook like it had been struck by my Earthshatter spell, and I felt myself sink deeper into the mud. That was quickly countered by a bit of earth magic, but Derval was already charging towards me.

He punched me in the gut, pounding away at the last bit of my Layered Durability barrier. Though the last layer was the toughest, it wasn't unbreakable. The spell also took time to cast and renew, Derval would quickly get through it if I let him hack at me. But I still had plenty of other tricks to show him.

I stepped sideways so Derval's follow-up punch glanced off my shoulder.

For once I found a use for the spell Five Fierce Furious Fists without joining it to Embrittling Palm. When I struck, my hand seemed to move in five places simultaneously, striking the orc's jaw and chest. His head rocked backward from the strike and he shook his head to clear his thoughts and recover from the magical barrage of blows.

Derval raised his arms over his head and growled. As I watched, his skin turned rougher and thicker, taking on the characteristics of stone and the clay beneath our feet. His skin seemed to crawl like liquid stone, which settled all over his body like armor.

I used the moment he activated his spell to recast my Layered Durability spell, armoring myself as he did.

The two of us clashed again, and it became apparent that Derval would rather grapple than exchange blows. I was slightly taller than him, but he was bulkier than I was. I wanted to keep my distance where I could strike and retreat. As body cultivators, we were both powerfully built with well chiseled bodies, but he was one level higher than me and I had to expect he'd be slightly stronger.

I darted backwards and Derval rushed forwards. His spell had armored him, so I started adding Embrittling Palm back into Five Fierce Furious Fists. Between the two, Derval's armor was quickly chipping off and leaving bare skin behind.

"You'll have to do better than that if you want to catch me." I said from the other side of the ring. I noticed some of the crowd had started cheering for me instead of Derval, and quite a few who'd bet on my opponent were already regretting their choice.

Derval blinked at me and scanned the crowd, noticing what I had noticed. He panted and pointed his hand at me. "You're good at running."

I shrugged. "Or maybe you're just good at missing."

The orc chuckled, then clenched his jaw tight. He straightened his back and puffed out his chest, then pounded on it with his fist. I sensed zeal flare again, though it was hard to get a feel for techniques because they happened inside the caster's body. Derval was using magic, but I had no idea what kind.

Something thrummed then, and the air cracked with the force of the reverberation. The pool we were fighting in split and clay leaked out the side.

It happened twice more in a pair of bursts, one louder and one softer. It took me a moment to realize the sound was the orc's own heartbeat, which he'd somehow weaponized into an offensive technique.

Derval walked closer to me and the force of the thumps grew exponentially more potent. I would have thought he cultivated the force aspect if not for the fact that he was stirring so much earth zeal with this new ability.

"This is something I've been working on for a while." Derval said. "A technique that continuously attacks my enemies every time my heart beats."

I planted my feet in the earth, anchoring myself with the help of a bit of earth zeal. "You'll have to do a bit better than that." Since this spell got stronger the closer I got to him, I'd just keep my distance.

I opted for one of the simplest spells I knew and summoned a spike of earth from the ground and hurled it at my enemy. It splattered against his body and he didn't even flinch as the clay spear broke apart into mud. Since he handled that no problem, I made the spikes bigger and stronger, hurling them one after another until the orc started defending himself.

Growling, Derval charged me again, intending on getting close enough that his new ability would do more damage. He crossed the distance between us in one jump. When he landed, the bowl the fighting arena sat in cracked and spilled mud everywhere.

Derval grabbed me with both his hands, embracing me in a bear hug. "You're pinned now. You put up a good fight, but it's time to give up."

"I don't think so." I grunted out. I'd practiced escaping holds like this with Yorik on the Training Grounds. I swung my leg over the nearest ley line and slipped into it, popping out of Derval's grip like water flowing out of a cup with a hole in it.

Derval was still looking at his hands in shock when I rematerialized behind him. He was so surprised that he didn't even notice me when my fist collided with the back of his head and he landed face first into the ground outside of the clay pit.

"Out of bounds!" An orc declared. "Winner, our guest from the elves!"

There was silence for a moment, but cheering soon joined it. More than I would have expected for an outsider who'd just defeated one of their own.

Derval picked himself up off the ground. He glanced up at and his face held an annoyed look for a moment before he shook his head and cleared the expression from his face.

"I guess I should have taken your warning." Derval laughed. "I suppose I'll just need to spend an extra hour or two working out my frustrations tonight."

"No hard feelings?" I asked, tapping the orc on the shoulder.

"So long as you explain exactly what that was you did at the end there!" Derval pounded his fist against his thigh. "I've never seen someone slip away like that!"

"Your heartbeat technique is very creative." I replied. "I think with a few adjustments you could have a potent weapon. I could share a little of my spell if you share a little of your technique?"

"Deal." Derval declared. "Come, there are free drinks for all before the Wargod's shrine tonight! We don't want to miss that!"

A cheer rung out from all the orcs around me and as a group we headed over to the war god's shrine.



***


It took me some time to notice that all the elves, besides Amisra, had trickled away one by one. The orcs didn't seem inclined to include them in any activities like they had for me, so I simply assumed they'd gone off to explore on their own and take care of other things. They were all big girls and powerful true mages, so I trusted them to look out for themselves and each other.

"So," one of the orcs asked after I downed my tenth drink. "What's it like living among the elves?"

"Eh," I shrugged. "They're people like any other. Most of them I do my business with then leave."

"You ever catch a pair of wild elves... you know?" The orc insisted.

"Know what?" I raised an eyebrow.

"Doing elf stuff." The orc made a kissing face and did his best impression of a girlish moan.

I laughed. "Yeah, I've caught them up to that sort of thing before. Both to each other, and with me."

There was a collective cheer all around me, and the orcs all wanted to know how the elves went about pleasuring themselves, as they put it, 'in the wild'.

"Oh gods." An orc threw back his head after one of my many vivid descriptions. "I'm going to have to fight twice as hard when I finally get to the front lines!" A few orcs murmured in agreement.

"Now hold on!" I protested. "That's the opposite of what I'm here to encourage."

The whole crowd burst out laughing, and I took another sip of my drink. Derval clapped me on the shoulder. "There won't be a peace treaty, Theo. There's no war. Frankly, the way we see it, the only real war is the one the elves are waging upon each other. The nation we'll be raiding looks like it’s on the verge of collapse. If anything, we'll be taking the elves away for a better life under our care."

"Hear hear!" An orc held up his mug of alcohol. "That's us, benevolent saviors of elf-kind, even if they haven't learned to appreciate us yet!"

"They all do eventually!" Another orc chimed in.

I shook my head as the orcs were busy clinking their cups and telling each other how brave and selfless they were to come here and save so many elves. "I hardly think an elf would thank you for tearing her from her home." I said when the cheering and congratulations died down.

"That's why you usually want to take an entire family, or a whole village if you can manage it." An orc said grandly, as though stating the answer to a moral dilemma that had cost him much thought and many sleepless nights.

Before I could respond to that sage advice, Derval clapped me on the shoulder. "You know, I promised to show you my two newest acquisitions earlier today, didn't I? Let me fetch them now. Maybe then you'll understand."

Derval left, and I tried to change the subject of conversation with the rest of the crowd. The orcs seemed intent on talking about elves though, so I let them speak among themselves.

When Derval returned, he held two pieces of rope, and each was attached to a collar around the neck of an elf, both of whom were naked. One elf sat in a cart, arms and legs bound with her eyes blindfolded and a piece of wood in her mouth. The other was unbound, though also naked and wearing a collar. She pushed the cart the other elf was in and dutifully followed along behind Derval as he rejoined our group.

"Behold!" Derval said. "The face of our so-called enemy."

The orcs laughed at Derval's joke, but they soon quieted as they got eyefuls of bare elven skin and sensual forms.

Every orc went quiet, like a circle of wolves that had found a couple of bunnies wandering among them.

"These are my two newest pets. Impressed, Theo?" Derval asked, not bothering to conceal the pride in his voice.

"It seems you had a successful raid recently." I said carefully.

Derval chuckled. "This was more than a successful raid. Remember how I mentioned that my father managed to secure a few unique opportunities for me? These were two of them. Look, it started with this one." Derval tugged on the leash of the elf pushing the cart.

The elf jerked her head up at the pull, though it had been more like a signal than anything rough. Like an obedient puppy, she dropped to her knees and crawled over to her master's side.

"Beg." Derval commanded. The elf got onto her knees, held her arms out and stuck her tongue out while panting with a desperate expression on her face.

"So after catching an elf like this, you... teach her tricks?" I asked.

"Don't you recognize this one?" Derval replied. "She was once the leader of a major elf city. Though now of course she's my little pet."

I gave the kneeling, panting elf another look and realized I really did recognize her.




Moonbow Clan Head Matriarch (Early Wizard, level 32)




Amisra recognized the elf as well. "That... that's the head matriarch of the Moonbow Clan!" Amisra breathed, jaw dropping wide as she took in the state of the wizard-realm elf and a leader of the Deanian Queendom. To think, such a powerful elf was now here, kneeling obediently at the command of an orc an entire realm weaker than her. She seemed completely shameless in her servitude, as though the humiliation of so many people seeing her in such a state only made her hornier.

Derval laughed at Amisra's expression. "My poor little pet here got tired of all your weak, sniveling elf men. She met my father and his troops several times and eventually begged for him to take her away and make her his. Unfortunately for her, my father refused for his own reasons. But he was more than happy to pass the opportunity to his son. So now I have an adorable little pet to train. To be honest, I think she'll be ready to graduate from pet to concubine soon enough."

"I'm sure she's... plenty of fun." I said slowly.

"A-and the other elf?" Amisra's eyes glanced to the bound girl, and I remembered that when I'd first seen Palace Guard Captain Amisra Copperguard, she'd been bound and pleasured in a way that wasn't dissimilar to the elf in the cart.

"You might know her as well." Derval walked over to the cart and tore off the other elf's blindfold. "My Moonbow pet helped me capture her. She'd been snooping around our troops as we prepared to bring the entire Moonbow Clan into our fatherly embrace, and I knew we had to capture her as well."




Bluefield Clan Head Matriarch (early wizard, level 31)




The Bluefield Clan Head Matriarch blinked her vision clear and glanced around. She seemed calm enough glancing at the many orcs looking over her naked body hungrily, but when she saw Amisra and me her face filled with color and she flinched. She cast her eyes down, humiliated as those who knew her as a powerful matriarch witnessed her in this pitiful state.

Amisra bit her lip and held back a gasp. She unconsciously rubbed her thighs together, and I watched her hands creep towards the spot between her legs. I didn't think orcs were completely right about the elves' natural tendencies, but Amisra seemed to be doing their best to prove them true.

I grabbed her wrist in my hand and pulled her over to my side. The orcs had been eying her moment of ill-timed sexual expression, though they'd kept their distance because she was still a wizard. Now they kept their distance because I was glaring at them while I held the palace guard captain close to my side possessively.

Derval pulled the gag out of the Bluefield matriarch's mouth and ordered her to admit, in full view of everyone, that she had begged to be bound, stripped, and presented before these orcs."

"I-it's true." The Bluefield matriarch said. "After I was captured and spent time among the orcs... I realized I wanted to serve one. So I knelt and asked to be turned into a thrall."

"There you have it." Derval said proudly. "Let no man accuse me of being Omgar Half-Cock!" Amisra twitched in my hand, and I watched her eyes go distant and distracted as heat filled her cheeks.

"Pull yourself together, Captain." I muttered under my breath as I jostled her shoulder.

Amisra seemed to come back to her senses then and shook herself. Her hands dropped to her sides, and she stood straighter.

"Now, Theo." Derval began, "The reason I brought these two out here wasn't just to show off my achievements to you. I brought this one here specifically because she has been trained sufficiently to graduate beyond being a simple thrall. The time has come to induct her further into our sacred rights and raise her up from thrall to chattel."

A cheer rose up from among the orcs. Everyone praised Derval's glorious achievement and volunteered to assist him in the ritual that would see the Bluefield matriarch promoted.

"Thank you one and all for your offers." Derval said. "But I would prefer for Theo to do this for me. He deserves a reward for defeating me in the ring earlier, and he's proved he's a true man, even if he does live among elves."

I'd read this part of the Book of the True Man. Derval would offer his thrall to me, and she would prove the skills he'd trained her to master as a thrall. As the judge, if she performed to my satisfaction, she would be promoted from thrall to chattle. The bonds that kept her completely immobilized would be reduced to her collar and a few sets of chains.

A similar ritual took place between an elf's progression from captive to pet, or from pet to concubine. I had read through all the processes earlier today, and knew how to respond in the manner the Book of the True Man proscribed.

I stood up straight. "You respect me as a man, and as a warrior?"

"I do." Derval said.

"Then, man to man, I will judge this thrall of yours."

Derval nodded and passed me the Bluefield matriarch's leash. Then he barked an order. "Thrall! You will please my comrade in the way he requires as a fellow male."

As a thrall, the Bluefield matriarch's job was not too intensive. All she had to do was be a healthy and willing receptacle of a man's rage and desire for conquest. That meant she simply had to look sexy in her bonds and moan in pleasure while I examined and toyed with her.

Derval passed me a ritual examination tool, which was little more than a glorified stick. I pressed that stick to the woman’s lips to examine her teeth and lips. Then I examined the portions of her skin that were unbound, ensuring every bit was unblemished and unmarred by any sign of bruising or other physical coercion.

"It seems you've done a good job with her." I said as I clinically examined Derval's elf. "She's quite beautiful now that I look at her."

There were nods of approval from the orcs around us and Derval preened at the praise as though he'd been complimented himself.

"She is a wizard, after all." Derval said proudly. "That's not something you see every day, though I'm sure you're an excellent judge of wizards." He shot a glance to Amisra at my side. "But I think you've thoroughly examined her now. Move on with the judgement!"

"Judge her! Judge her!" The orcs chanted all at once.

With a heavy sigh, I plucked at the knot holding my pants up and let them drop.

The Bluefield matriarch followed my hands with her eyes, and I hefted my hardening cock and placed my tip against her lips. Derval had left her gag out specifically for this purpose.

The moment my cock touched her lips, the Bluefield matriarch lapped at me with the tip of her tongue. She ran that tongue around the head of my member, deeply inhaling the scent of my shaft. She used what little room for movement was left for her and pushed her head down my length, struggling to take my prodigious girth inside of her.

The Bluefield matriarch slurped at my cock, making noisy wet sounds as she blushed. I watched her the whole time, judging not just her form while she sucked, but her form and demeanor as she did so. I was supposed to judge not just her abilities but how fit she was to progress beyond being a mere thrall.

The Bluefield matriarch began rocking back and forth as she blew me, trying to rub her crotch against the bottom of the wagon. I tisked and shook my head.

Derval made an apologetic face. "I'm sorry, she's always been a needy one. Thrall! What was it I said about seeking pleasure for yourself!?"

The Bluefield matriarch immediately ceased her rocking, and I noticed her motions left a thin wet trail on the cart she was bound upon.

After several attempts, the Bluefield matriarch managed to take my shaft in her mouth down to the hilt. She held herself there, tongue flicking against my balls as she glanced up at me. I counted the seconds as the Book of the True Man demanded I must.

"Fifteen seconds is quite good for a thrall." I noted.

"She'll last even longer when I allow her to use magic again." Derval said. "Wizards hardly have to breathe at all if they have the right spell."

"Quite a find." an orc commented from the side. "I'm not surprised that Derval is pushing them through the ranks quickly. They're destined to be prized concubines."

"One of them might even manage to make it all the way to wife!" Another orc agreed.

The Bluefield matriarch continued to exhibit her skills with her mouth and tongue. She wasn't innately talented in this respect, but perhaps I was judging her too harshly from my familiarity with so many elven tongues. At any rate, she made up for what she lacked in skill using a combination of speed and eagerness.

The elf licked and lapped at me eagerly, but I'd trained myself to last as long as I needed to. I watched the panic begin to set in as she realized I had not yet reached my climax. I realized Derval likely never lasted this long, and she was growing frightened that she wouldn't be able to satisfy a judge like me.

The Bluefield matriarch's desperation increased the speed at which she lapped at my manhood, and I decided to reward her continued efforts. I flipped the mental switch that I'd created in my mind and allowed myself to ejaculate, releasing my seed into the mouth of the elf before me.

She opened her mouth wide when she sensed my ejaculation and I quickly filled up her mouth. Despite her attempts to open wider, I was soon pouring seed into her faster than she could swallow. My masculine fluids dripped down her jaw and throat onto the bonds that held her in such a delightful position.

"I trust she was to your satisfaction?" Derval asked.

I nodded. "Yes, her skill with her mouth is more than adequate to graduate from thrallhood."

"Good!" Derval clapped his hands. "Are you fit to continue or shall I call for a replacement from the crowd for the second testing?"

"I'm fit." I assured Derval, much to the disappointment of the crowd.

Without further prompting, Derval grabbed his thrall and flipped her around for me in one hand. The elf seemed tiny in his grasp, as though his one hand could wrap about her entire waist and still almost touch thumb to forefinger.

He planted the Bluefield matriarch face down on the cart, with her rear sticking in the air before me.

"Freshly cleaned, shaved, and perfumed for your pleasure." Derval assured me. "Use either or both holes, as you desire."

I parted the folds of the Bluefield matriarch's womanhood, examining her clitoris for its plumpness and grading the quantity of wetness dripping down her legs. I reported those numbers to an orc holding a clipboard, and he nodded as he jotted them down.

That gave my tool enough time to harden for a second round, and I entered the elf before me.

Immediately upon my entrance, the elf's inner walls squeezed tightly around me. I pierced that hidden chamber with my cock and pushed myself all the way into her.

She moaned in pleasure, panting as I penetrated her.

"P-please. More!" She said as I entered her.

I pushed into her again and again, and the Bluefield matriarch's moaning increased in intensity. Amisra had returned to biting her lip and touching that spot between her legs again, but I didn't have the time to reprimand her a second time.

The Bluefield matriarch moaned in pleasure. That pleasure mounted and soon I could feel her orgasm. Her body shook and the rhythmic climax of the peak of her pleasure brought me to the edge as well. With one final thrust deep inside her womb, I filled her with my seed again.

"Victory!" An orc cheered, as though he had been the one to release his seed inside the beautiful elf instead of me.

Derval glanced at the clipboard carrier, who nodded and flashed the numbers on his sheet of paper.

"It seems like you've got yourself a keeper, Derval." I said. "Assuming she wishes to proceed?"

"I... do." The Bluefield matriarch panted and then lay still on the cart, riding the aftershock of her orgasm.

A cheer rose up from the orcs, and Derval led it. Everyone clapped both him and me on the back. A few of them pulled Derval into a manly embrace, but refrained from doing the same to me as I had yet to pull my trousers back up.

The Moonbow matriarch had been watching the show the entire time, and her eyes were wide while drool dripped from her mouth.

"Master?" The Moonbow matriarch asked Derval. "May I clean our guest off? The fluids of a chaka would be very helpful for me."

Derval told her to go ahead and soon the head matriarch of the Moonbow Clan was lapping the last of my seed off both my cock and what had overflowed from her fellow elf's womanhood. I remembered that the woman had seemed hostile and a bit condescending the last time I'd met her, so it felt strange to see her so eagerly lapping up my leftovers now.

While she used her tongue on me, the orcs all surrounded the Bluefield matriarch. They stripped her of the heavy bindings that had held her completely immobilized, and after stretching her limbs they sealed her arms and legs away in a set of chains that attached to her collar. This left more of her naked skin exposed, much to the orc's delight. It also marked her progress through the orc's system of rituals and the trust they showed in allowing her moderate use of her arms and legs matched the new level of obedience she displayed.

"You are now no longer a thrall." Derval declared proudly. "Wear your new distinction as chattel to the orcs with pride!"

The Bluefield matriarch blushed, more aroused than proud. With both feelings in her heart, she fell to her knees and thanked everyone present for witnessing her ascension, and asserted her desire to continue learning and soon become a pet, like the Moonbow Matriarch.

When I was clean to my satisfaction, I pushed the Moonbow Matriarch off my shaft and I clothed myself again. I shared a few more drinks with the orcs, who respected me all the more after I'd participated in one of their sacred rituals.

"How's it feel to be that much closer to being a True Man, Theo?" Derval asked me.

"It's nothing I haven't done before." I chuckled. "Though admittedly, it is somewhat exhilarating to have an audience cheering me on while I do it."

"Ha! That it is, Theo! That's part of why we do it." Derval took a deep sip from his drink. "Festivities will continue to wind down for the rest of the night. If there are any unclaimed orc women, you are welcome to challenge them. Those seeking such a night will be nude and unarmed, waiting for a man to challenge them. If you can best an orcess in unarmed combat, she may consider mating with you. Although, I noticed you already have one of our kind sworn to you."

"That I do." I chuckled. "And she's orc enough for me. So I'll have to decline your offer for any others."

"Suit yourself, Theo!" Derval said. "My father will meet with you in the morning to formally refuse your request for a peace treaty. I heard those other elves you brought along tried to run and see him without telling you. You really should discipline them." He shot a glance to the single elven building in the settlement, meant for the diplomatic team that was supposed to assist me in getting a peace treaty signed.

I laughed and decided a few more drinks and a bit of partying wouldn't hurt, so I stuck around and made merry with the orcs a little longer.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










BY THE TIME I stumbled back to the hut the orcs had given me, night was already starting to turn back into day.

I found the elves already awake in the hut, having gone to sleep early or missed sleep altogether as they watched the orc festivities through tiny cracks in the window that was shut tight except for a couple of peep-holes.

I yawned as I entered the hut. "How'd you ladies fare last night?" I asked as I stretched. "You all took off. Where did you go?"

"I wanted to see the orc alchemy shops." Sava said. "They gave me a few formulas for free."

"Really?" I asked. "That's really generous of them!" Then I got a good look at Sava's face and realized she wasn't as excited as I thought she would be for receiving free formulas from an entirely different culture's version of alchemy.

"Let me show you." Sava said as she read a paper that she'd folded and tucked in her pocket. "Ura'thul's Potion of Elven Hornyness, followed by a more general Cock-Stiffening Elixir, and a Breath-Holding potion that only works when you have something large stuffed in your mouth."

Sava held up a tray of neatly labeled and corked vials which apparently contained all the potions she'd just described. "I'm not sure I can find a use for any of these things."

"I don't know..." I said slyly. "I think I could find a use for the first one."

"Have we ever not been in the mood for sex, Theo?" Sava asked, hands on her hips.

"Good point." I said as I realized Sava was right. I had no need for such a potion. "What about the rest of you?" I asked. "Find anything useful among the orcs?"

"They wanted me to take up needlepoint." Nela said, holding up a needle and thread with an entirely unamused look on her face.

"I'm sure they just wanted you to stay busy." I said in their defense.

Nela sighed. "Yorik said she's never seen another orc practice needlepoint in their life. There wasn't even a word for the craft in orcish. They used the elvish word."

"I asked for a book." Illiel interjected. "This was the best of the ones they had written in elvish." She didn't say anything more, but she held up the book she'd been flipping through. It was titled, 'How to use Spirit Cultivation to Please Your Man.'

"Ha! Finally done!" Assyrus laughed, holding up a wooden rod about as long as her hand with a cone at the end. It was clearly meant to look like a man's cock, but she'd done a surprisingly poor job mimicking it, considering how often she'd received mine. "The orcs told me this was a unique type of weapon I should be practicing with." She glanced at the shape in her hands. "A rod about this long with a tip shaped like the head of a mushroom... I don't have any idea how this would even be used in combat though."

I shook my head. "You ladies can explain to Assyrus what that thing is."

The others had similar stories or similar prizes to show for their stay in orc lands. I was surprised at how annoyed they all seemed, considering how much fun I'd had hanging around with the orcs the previous night. I hadn't partied that hard since parting ways with Sam and Dean.

As we shared experiences, the cloth covering the entrance to our hut was rudely thrown open. An angry elf I recognized from the diplomatic team strode in.

She pointed her finger at me accusatorily and said, "You! Are you going to spend all your days cavorting with these orcs or are you going to get to work!? Come on, we have bribes to collect and a treaty to sign!"

I waved her off. "Return to your quarters. I heard what you tried to do and how the orcs laughed you off. Apparently my method of diplomacy works a lot better than yours. So sit down and let me work."

The elf blushed but stormed off back towards her living quarters in the nearby elvish building.

"They've been like that since yesterday." Korra explained. "I spent a few hours spying on them. Don't let them fool you, every one of them spent the whole night glued to their windows peering out."

"I hope they didn't get the wrong impression of me." I chuckled and rubbed the back of my head. "I'm not normally that wild anymore."

An orc woman came by to deliver us our breakfast together, which consisted almost entirely of bacon and sausages with little else. While we ate I watched Yorik morosely staring at her plate.

"Yorik, I'd have thought you'd be happier to be back among orcs. What's wrong?"

"Mhm..." Yorik mumbled thoughtfully. "Looking into Blackgorge Tribe. Hasn't been well since I've been gone."

"Is that so?" I pondered. I wouldn't say it aloud, but truthfully I was pleased to hear that. If the Blackgorge Tribe was in poor condition, they'd be more likely to trade the Star of Destiny for something cheap, like a few cases of vitality potions. Yorik had proven they worked perfectly well among orcs so I knew they'd be a valuable trade good.

After we finished eating, Yorik left to continue the rest of her investigation. Only Amisra bothered leaving the tent with me, as the rest of the elves had since realized there was little to do in the settlement for them.

Derval greeted me and escorted me through the orc settlement. He led me to the largest structure around, which looked more like a castle than one of the huts the rest of the settlement was made from. The castle also looked to be several hundred years older, and part of it drooped and narrowed as though it had been eaten away by a prolonged acid rain then rebuilt from a half-ruined wreck.

"My father awaits you inside the main keep." Derval said.

"What kind of man is he?" I asked Derval.

"A True Man, of course." Derval assured me. "But he's also dedicated and hardworking. Nobody trains as hard as he does, and he even occasionally forsakes his daily pleasures to get more work done or train a little harder. Truth be told, I don't think he's ever taken a thrall himself, though with his cultivation he could claim as many as he wanted."

"Sometimes sacrifices need to be made to get stronger." I said. I'd had to make the same choices on occasion. While the advances of an elf were difficult to refuse, sometimes I had to say no if I wanted to get anything done that day. "I know a thing or two about that."

"Not like my father." Derval chuckled. "Someone once accused him of being afraid of elves, and that's why he never takes one to bed." Derval laughed at that thought. "Of course, my father quickly killed the man who dared spout such lies."

"Is he reasonable?" I asked. "Will he at least hear me out?"

Derval placed a hand on my shoulder. "Theo, your mission is a lost cause. Nothing is going to stop orcs from coming to Deania and grabbing every elf we can find. That's a sacred rite to us, and if my father tried to say no the tribes would join hands to install a new overseer."

I sighed. "If you don't mind, I'm going to try anyway."

Derval pounded his chest and saluted me. "I respect your wish to see your mission through, even if it is a hopeless one."

We parted ways and I climbed the steps leading into the keep. I made my way to the top of the tower and found myself at the door of what looked like an office. There were a few rows of filing cabinets and a plain wooden door with a name card that read "Keergal, Overseer."

Realizing I had the right place, I gave the door a knock.

"Come in." An orcish voice said from the other side.

Unlike his kin, Keergal was not bare chested. He wore a tunic neatly tucked into his pants and he sat at a desk, scribbling away with a pen that seemed undersized in his massive hands. His hair had gone thin in a few places and he showed signs of age, but his body was even more muscular than his son's.




Overseer Keergal (Silver Marrow, level 39)




I gulped when I realized this orc was at the same level as Amisra. She'd promised to stay close even if she couldn't enter the castle's keep itself, but if this overseer was on the same level as her there was no way that she'd arrive fast enough to counter anything Keergal did. I unconsciously stepped over a ley line to make sure I had a quick getaway.

"Now then, we had an appointment?" Keergal said as he put his pen down and steeples his hands.

"Right." I said, feeling uncomfortably like I was an employee in a manager's office. "I want a peace treaty, or at least a ceasefire, between the orcs and the Deanian Queendom."

Keergal nodded as I spoke. "I'm afraid that's not in my power to give. The time and place for this religious pilgrimage was planned decades ago. I simply don't have the power to change things now."

"Well then, does it have to be Deania?" I asked. "Can't you raid the elves of some other country?"

Keergal sighed. "You seem to be under the misunderstanding that I govern the orcs. Perhaps our glorious leader, the Wargod Grognak can say that. But I certainly can't. I just manage this castle and make sure our interests here are in order. That's all. I have no power to bring orcs here or tell them where to raid. I simply ensure there's somewhere for them to arrive and supply themselves while they undergo their pilgrimage."

"So, you're telling me I need to seek a meeting with Wargod Grognak, not you?" I asked.

Keergal shrugged. "That is easier said than done. But if any orc could get you the treaty you're asking for, it would be him."

I sighed and sagged into my chair. "What about the Blackgorge tribe? I have business with them as well. Can you set up a meeting?"

"That is something I can do." Keergal greed. He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a rotating carousel of small pebbles. It took me a moment to realize that each of those pebbles was a transmission stone. He rotated the stones into a certain order, then spoke into the stone closest to him.

"This is Overseer Keergal. I require a representative of the Blackgorge Tribe to meet with an ambassador from the elven nation of the Deanian Queendom."

There were some barely discernible noises on the end, but apparently Keergal was able to interpret them as words.

"What? No. He's not an elf. A human, if you can believe it. And a male human, so don't send anyone who might get the wrong idea. Yes, a human. Just when I was starting to think I'd never have to deal with one of them again." Keergal said.

I found myself sitting in the office and waiting while the person Keergal called over to arrive. The orc offered me some tea and I awkwardly accepted it. The dainty cup didn't seem particularly orcish. Nor did this office seem very orcish, now that I thought about it. We sipped in silence while Overseer Keergal worked on his paperwork.

Eventually there was another knock on the door and a tired orc appeared in Keergal's office. He was an even older orc than Keergal and sported a long white beard. He looked like a grandfather who spent every day in the gym.

"What is it, Overseer?" The orc said, rushing in to the office. "Where is the human? I was just about to leave for the world of Struggle and Strife."

"You look like you're in a rush, Meldrik." Keergal said to the other orc, who's name must have been Meldrik.

"The Blackgorge tribe needs me." Meldrik explained. "Several of the neighboring tribes have taken up arms against us. I'm afraid we may need to pull back most of our forces to fight."

I stood up. "In that case, I won't take up too much of your time. I'm looking for an item called a Star of Destiny. I can offer quite a bit in trade. It sounds like you'll need weapons or healing potions if there's trouble with your tribe’s main branch. I can provide those."

Meldrik the orc looked me over, while I examined him in return.

Like elves, orcs didn't show their age very vividly, but the signs were there if you knew what to look for. He carried himself with a slight hunch, but he tried to hide it. There were many scars crisscrossing his skin, which either spoke of poor medicine or devastating wounds.

"What kind of weapons?" Meldrik asked with narrowed eyes.

"Potions, ironwood. Maybe even things like this." Pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and twirled it between my fingers, letting the orc catch a glimpse of the enchantments lining the side.

Meldrik looked very interested in the weapon, but something seemed to click in his mind.

"What is the Star of Destiny?" Meldrik asked. "And why are you certain we have it?"

I described the magical artifact to him in the way Tivana had described it to me, as a dull orb that looked vaguely gem-like but otherwise showed no other magical properties unless exposed to large amounts of fate zeal. The old orc nodded thoughtfully the whole time and I asked him to confirm.

"Don't know. That sounds like quite a few of the treasures we took in the glory years." Meldrik said. "And if it wasn't immediately useful odds are its become a pretty paperweight somewhere back home. That's where everything we take ends up eventually."

I grumbled. "How long will it take you to go to the world of Struggle and Strife and come back with the orb?"

"With the worlds as close as they are now that the planetary convergence is nearly upon us?" Meldrik shrugged. "Not long at all. That being said, I might not even be around to make a trade with you if the way things are going back at the Blackgorge Tribe continues. Not unless we get some potent weapons quickly. That being said, getting back from the World of Struggle and Strife will probably be easy once the portals open. If you really wanted, you could come with us. We'd hand you the Star of Destiny or whatever it is you're looking for, and we'd get our weapons."

I sat down for a moment to think about Meldrik's offer.

I had so much to do here, on this world. I felt something clawing at me, telling me not to leave.

Was that nervousness? Fear of the unknown? Leaving the world I knew behind?

I shook my head and realized how ridiculous that was. I'd been a newcomer to this world as well. I'd adapted to living with elves quickly enough. I could at least visit the world of orcs. Especially if doing so could help me accomplish both my missions.

I needed the Star of Destiny. More than that, I knew I wouldn't get the peace treaty I promised Tivana by staying here. Both things I needed could only be found on the World of Struggle and Strife, and here someone was kindly offering me a ride.

"When do we leave?" I asked without a second thought.



***


It turned out we were leaving quite soon. I barely had time to gather my women. Baroness Jynna would be staying behind so she could ferry the diplomats back home. Amisra immediately volunteered to join me, as her orders from Princess Tivana had been to stick to my side. Korra, Yorik, Nela, Sava, Illiel, Eltiana, and Assyrus would all be coming along as well, so I would be by no means lonely. I was a bit worried about how they'd be treated on the World of Struggle and Strife, but I trusted Yorik to keep us out of any real trouble. That was more than I had when I woke up in the Hearthwood.

Meldrik had given me directions to the special contraption that would ferry us between worlds. Ever since seeing the ship of the alien we'd found back in the Hearthwood I'd become immensely curious about what technology was used for spaceflight among the Ten Thousand Worlds. I looked forward to seeing the Blackgorge Tribe's ship almost more than I looked forward to seeing the World of Struggle and Strife it would take me to.

So when Meldrik showed me a large wooden barge that looked more like a submarine than a space vessel I was a bit disappointed. Its sails were mounted to the sides instead of at the top, and there were large balloons that presumably aided with buoyancy and perhaps helped keep an atmosphere aboard the vessel when in outer space. I suppose the wood was well crafted, but who makes spaceships out of wood?

"Incredible." Nela whispered. "I never thought I'd see a vessel capable of traversing the void in my life. And now I've seen two."

"Look at those enchantments!" Illiel said as she reached for a pen and a piece of paper. "So many of them working in harmony! Argona would love to hear of this."

"Those are potion reservoirs in back!" Sava jumped to her toes giddily. "They're using a fuel derived from alchemy! I simply must have the formula!"

"Its a magical box." I complained. "Propelled by a primitive combustion process. It likely can't even reach one ten thousandth of light speed." I looked the ship over, enchantments and all, and shook my head. "That wood would leak like a sieve if not for the barrier enchantment around it. Now that I have this to compare it to, I'm starting to think that bucket of rust we have back in the Hearthwood was the better ship, even if this one is a few times bigger."

Sava huffed. "If you're such a good critic of void ships, let's see yours?"

Now that Sava had put the suggestion into my mind, I realized I really could do a better job just using my knowledge and the tools available to me from the Hearthwood.

"Maybe I will show you one day." I shrugged. "I bet my Layered Durability spell could hold the hull of a space vessel together just as well as these enchantments."

Meldrik greeted us aboard the ship. Yorik boarded first, bowing to Meldrik once she was aboard. "Elder Meldrik." Yorik said in orcish, giving the older orc a salute as she passed.

Meldrik nodded, then his eyes snapped back and locked on Yorik.

"You... Yorik? We thought we'd lost you years ago!" Meldrik said. "When you disappeared the chief was furious..."

"I said I'd come back." Yorik said, switching to orcish. Her voice sounded the same in her mother tongue, but it felt smoother, like she was wearing an old set of clothes she was more comfortable in.

"I should have guessed the two of you knew each other." I said as I stood next to Yorik. I wrapped an arm around her possessively as I did so, and Yorik leaned into me.

"Ah, so you did not return to us alone." Meldrik said slowly.

"Is that a problem?" I frowned. If Yorik had some orcish man waiting for her back home, then I was prepared to fight and prove I was the better match. Based on what I now knew of the orcs, they would accept that.

Meldrik clapped me on the shoulder. "No! None at all! To be honest, I feared Yorik would never find a worthy man. Of the orcs from her year, she was the first to reach the Stone Skin realm. If you were only a spirit cultivator I might be a little miffed, but I caught your match with Derval and know you can take a hit. Yorik passed the Blackgorge Fiendbody onto you, didn't she?"

"She did." I confirmed.

"Then the fact that you could reach the Bronze Realm on your own, cultivating with elven tools, means you are a True Man. I for one am glad to have you as my grandson."

I nodded along, then blinked in surprise as the last words registered. "Grandson?" I said in alarm. I glanced between Meldrik and Yorik.

Yorik nodded. "Elder Meldrik is my sire's sire."

"Oh." I said. "In that case, it's a honor to meet you, grandfather!" I grabbed Meldrik's hand and shook it vigorously. "I suppose I'll have to give you the family discount for our trade now!"

Meldrik and I shared a laugh as the Blackgorge tribe orcs activated the ship and got us underway. Meldrik had business of his own to talk about with the rest of the members of the Blackgorge Tribe and they all headed to the front of the ship to discuss what they were going to do when they returned home. From the glimpses of conversation I caught, the Blackgorge Tribe needed every warrior they could get.

Because of that, it struck me as strange that nobody seemed to want to catch up with Yorik. They all avoided her, even her own grandfather Meldrik. It was like they didn't even think she was one of them anymore. Yorik glanced at their backs, thoughts trickling through her mind as she glanced between the orcs across the ship and the elves with us.

"Is something wrong, Yorik?" I asked.

Yorik sighed. "Nothing. Just... forgotten I'd accepted a new chief."

I grabbed her by the shoulders. "I promise we'll spend time at the Blackgorge Tribe. You can introduce me to all your old friends. Remember you used to always tell me how an orc would do something? Well now you can show me!"

Yorik gave me a toothy smile, but it seemed forced at the corners.

We watched the takeoff procedure through a tiny porthole, where a pair of powerfully built Bronze Skin orcs launched attack after attack into a large crystal, which radiated out kinetic energy to get the airship moving. They took turns hammering on the crystal as the enchantments transferred their mighty continuous blows into enough kinetic energy to fly with the help of the air balloons and the power of the burning alchemical fuel. Even Yorik and I took a shift swinging at the crystal, to the gratitude of the orcs granting us passage.

After thanking us, the orcs left to crowd among themselves again and left Yorik and me alone. Yorik had even recognized a few of the orcs and called out to them by name, but they seemed even less interested in talking to my orcess than her grandfather had. Yorik seemed to sink deeper into her melancholy mood as the ship started making its way out of the upper atmosphere and into the void beyond.

I'd tried to tell a few jokes and get Yorik talking about her homeland. Usually that cheered her up, but she just seemed to sink deeper into her somber mood when I broached the topic. In the end I decided I needed to do something to take Yorik's mind off things. I patted Yorik on the shoulder. "Well, I know one thing that always cheers you up."

Yorik waited for me to answer, but instead I gathered up Korra and the elves from the Hearthwood. Amisra was standing by the window, leaning against the door and staring at the backs of the orcs across the ship. I didn't invite her over because she was the subject of our discussion.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










“SO LADIES, HAVE any of you noticed Captain Copperguard acting strangely?”

“I have.” Assyrus confirmed. “She’s seemed distracted ever since she went out with you that night the orcs were throwing a party.”

“The idea that our greatest protector seems out of it is a bit disturbing.” Nela said. “Do you know the cause?”

“I do.” And then I recounted my activities with Derval and the two Elven ex-matriarchs. I glossed over the details, but gave them all the general idea.

“I never would have thought that Captain Amisra was lonely.” Assyrus said. “She... she made me promise to never speak of how we found her that night helping the dwarf Noggen activate fuel his machines.”

Thinking back, I realized Amisra was the type of elf these orcs loved the most. The kind who was hiding her fantasies and desires behind her competence and dedication.

“Right.” I agreed. “And if Amisra volunteers to do something stupid, like agree to become a thrall just so she can satisfy her desires, we’ll be in a bit of a bad spot.”

“So what do we do, Theo?” Eltiana asked. “Knock her out and lock her in the closet so she can’t get any ideas about spending the night with orcs?”

“Nothing that crazy.” I said. “We just need to show her she already has everything she wants.”

My eyes sparkled, and a trace of a smile crept up Yorik’s lips for the first time in several days.

I hashed out a plan and paid Meldrik a few ironwood blades from the Hearthwood in exchange for use of his personal quarters throughout the journey. He took one look at the number of elves I had in tow and handed the keys over, with only the request that I wash the sheets before returning the room to him.

Then we hatched our little plan. I had Eltiana and Korra sneak up on Amisra. They were the two most feather-footed among us, but Amisra was still a wizard and only the pair of them would have a chance of catching Amisra unawares, even in her addled state. Our original plan had been for Assyrus to confront her, but the wizard was keeping just enough of her wits about her to move to the other side of the ship whenever she sensed Assyrus’ heavy footsteps approaching.

“Gotcha!” Eltiana said as she dropped from the ceiling. She landed on the ground behind Amisra and gave the more powerful elf a poke in the rear. From the small crack in the door of the captain’s quarters I watched Amisra’s perky behind respond to Eltiana’s touch and had I been in my little ninja’s position I might not have been able to resist the temptation to try for a full squeeze.

“It looks like Theo’s managed to get us a private room.” Eltiana explained as Amisra shifted uncomfortably.

“Oh... good to know. I trust it’s a more defensible location than the crew’s quarters.” Amisra said distractedly. It was clear she’d been deep in thought when Eltiana had disturbed her. “If you don’t mind I’ll just be... thinking in this quiet corner here.”

“Thinking?” Eltiana glanced slyly at Amisra. “I think you were doing more than thinking.” Eltiana glanced at Amisra’s hands, which had a faint trace of dampness to them.

Amisra blushed and wiped her fingers on her pants before Eltiana could say anything further.

Eltiana laughed. “Don’t blush. It’s natural. Truth be told, I never thought I’d ever be attracted to men after spending time with my brother. He was always too overconfident and liked to brag far too much while accomplishing far too little. But then I met Theo. He’s strong, smart, and doesn’t just talk about accomplishing great things, he does them!”

“He... is an impressive man.” Amisra admitted. “And you’re lucky to have him.”

Eltiana nodded. “Many of these orcs are impressive men. And from what I saw the night of that party, they can do some impressive things to their women.”

Amisra’s blush deepened. “I... may have watched some of those impressive things.”

“And you liked what you saw?” Eltiana teased.

“What? No! I’m... I’m the captain of the Royal Guard! I couldn’t let myself get captured... and made a thrall by a band of orc savages... submitting to their lustful desires... forgetting about my troubles and living only to please and be pleasured...” A bit of drool dripped out of the corner of Amisra’s mouth, but she quickly snapped out of her momentary fantasy and wiped it away.

Eltiana had a mischievous look on her face as Amisra shook her head to clear it. “I know what you were thinking about!”

“No!” Amisra replied, a little too defensively. “I was thinking about... arresting your Syndicate! That’s right, I know you’ll be up to no good eventually, new management or not. So if you want your little gang of thieves to stay out of chains, you better stop bothering me like this.”

Eltiana shrugged. “Fine then, be that way.” Eltiana yawned, stretching her arms upward as she did so. With the most casual of motions, she tugged at the rope around her waist holding her garments closed. They pulled open and split wide, exposing the bare skin of Eltiana’s stomach.

“What are you doing?” Amisra asked, hands on her hips.

“Oh, you know.” Eltiana shrugged her shoulder and her top fell down. She tugged her arm free and left her skin bare. “Just thinking about things.”

“The orcs might see you!” Amisra hissed. “Don’t you know how dangerous that is? They might get the wrong idea and think you might want to be made into a thrall!”

Eltiana rolled her eyes. “Why would I want to be made into a thrall? I’ve got Theo. The orcs don't even look at me because they know I'm his.”

Amisra was silent at that. Eltiana continued disrobing herself, in full view of the Palace Guard Captain.

Eltiana spread her thighs as her clothes hung loose around her. She licked the tips of her fingers and pressed the dampened digits against the slit between her legs. She leaned her head against the back wall as she ran her fingers against her womanhood, rubbing back and forth with far more recklessness than Amisra would have dared to show.

“This is... in the hallway...” Amisra blushed, but she continued to stare.

“You know what I’m thinking about?” Eltiana gasped. “A pair of big strong arms around me. A powerful cock.” Eltiana giggled to herself. “And being asked what I can do for the Hearthwood Clan.”

Eltiana continued to work at the little bead in her hands. Amisra crossed her arms, seeming both angry and envious at Eltiana’s shameless display. She shook her head slowly, but her eyes were locked on Eltiana’s fingers and the pleasure in her eyes.

After a minute of working at herself with Amisra doing nothing but watching, Eltiana cracked open an eye.

“You just going to stare, or are you going to join me?” Eltiana asked. “This is a lot more fun with someone else.”

“Why would I join you?” Amisra huffed.

Eltiana shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Then she continued rubbing herself.

Suddenly the sound of footsteps echoed down the hall. Amisra jolted to attention and turned to shake Eltiana’s shoulder.

“Quick, someone’s coming! Get dressed!” Amisra commanded.

Eltiana rolled her eyes. “It’s just Sava.”

Sure enough, Sava walked around the corner. She glanced at Eltiana, who had one finger knuckle-deep inside herself, and simply gave an amused laugh.

“The two of you picked this spot as well?” Sava asked. Then, just as suddenly, she hiked the hem of her skirt, revealing a bare bottom devoid of undergarments. She reached to her waist for a small vial of oil, which she poured on her fingers before reaching between her thighs and touching the sensitive spot there.

“What are you...!” Amisra said, shocked at the open and public display of sexuality from the pair of elves who were important matriarchs of a clan on the rise.

“Oh, terribly sorry, Amisra.” Sava said as she seemingly came to her senses. Then she picked up the vial of oil, grabbed Amisra’s own hand, and lubricated her fingers. “Take as much as you need.” Then just as quickly Sava returned to pleasuring herself.

A fresh voice popped up from around the corner. “So it seems I’m not the only one who’s being plagued with memories of our last long distance voyage by airship.” Nela said as she appeared around the corner. Just as quickly as Sava, Nela unlatched her armor and leaned against the wall next to Amisra. She wormed a hand under her armor, touching her nipples with one hand while she licked the fingers of her other hand in preparation for something more.

“This is absurd.” Amisra said. “Are all the elves in the Hearthwood Clan so... free?”

Eltiana laughed. “You just haven’t been making friends in the right circles, Amisra. Besides, everyone in the palace has the wrong impression of you. They all think you’re a hard-nosed, no-nonsense type, so they don’t dare do this stuff while you’re around. But I’ve seen the royal guards when you’re not looking...”

“My guards do not act like this.” Amisra scowled.

But then, as if in reply to her statement, Assyrus walked around the corner. Unlike the others, she wasn’t wearing a scrap of clothing as she strode around the ship completely naked and open to the air. Illiel followed her, also nude but partially covering herself with Assyrus’ body as she hid behind the larger woman.

“I told you we didn’t have to take off everything.” Illiel whispered accusatorily in Assyrus’ ear.

Assyrus shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Guardswoman Assyrus!” Captain Amisra Copperguard hissed as loudly as she dared. “What do you think you’re doing, unarmed and naked wandering about a ship full of orcs!?”

“Oh.” Assyrus said intelligently. “I do this all the time back in the Hearthwood. It makes some training exercises easier. Like the one Eltiana is doing right now! She taught me that one.”

Assyrus began demonstrating Eltiana’s technique to her captain, as comfortably as though she were showing the captain a new sword form she’d learned.

“Yes, I get the picture Assyrus.” Amisra said. “Y-you... don’t need to demonstrate any more.”

“Oh, but there’s more to demonstrate!” Assyrus said. “For one, Eltiana also taught me how to do it on other people!”

Eltiana stepped over and guided Assyrus’ hand to the cleft between her thighs, where Assyrus’ nimble fingers stimulated Eltiana’s nethers.

“She’s quite good.” Eltiana said between moans. “Here, let her try on you.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Amisra said reluctantly.

“I’d like your approval, captain. You’ve seen all my other techniques and abilities.” Assyrus said.

“Well...” Amisra’s face flushed. “Alright, fine. You may touch me.”

The girls took that as an invitation for all of them to touch. Sava pulled Amisra’s pants down to her ankles and Eltiana hiked up the captain’s shirt while Nela unclasped the captain’s armor. All the clothes they pulled off her went into one matriarch’s bag of holding or another. Amisra didn’t seem to notice her clothes vanishing one at a time, leaving her ever barer as the moments passed.

Assyrus’ fingers soon found their way onto Amisra’s womanhood, fingering her slit with skill and dexterity.

“You know, I’ve practiced with Eltiana to try a double-team technique.” Assyrus said. “Why don’t you let her join?”

By this point, Amisra’s entire face was flushed red, and she only stared at Assyrus’ fingers between her legs, blushing. She let out the tiniest chirp of approval and as soon as it was given, Eltiana dove between Amisra’s legs, using her tongue to touch whatever part of the elf Assyrus’ fingers couldn’t reach. One by one the other elves joined in and soon they’d stripped the palace guard captain completely naked.

In her pleasure, the captain hadn’t noticed herself being disarmed. She lay helpless in the clutches of the Hearthwood’s matriarchs, just as she would have in the hands of a group of horny orcs had they approached her before we’d gotten to the woman.

“Do... do you always do this?” Amisra panted.

“Yep!” Eltiana said. “Pretty frequently, actually. Though we are missing someone...”

The girls toyed with Amisra over the next few minutes and what little was left of the Palace Guard Captain’s composure collapsed. From the distance where I was watching events play out, I saw Eltiana flash me a thumbs up.

That was the cue for the next portion of our plan to convince Amisra to accept our help where she seemed to need it.

Yorik and Korra wandered around the corner, just as the others had. Amisra was now so lost in pleasure that she didn’t sense either of them coming.

The two of them came to a stop in front of the tightly intertwined mass of elven flesh. When she came to a stop, Korra shook her head dismissively. “Look at what we found Yorik, a pile of elven sluts. Do you think we’ll be rewarded if we turn them over?”

Amisra’s eyes snapped open. “Wait! Turn us over!? Aren’t you two supposed to be on Theo’s side?”

“Mhm. Let’s haul them to the captain’s room.”

“Oh no!” Sava shouted.

“Good heavens, it looks like we’ve been discovered.” Eltiana giggled.

“I think you were moaning a little too loudly, Amisra.” Nela chided.

Amisra looked ashamed. She glanced around, looking for her clothes, armor, and weapons. They were nowhere to be found. She tried to cover herself up with the other elves, but they each pulled away from her and left her exposed before Korra and Yorik.

In terms of strength, Amisra was far stronger than either of them. If she wanted to, she could pull away from both the catgirl and the orc. But she didn’t. She let the two of them grab her by either arm and drag her to the captain’s chambers. Her mind was still between her thighs and she was still riding the waves of pleasure the other elves had given her.

The anticipation seemed to build as Amisra found herself hauled down the hallway to the captain’s quarters. She seemed to shake and come back to her senses for a moment, stumbling at the door. She touched her throat with her hands, as though she was already wondering what it would be like to wear a thrall’s collar and live as a war prize to be used by the orcs.

The door opened, and I stood behind it. Amisra was taken aback by me standing in the captain’s room and I watched a bit of disappointment flash through her eyes.

I shook my head. “Amisra! To think, I’d catch the palace guard captain of all things rubbing her cares away aboard an orc ship. One would almost think you wanted to be made into a thrall.”

“I... it was your clan’s matriarchs that... well...” Amisra struggled to come up with an explanation.

I shook my head. “Luckily, this ship comes fully equipped to deal with horny elves just like you. Yorik?” I called to my orcess, who opened a drawer in the captain’s quarters to find heavy bindings, already sized for an elf. Two cuffs that bound ankles to thigh and restraints for each arm and leg. They’d force the elf wearing them into an open and vulnerable position and prevent them from moving in the slightest as they were toyed with however their captor chose. They were identical to the bindings I’d seen the Bluefield matriarch wearing back in the orc settlement.

I opened the locking latch of the collar, giving Amisra one last chance to back out. “Well then, Amisra? If I were an orc standing over you, what would you say?”

Amisra dropped to her knees. “Please accept me as a thrall, master.”

Yorik grinned toothily, clapping her hand against her thigh as she fetched the rest of the bindings and wrapped them around the elf’s upper thighs, waist, ankles and wrists.

Meanwhile, I locked the collar around Amisra’s neck. The latch snapped shut and two enchantments flared to life, taking the signature of my zeal as their key. The collar was specifically designed for use on elves and interfered with their use of spellcraft. Even a wizard like Amisra would be quite helpless unless I decided to deactivate the enchantments on the collar.

Now that her fate was sealed, Amisra dropped to her knees. She panted with her tongue out and eyes wide as juices dripped out from between her legs. The elf was desperate now, and I watched her fingers squirm behind her back. The bindings on her arms thrust her chest out, presenting her breasts before her new master.

“Now you’re going to be a good little thrall for me, right Amisra?” I asked.

“Yes... master.” Amisra squeaked. Heat flushed her face and I grabbed a metal ring from the pile of equipment in the room. Speaking like this embarrassed her so I decided to take that burden away from her. The ring fit perfectly in Amisra’s mouth and both kept her spread wide and would keep her from making more than a few sounds.

When Amisra was secured, I couldn’t believe that the tiny package of elf bound and seated demurely before me was a deadly peak wizard and one of the most powerful forces in the Deanian Queendom.

I grabbed her chin, and she met my gaze, eyes wide as she wondered what I’d do to her.

“I am thrilled that I snatched you up before any orc did.” I growled hungrily as I hoisted her. I arranged her bindings in such a way that I could pick her up with one hand and carry her easily. The orcs likely designed these harnesses with simple and fast transport for thralls in mind.

Yorik identified a loop in the ceiling attached to the frame of the ship. I wouldn’t have even guessed what it was for until Yorik threaded a rope and pulley through it with a hook on the end. That hook went into an attachment on Amisra’s thrall harness, and soon she hung helpless in the center of the room for my pleasure and enjoyment.

“So then, ladies.” I said as I called to everyone else in the room. “What say we continue what you were doing to our thrall earlier? With me having a little fun myself, of course.”

The Hearthwood’s matriarchs were good at fighting, but if I were to rate their skills, I’d put their sexual talents even higher than their combat abilities. Elves were lustful creatures, but those around me seemed to lose all control. Perhaps something about my presence united their lust for affection and their lust for power into one aim.

Whatever the reason, we covered Amisra in probing and prying hands. Everyone had something they wanted to do to her. I poked around inside of her mouth with my finger, toying with her tongue as though proving she was so helpless I could do anything I wanted to her and she couldn’t even flinch in response.

I ran my fingers through the elf’s hair, feeling its soft silken texture. Despite her militaristic job, Amisra had long red hair that flowed through my hands like water. I rubbed her head and prodded her pointed elven ears, massaging their tips as I inspected her from head to toe.

I loved every inch of her. Though all her cultivation had gone towards power, it had improved every aspect of her body to make her skin flawless and healthy. She was lithe and strong, truly a beautiful warrior woman. Bound like this, she made a finer prize than a mountain of riches.

“To think, you worked so hard for all those years, just so you could be my little plaything.” I muttered.

Amisra left out a muffled moan as my words struck a chord with something within her.

“Ladies,” I said as I caressed Amisra’s cheek, “tonight we’re going to conqueror this one for the Hearthwood Tribe.”

“Understood, patriarch!” The girls chimed in unison.

I started with Amisra’s mouth. My cock passed between her lips, pressing against the lips and tongue I’d proven my dominion over.

Amisra caved to the power of my shaft, breathing my scent deeply as I slowly thrust into her. I let her grow accustomed to the sensation of me inside her.

While I played with her front, the girls stimulated her breasts, clit, and thighs. I had Yorik standing by with a feathered whip meant to spank an unruly thrall’s rear, but I was having trouble faulting Amisra for anything. Since the moment I placed the collar around her neck, she’d become utterly obedient to me and my women.

In the end, I decided to invent something to punish her for because I wanted to see her expression when I bent her over my knee.

“This is for not admitting your desires to me sooner!” I said in disappointment as I slapped the elf’s ass. “As soon as you heard there was a chaka in the northern forest, you should have come and presented yourself before your future master!”

Amisra let out a muffled noise that sounded like an apology.

“Sorry isn’t good enough.” I said as I smacked her behind again. “You should have known you were destined to be mine from the moment you manifested!”

When her ass was good and reddened, I parted the cleft between her legs with my manhood, penetrating her for the first time. Amisra squirmed in her bindings, but trapped as she was she could do little but flinch as the Hearthwood matriarchs whispered in her ear and told her how best to receive my cock.

I used her body, thrusting in and out as I saw fit. I kept a slow and steady pace for a while, then just as Amisra seemed to be growing accustomed to my presence inside her, I would move harder, thrust faster, and push deeper.

By now I knew the signs of a woman’s orgasms, and Amisra stood no chance at concealing herself beneath my experienced gaze.

When I saw an orgasm forming in the arch of her back and the twitch of her thighs, I eased off, keeping the palace guard captain pleasured and on the verge. I teased and taunted her throughout the night, occasionally taking breaks so the other worthy matriarchs could receive my cock. They were fully worthy of pleasure, I was certain to push every one to orgasm right in front of Amisra’s eyes as she arched her back and squirmed in her bindings.

After hours of riding waves of pleasure, I removed the gag from Amisra’s mouth. Drool leaked out of her mouth as her lips took on a pleasure-drunk smile. “M-master?” Amisra mumbled.

“That’s me, my adorable little toy.” I said. “Now if you want me to let you cum, you’re going to beg for it.”

Amisra panted and begged without hesitation. “Please. Please let me cum. I promise I’ll do anything.”

I laughed. “Amisra, I already have you right where I want you.”

Then I thrust into Amisra one final time. I could feel her inner walls clamp down around me and she tremored with the force of her orgasm. I allowed myself to orgasm as well and I pumped my seed inside my thrall’s womb. It filled her, pushing out her stomach as I filled her.

Even if her power was sealed, the body of a wizard lapped at the vitality in my seed and she began absorbing it for its power.

I gave Amisra a slap on the ass. “Now, what do you think you’re doing with that?”

Amisra made a confused yelping noise, not understanding how she'd upset me.

I shook my head. “Stop absorbing my seed. It’s not meant to be a gift for you. It’s a gift for the egg I want from you.”

Amisra’s eyes went wide, and she shot a glance back at me. I grinned back at her and reached under her bound form. I massaged her lower stomach, trying to push my seed deeper into her womb. Amisra was a peak wizard, and I was a powerful true mage. Odds were good any child born from our union would have the innate ability to reach the wizard rank. By the time they rose to their full power, I’d likely already be a wizard myself or higher, but that didn’t mean having a daughter who could quickly and smoothly ascend to the wizard realm wouldn’t be useful.

Amisra gulped, but she stopped absorbing the vitality in my seed. I continued to spurt inside her, filling her with far more than was necessary for this task, but I wanted to be certain I’d done what I’d set out to do.

After more than a minute of continuous orgasm, my fountain of fluids finally ebbed to a stop.

Amisra panted and struggled to hold everything I’d poured into her in. Through supernatural means, it was all absorbed by her body over the next few minutes until her distended belly returned to normal.

“Well done, my little thrall.” I said to Amisra.



***


Several days passed aboard the void ship, and we passed the time in a continuous state of sexual ecstasy. Of everyone, only I bothered to eat any food. The women survived off the power of their cultivation bases and my vitality-filled seed alone.

When we were finally tiring, Yorik lowered Amisra down from the ceiling and undid her bonds. I waved my hand over her collar and it unlatched itself and dropped into my hands.

Surprised, Amisra touched her throat and asked, “You’re letting me go?”

I shrugged. “As nice as it would be to have someone like you at my side permanently, Amisra, Deania needs you. As does Princess Tivana. I’m afraid I can’t take you.”

A conflicted expression flashed across Amisra’s face, and she seemed almost sad.

I reached out and cupped her cheek in my hand. “But if you ever feel in need again, you come to me, understand? I don’t want you ending up the plaything of anyone or anything else. Your every sexual thought and desire belongs to me, understand?”

Amisra blushed. “Y-yes, master.”

I patted her on the cheek. “That’s my good little thrall. We’ll play like this again sometime.”

A small smile spread across Amisra’s face, but she tried to wipe it away. My women returned her stolen clothes, and she dressed and armed herself just as she had when she boarded the ship to leave for the orc settlement. Soon, she looked no different from when we arrived at the orc camp. Only this time, the focus in her eyes had returned, and she didn’t spare a glance for the orcs.

“Oh, and one last thing, Amisra.” I said. “When all this is settled with the orcs, I expect you to come to me and lay a pretty little egg for me. I have a nice school set up back in the Hearthwood, and I’m certain our future child can grow up right there.”

Amisra nodded and left the captain’s quarters to stand outside with a small smile on her face.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










WE REUNITED WITH the ship’s crew, who were still keeping to themselves. Sava and Illiel took turns giving my pelvis and hips a massage to help me recover from the strain of the past few days, and soon enough I was back to normal. I took the time to examine the spaceship from the inside.

I considered the methods it used to contain the atmosphere, leaky and inefficient as they were. The orcs seemed to have no way to scrub the carbon from the atmosphere and simply relied on wind enchantments generating more clean air. The alchemical fuel that powered the thrusters in the back was putting out more energy than was mathematically possible for something of their size. The solar sails also seemed to function far better than they deserved considering their make, but magic came to the rescue once again and redirected sunlight shining from the many celestial bodies to beat against the fabric in just the way they needed to push us along.

This was downright cheating. If magic had existed back on earth, humans would have been soaring the void a thousand years earlier. But then again, the elves seemed every bit as intelligent and talented as the humans I’d known back on earth. Perhaps more so. Maybe magic made progress easier, but made keeping that progress harder?

Meldrik let me know that we only had another two or three days left in our travel at the most, and that he expected his sheets clean when we landed. I’d already sent all the furniture in the room back to Mac for cleaning, and I’d taken the liberty of buying a few sets of Meldrik’s elf-binding equipment for my own personal use in the future.

I was in the kitchen when we shook hands on the deal.

“You really should have been born an orc, Theo.” Meldrik said as we ate.

“Some days I feel like one, Meldrik.” I replied. His food was a bland gray soup, but I had a bowl of fresh fruit courtesy of my Dimensional Storage and my daughter’s work in the kitchen back in the Hearthwood. I'd offered some to my host but he'd refused.

Meldrik was about to respond when the entire vessel around us shook.

I glanced around in alarm. “Is that normal? We are supposed to be entering the atmosphere around now.”

Meldrik shook his head. “That was no gust of wind. That felt like something hitting our hull!”

The two of us both dropped our food and ran to the nearest porthole. Sure enough, there was a sleek metal ship matching course beside us.

The vessel was far smaller than the orc ship I was inside, but it looked far better built and easily matched our pace without any deviation.

The rounded metal frame reminded me of the ship I’d found in the Hearthwood, and the alien I’d encountered there.

“That’s a doppleganger vessel!” I said as I recognized the ship.

Meldrik groaned. “We call them space marauders. They’re thieves and pirates, and they’re the reason almost everyone waits until they’re close enough to teleport rather than trying to cross the void in a ship.”

“How do we fight back?” I asked, knowing the orcs would have no thoughts of surrendering their ship, despite being outmatched in space faring technology.

“We keep a few bundles of rocks in a couple bags of holding.” Meldrik explained. “There are a couple of regions of the barrier that only excludes air from leaving, so you can throw rocks out them. You just have to make sure you don’t fall overboard. Lose your grip and the earth magic powering the gravity field no longer holds you to the ship.” Meldrik explained.

I had examined the gravity field inscribed on the space ships keel. It did indeed hold everything above it down in a narrow cone, and would lose all effect once you stepped over an invisible line slightly beyond the ship’s edge, which meant you’d fall off the ship and be flung into space beneath the ship and soon be lost to the empty vacuum forever.

“Noted.” I said. “Let’s go throw some rocks.”

The alien ship opened fire on us with what looked to be a mounted Gatling gun. Bits of lead and other heavy metals peppered the ship, poking holes and forcing the air containment enchantment to work harder.

The rocks the orcs kept aboard to throw at approaching enemy ships would be called boulders by most people. Many of them were the size of the orcs themselves, but they’d clearly all done this before. They flung their projectiles with both speed and accuracy. The lack of gravity proved no obstacle for them, as it meant they only had to hurl their projectiles in a straight line instead of arc them upwards.

Including Meldrik, Yorik, and myself, there were only three other Bronze Realm orcs aboard the ship. Fortunately there were plenty still at the Stone Bones or Marrow stage willing to throw their hearts out with smaller stones to support our efforts.

Unfortunately, the distances in space were vast, and the enemy ship proved agile enough to dodge most of our thrown boulders. The nimble little attacking ship jumped back and forth, keeping its distance and attacking from our ship’s rear or underbelly. Both angles were particularly hard to reach, and we had to dangle an orc over the side of the ship while he held his breath in the vacuum of space to get a good enough angle to hit them. A few orcs tied ropes to tether themselves to the ship as they tried to find a better place to throw from, but with so many bullets flying some ropes were tearing through and it would only be a matter of time before we lost someone.

Suddenly, we all felt a burst of mind magic in our heads. The orcs clutched their skulls at the mental attack, though Yorik and I withstood the blast thanks to our experience with mind magic.

I heard something in my head akin to a bell chime, then a voice spoke in orcish.

[Your ship and goods are ours. Surrender your vessel now and you will be killed mercifully. Refuse and you will die painfully and slowly after your vessel is destroyed!] The voice demanded.

I knew this species and had already learned their language. I also spoke with Mac through our mental link, so I was familiar with this sort of message and finding its origin was easy enough. I reached out with my mind magic and found a machine whirring aboard the largest alien ship. I sent my message to that machine and tried to project an image of domineering confidence.

[If you insist on attacking, you will leave with nothing, not even your lives!]

I had considered offering them something and claiming it was all the goods we had. But at this time, putting on a powerful front would be a better bargaining strategy than giving any ground. These aliens seemed like they’d only see negotiation as a sign that they had the upper hand.

[Who is this?] The aliens send back in reply. [How can you interface with our communication console?]

[Your primitive technology is nothing to me.] I replied. That much was true, though I didn’t have any real technology worth my arrogant boast. [Your alchemical thrusters are an innately flawed design, and can be easily destroyed. Nor are your metal hulls as impenetrable as you believe, especially to attacks through the left engine cockpit. Your life support system sits right behind that area. The secrets of your ship were easily revealed before my sensors, just as your language was easily translated by my technology.]

I imagined a conversation spoken in hushed whispers aboard the alien vessel. The fact that my messages had come in their own language had no doubt been a shock to them, as would be the fact that I had picked apart known weaknesses of their vessel seemingly at a glance. I could only hope that this vessel was designed the same as the one I’d found in the Hearthwood.

The fact that they respond told me I was right about the weaknesses on their ship. But the round of gunfire they shot us with in response suggested that they didn’t believe I could really destroy their ship.

It was time to change that.

“When do these space marauders usually give up?”

“When either our ship’s dead in the void or we manage to score a big enough hit that they need to double back for repairs." Meldrik shouted back.

“I’ve got an idea.” I said and reached into my Dimensional Storage to extract a Sword Storm blade.

I quickly found controlling my weapon in the vacuum of space was even easier than controlling it while fighting gravity. My weapon swam through the air with speed and grace, scraping along the alien vessel’s outer hull.

“What in the name of ten moaning elves is that?” Meldrik wondered as he saw my weapon flit across the enemy ship.

“My spell.” I explained. “I need to try to lure their ship closer.” I’d already tried tearing the ship out of the void with my control over iron, but its own thrusters resisted my abilities. That changed when I took out one of the ship’s engines.

“Ha! Got them.” I shouted as I reeled in the ship like a fish on a line. I’d practiced hefting many little objects before, but never something as large as a ship. Perhaps the lack of gravity in space was making this easier, but I was quickly getting a feel for working with things of scale.

I yanked on the ship and it inched closer, despite its remaining engine trying desperately to send it flying in the other direction. I split my focus for a moment while holding the ship in place to send my Sword Storm blade into both the remaining engines of the ship. When they were dead in the water, I reeled them in like a man catching dinner.

“I’ll be damned.” Meldrik clapped me on the shoulder. “Every time I’ve faced those fellows we either drove them off or they took the ship! I’ve never even heard of someone taking a space marauder ship in battle!”

I chuckled. “It seems my powers are well suited to the void. I think I could learn to like it up here.”

I hauled the space marauder ship over to ours. Once it was close, the orcs had no compunctions about jumping over the side of their own vessel and hammering on the walls of the space marauder vessel. They beat on hatches and doors until they managed to tear the ship open with nothing but brute strength.

After a long and frustrating fight of thrown rocks, the orcs were noticeably disappointed when they weren’t able to bloody their axes or hammers.

“Our enemies abandoned their ship and escaped using a teleportation array.” The orc spat. “They ran like cowards!”

I thought the space marauders were smart to run, since the power of the ship's and weapons looked like their primary advantage. Picking a fistfight with a group of angry orcs just sounded stupid.

I kept the alien space vessel trailing behind us. Keeping the Sword Storm spell active and pulling on such a large object was good practice for my abilities, and I was continuously improving as I got a better feel for the spell. When I returned to the Hearthwood, I would need to consider building bigger Sword Storm blades. Here in the vacuum of space I might even be able to start hurling asteroids around.

Now that I was standing on top of the ship with nothing but a flimsy air and gravity enchantment between me and the vacuum of space, I could see the world of the orcs in the distance. It had started about the size of my fist while standing on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, but now it filled a third of my vision. I could make out continents now, and I thought I could even make out a few cities and long walls. There was one infinitesimal speck that looked curiously like a giant orc made out of stone, and I realized it must be a truly enormous statue of to be visible from this distance.

Just when I was about to ask Yorik to point out the interesting sights, the staccato rhythm of bullets pounding against the hull of the void ship rung out through our enclosed atmosphere once again.

“A second one!?” Meldrik shouted in alarm.

Sure enough, there was a second space marauder ship. Only this time the attacks came from a ship that was far bigger than the last one, and there were three of them.

“It looks like they don’t like the fact that we beat them.” One of these ships was probably the vessel the space marauders teleported back to.

I felt their communication line open up again, this time louder and more powerful than before. The orcs collapsed to the ground, but I felt Illiel acting from within the ship to protect them from any lasting damage. Yorik and I were still able to hold our own, but this was definitely a machine of greater power than the last one.

[Return our stolen ship or face annihilation!] The aliens demanded.

[That didn’t work out well the last time.] I shot back. [I will be keeping your ship as a war prize. Leave now lest I destroy the rest of your ships.]

There was silence again on the other end of the communication array. They were talking among themselves, and I knew they would either retreat or attack. From my brief conversation, I knew there was no way to reason with these enemies. So I cast the Mind Trap spell and waited.

Soon enough, I sensed another transmission touch my mind. I caught just enough of it to know it was an insult, then my Mind Trap spell activated. Just like a mind mage attacking my mind, Mind Trap reflected the power of the communication device and retaliated with deadly force. From my place aboard the orc ship I saw a burst of electric energy burst out of the side of the centermost alien vessel. Their communication device had failed catastrophically and had taken a portion of their ship with it. That was a better reply to their words than any response from me could have been.

“We don’t have many rocks left.” Meldrik warned me.

“Then make your remaining rocks count.” I said. “I’ll do the rest.”

The orcs hefted the remaining stones and passed them around to the few Bronze Realm orcs among them and those Stone realm orcs who were particularly good shots. I sent a message back to the Hearthwood requesting they start funneling boulders of appropriate size and mass into my Dimensional Storage for the orcs to throw. For now I simply emptied it of as much dense and heavy junk as I could.

I released my hold over the alien spaceship I’d been tugging behind us, though it kept course with us due to sheer momentum. Then I pulled out five of the largest, heaviest armor-piercing Sword Storm blades I had. These were thick triangular wedges of steel, meant to generate speed and energy on the level needed to poke a hole in even tough metal-clad targets like these ships. I thought I'd have to grow into them, but with my powers enhanced in space I wouldn't need to wait.

The five metal weapons vanished over the side of the ship like tiny little drones, buzzing around our vessel in a defensive formation. They looked like ships, and that’s what I wanted our attackers to think. The space marauders weren’t able to make ships as small as my weapons, so their presence would lend credence to my bluff that said they were technologically outmatched.

The aliens did not pull away despite my display, so I sent all five wedges hurtling towards the closest of their vessels. The aliens were quick to respond and blasted my weapons with a hail of gunfire.

Unfortunately for them, my weapons had nothing to destroy inside them. They were simply a mass of iron and steel. Their bullets bounced off, amounting to little more than forcing me to work harder to keep the armor-piercing blades on course.

With an upward jerk of my hand, I slammed one of my Sword Storm blades into the side of their ship, where it penetrated a hand’s depth before it lost its momentum. I yanked it back out of the ship, hoping that had caused enough damage to disrupt something important.

I waited an instant, but the ship showed no reaction and continued to fire at my circling formation of Sword Storm blades. So I tried another region, closer to the engines. If these ships were like the small one I’d looked at, there should be a storage container filled with cooling fluid there.

When my Sword Storm blade struck the armor plating near the engine, a spurt of liquid sprayed out into the empty void of space. I could make out a red light flashing in the windows of the ship, and the vessel’s crew was no doubt scurrying to seal the leak.

While they were distracted, I aimed a third Sword Storm blade at the ship’s gun and tore it from its mount. The weapon was easily knocked off by the mass of steel and iron I was flinging through the void, and there would be no repairing that turret without first finding a space dock.

The other aliens switched their target. They realized my Sword Storm blades were too tough and there would be no destroying them. So instead they took aim at the orc vessel and opened fire. The guns on these ships were of a higher caliber than what we’d fought off before, and the bullets that struck us now tore holes the size of my fist in the vessel’s hull. The orc’s enchantment could hold air against a few leaks, but I doubted it could hold together if half a ship was missing.

The sensation of dropping pressure reaffirmed that belief, and I sensed air being sucked out into the void of space. I opened my Dimensional Storage, hoping I could store air in it just like I could store items. Wind flowed into my storage and filled a slot. It took up a lot of space, but for something as important as being able to breathe, I was willing to make room.

I dumped the boulders from the Hearthwood onto the deck of the ship to make space for more air and orcs snatched them and hurled them at the enemy with all their might. Meanwhile, I redoubled my attacks on the enemy ships.

One of my Sword Storm blades struck a devastating blow against the two intact ships, and I maneuvered another to take out its weapons like the first. That kept their attention for long enough that I could afford to swing wide with one of my weapons, bringing it up to incredible speeds before sending it slamming into the hull of the alien ship.

That wedge sank all the way into the enemy vessel, crashing through whatever was inside and puncturing the cabin with a hole as big as a table. They wouldn’t be patching that anytime soon.

Their vessel quickly depressurized, and I saw several gray-skinned misshapen humanoids get sucked out of the hole along with most of their atmosphere and thrown into the void of space. They clutched at their throats, scrambling for anything they could grab onto. Magical beings like those found among the Ten Thousand Worlds were hardy creatures, and even the vast cold emptiness of space wouldn’t be enough to kill them quickly. But so long as they drifted, they’d float along with nothing to grab onto and no hope of landing on a planet without a long and painful fall. They’d starve or suffocate from the lack of resources in the void, depending on their specific type of magic.

The Sword Storm blade that I’d sent inside the ship was lost to me, but I still had enough blades left to confidently take on the last ship. This one was slightly bigger than the others and looked like the command ship. It hurled bullets in my direction. I felt a few bounce off my skin and soon something snapped below my feet. Air continued to gush out of the orc vessel, and we’d soon be dead in space. At the rate we were losing air, we’d all be holding our breaths against the vacuum. I hoped the girls below deck would be alright, but they were creative and I knew one of them would think of something.

I set my mind to seizing one of these alien ships. The doppleganger I’d met back in the Hearthwood had breathed the same air I had without issue, so I hoped their life support systems were similar enough to what elves, humans, and orcs needed that we could use their ship to get out of here.

I pulled my flying sword out of my Dimensional Storage and hopped on, flying out into the cold and empty void. I was grateful to find that the sword’s magic worked even better without having to deal with air, and I quickly shot after my Sword Storm blades.

The chill around me was strange. There was nothing distinctly cold about it, but I could feel the heat radiating away from my body. The vacuum strained to pry the air out of my lungs, but my body might as well have been the walls of a spaceship itself. I felt bloated and swollen as the gasses dissolved in my blood tried to escape, but I’d survived far worse. I shrugged off the pressure under my skin, the cold, and the empty void, though the eerie silence from the airless vacuum still shook my soul to its core.

I kept one blade in front of me as a shield between me and the remaining turret aboard the ship, protecting myself from any bullets that might get flung my way. After a quick circle, I identified what looked like an airlock. Like a spider, I clung to the side of the ship, anchoring myself in the weightless void. I needed to take a breath, so I held my hand over my mouth and took in air from my Dimensional Storage.

I worked at the latch as I held my breath. I hadn’t tested how long I could last without breathing, but even minutes later I didn’t feel the urge to take another breath. I could feel the hairs on my arms and legs stand up in the cold, though without an atmosphere that would be useless. I was made of far tougher stuff than an ordinary human though, and I shrugged off the strange feeling as I identified what looked like a few bolts on the side of the ship.

Fortunately, I had suitable tools already at hand in my Dimensional Storage and I worked at the bolts as quickly as I could, holding my breath so I could use two hands. I had to fashion hand and footholds by jamming my fingers into the hull of the ship to avoid spinning around as I tore out the bolts. The door to the airlock came free, and I was in. I slammed the door shut again behind me, using clay from my Dimensional Storage to weld the airlock’s outer door back on after I jammed it into place.

Once inside, I filled the small chamber with air from my Dimensional Storage and began working on the inner airlock’s door. Apparently somebody on the other side must have detected my presence, and the fact that I’d pressurized the airlock chamber, because the door slid open to reveal a gray-skinned doppleganger holding one of those bulbous guns I’d seen back in the Hearthwood.

Unlike the last one I’d seen, though, this gun was fully functional. The doppleganger pulled the trigger and a ray of purple light shot out of the gun’s tip in a ray, melting the metal of the outer airlock behind me. The alien was quick to cut off the power of his destructive beam when he realized he might melt a hole in his own ship. And that gave me the moment I needed to slam my fist into his jaw.

The doppleganger crumpled into the far wall. I was about to remark at how this one was physically weaker than the one I’d met in the Hearthwood when the doppleganger reached for its belt and withdrew a syringe. It jammed that syringe into the muscle of its leg and the syringe injected its contents into the alien’s body.

The doppleganger’s pupils went wide until its eyes were completely black. I went in to finish the alien off, but this time it was many times stronger than before. The physical strength in its limbs nearly matched my own as it tried to fight me fist for fist.

It was clear that this was temporary strength given to the creature by whatever it had just injected into itself. It was desperate to finish the fight quickly before whatever it had taken had worn off. Unfortunately for it, I was still just as strong as it was, and more than that, I practiced daily to use my body in combat.

I twisted in its grasp, wrapping the alien’s limbs around each other while simultaneously sweeping its legs out from under it.

When it realized I had the advantage in this grapple, the doppleganger released its grip and tried to roll away from me. It slipped out of my grasp, writhing like an insect as its bony humanoid form as it scrambled on all four down the hallway. I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional storage and hurled it after the creature, pinning it to the floor of the ship like a fish on a stick.

The doppleganger trembled upon being impaled. Its body twitched violently before going still. Instead of motes of light, sickly green fluid dripped from its limbs as its body seemed to rapidly decompose into a puddle that dripped down the hall.




Enemy slain! +200 points.




I tore Spell Eater out of the floor and stalked further down the hall while simultaneously pulling three Sword Storm blades of a smaller size from my Dimensional Storage. Now that I’d lost line of sight, the ones outside my wedge-shaped blades were dead in the water, but I’d already disabled the weapons of all three ships so they shouldn’t be able to do any more damage than they had already.

The next five dopplegangers I came across died before they knew what hit them. I eviscerated them with a Sword Storm blade before they had a chance to reach for the vials at their waist and strengthen themselves enough to make slaying them tedious. Red lights flared overhead, so it was clear the crew of the ship were occupied with the damage I’d done elsewhere and couldn’t rally to face me.

I found several important consoles containing valuable gravity enchantments and propulsion systems. I stole both and moved them into my Dimensional Storage, then I continued cutting a swath through the ship. Red lights flared in every room, signaling the current crisis to everyone aboard. The ship had already been disabled, but now it had no hope of moving. Curiously, the artificial gravity remained. There must have been an emergency backup system somewhere.

The vessel was smaller than the orc ship. All told, it was a little bigger than a residential home, and it couldn’t have a crew of more than fifteen. By now I’d already killed eight of them in total, so unless most of the other two ships teleported aboard, there couldn’t be that many aliens left.

I quickly found the bridge behind a set of locked doors. I imagined most of the remaining crew was busy piloting the ship or had fled from me in terror. I slammed Spell Eater down to the hilt into the rim of the door. I pried with my adamantium weapon until the seal around the door broke, then I wormed my fingers into the gap and tore at the heavy plastic it was made from.

The aliens on the other side opened fire on me while I worked, and I was reduced to hacking at the door to the bridge with my weapon for fear of having my fingers shot.

“He’s getting through!” An alien on the other side hissed.

“How do we stop this monster!?” Another one cried.

“The security team must already be dead. We should teleport to one of the other ships.” A third alien said.

“No good. They’re also disabled. We have to use the emergency life pod. It will be a tight fit, but we should have enough air in there to last us until we reach base if we ration our breaths.”

“Not so fast. We will not leave our ships to the lesser species. Activate the self-destruct and fly it into the orc vessel. We’ll destroy everything before we leave.”

That sent an alarm ringing through my mind. A self-destruct switch was the last thing I needed.

“Like hell you will!!” I shouted in their own language through the door. “Activate any self-destruct switch and I’ll hunt your life pod down and send it hurtling into the nearest sun!”

“He’s almost through! Shoot him!” The aliens said in reply.

A hail of laser fire blasted the door. They shot the rim I’d just been tearing at, melting the plastic substance back into place to fill the cracks I’d just torn open.

I slowed my breathing and concentrated. Much of this ship was made out of iron, and I could control iron. There would be something on the other side of this door made of iron, and I could use it to attack them, wall or not.

The only problem was I couldn’t see beyond this door, and whatever it was, I couldn’t peer through it with mage sight.

But there was no reason I had to see a piece of iron to control it. I should be able to do so by feel alone. I reached out with my hand, making a fist behind the door as I closed my eyes. I felt the ship tremble and my mind locked onto something.

“The escape pod! What’s happening to it!?” One of the aliens shouted.

“The engines aren’t on. Why is it moving!?”

I jerked my hand and the iron I had in my mind's grasped jerked with it. It flew through the air and tore through the bridge, shrieking and tearing as it twisted from the force of my will.

I heard a scream then, followed by a crunch and a splatter. I couldn’t see what was going on, but I swept the piece of iron across the room until I heard it clang into the far wall. Then I swept it into the other wall, crashing back and forth until I’d covered the entire room multiple times. The crunching continued, and I watched sickly green fluid drip out from under a small hole I’d made at the base of the door.

When I heard no voices on the other side, I returned to working at the door again, splitting it open with a final kick.

The bridge was a mess to look at. My ball of iron scrap had torn through desks, consoles, controls, and everything else that stuck out of the walls and ceiling.

The aliens were also a mess. They’d been reduced to little more than paste, and the sickly green fluid their bodies decomposed into left a bittersweet taste and a foul stench in the air. I swept the mass of severed limbs and heads that was all that remained of the ships evil crew into my Dimensional Storage for analysis back in the Hearthwood, then looked at the few intact consoles I could find to look for something that mentioned a self-destruct.




Enemies Slain! +2800 points.




Fortunately, the language pack I’d purchased had included their written language and puzzling through the controls was simple enough. I quickly found what I was looking for in what appeared to be the captain’s control console.




Self-Destruct activated. 1 minute until Self-Destruct.




Damn it! They’d managed to activate it after all. I flipped through the controls, trying to figure out how to deactivate the self-destruct. No good. Those controls were locked out with a security code.

Then I decided to attack this problem from a different angle. If anything was going to self-destruct, it would be the engines. That was where all the fuel was. I only needed the life support for now. We could figure out how to make the ship move later.

I tore through the ship, back the way I’d came. I identified the engine room when I’d first arrived. I kicked open the door to the engine room and found a boiling concoction of glowing green fluid that resembled what the aliens turned into when they died. It looked unstable and growing more so by the second. Big bubbles of noxious gas vented into the air, choking me with their fumes.

I held my hand over the pool and sucked it all into my Dimensional Storage and ran to the airlock. I opened the inner doors and hurriedly broke my clay seal before holding my palm to the void of space and venting the green mass outside the ship.

Seconds later the liquid reached a critical level of activity and exploded, throwing me back into the ship and rocking the entire vessel.

With the ship safe and still habitable, I reached out with my mind to the Sword Storm blades still floating lifelessly in space around me. I reached to them without looking and arranged them behind the alien vessel, pushing it towards the orc ship, which was already drifting apart into two pieces. I picked one at random and found Meldrik and his orcs clinging to it and growing blue in the face as they cherished their last lungfuls of air.

Upon seeing my ship approaching them, they thought the aliens had come to finish them off. The orcs were all holding their breath, but it was clear many of the Stone Skin orcs couldn’t hold on much longer. They jumped to the side of my vessel, intent on spending their last few living moments fighting to die gloriously in battle.

I hopped out the airlock and held up my hands for them to stop. None of us could speak in the vacuum of space, but a great deal of waving got my point across. Meldrik quickly cannibalized what was left of his ship’s rigging and built a gangplank so his people could climb aboard. I left them to get the spaceship working and took one last breath before hopping on my flying sword and chasing after the other half of the orc vessel, which was rapidly floating away and spinning chaotically as it did so.

I found my women aboard the collection of hole-filled scrap wood that was little more than wreckage. They clung to the wreckage as they pointed and gestured wildly, silently debating a solution to their current dilemma. Nela had a flying sword and was pointing at it while Sava pointed at the nearby orc planet and made a waving motion with her fingers.

They held up their hands in a silent cheer when they saw me, and I realized each of them had a massive cork stuffed in their mouth as the remains of a potion dribbled down their cheeks. Sava held a vial of that same potion up to me, but I indicated with my hand that I’d developed my own solution for air by breathing into my Dimensional Storage.

Sava shrugged and pointed towards the edge of the ship where Yorik was standing and hurling small bits of wood with all her might. The force of her throws were slowly countering the wreck’s spinning, and I was able to land safely once she'd stabilized the wreck relative to the planet below.

I waved my hands at the flying sword beneath me and at one of the alien ships. I’d brought my flying iron wedges with me and pointed at the ropes, trying to indicate that if we could tie the wreck off to either my sword or the iron wedges, I could tow the whole wreck to safety.

That only seemed to make things worse as Sava gesticulated and pointed in the direction of one of the alien vessels. It was the first one I’d destroyed, and it had lost its engine coolant, but that didn't stop it from being a large hunk of metal hurtling in our direction.

I pushed out with my control over iron, trying to fly the spacecraft away. I saw a red light flash inside the spaceship’s ports and I knew something was going on. I recognized a rhythmic flashing of light at where I now knew the ship’s command console to be and realized I was seeing the flashing from the self-destruct panel.

Hastily, I moved my Sword Storm wedges between us and the ship. An instant later it exploded in a circular burst of energy that ripped their hull to shreds and sent small pieces of debris hurtling towards us. The debris knocked my Sword Storm swords and the wreck we were riding off into the distance.

We all hung on for dear life, but Illiel lost her grip on the wreck and might have been cast into the vacuum of space if Yorik hadn’t jumped overboard and caught her.

But that left Yorik off the vessel, and Assyrus had to reach out and grab her. As we scrambled to save our comrades, a piece of scrap from the destroyed half of the orc void ship smashed into what remained of our hull.

The impact broke all that was holding our ship fragment together, and the bits of scrap scattered in all directions. Soon we were riding little more than splinters. Before we knew it, even that broke apart on us and I grabbed each woman by the wrist and pulled them closer to me.

We tried to get our bearings again. I saw Amisra glancing around. The World of Struggle and Strife was still in the distance, but the ships the orcs were now on and the other alien vessel were nowhere to be seen. Yorik, Illiel, Eltiana, Sava, Nela, Assryus, and Korra all clung together for warmth, and I joined them.

I glanced around us, finding nothing but asteroids orbiting the planet we hovered over. We were lost and alone in the vacuum of space, without so much as a scrap of wood under our feet.










CHAPTER TWENTY










EVEN WITH BREATHING temporarily taken care of, zeal was sparse this far from the elven world. I knew from Yorik’s explanations that elves could still cultivate their spirit arts on the World of Struggle and Strife, but even that was far away right now.

A meteor whipped past us, as big as my head and traveling fast enough to punch a hole through a mountain. Drifting unprotected in space like this was dangerous. I cast my Layered Defenses spell, which would do an admirable job pushing away any smaller space fragments and providing some barrier between us and a cold and uncaring universe.

We needed more protection than the Layered Defenses spell was going to provide. I realized the asteroids around us were made of earth and iron. I could control both easily.

I called some larger, slower-moving asteroids closer to us. The girls squirmed as the massive rock approached, but they quickly realized it was under my control. I called a few dozen more over and soon I started manipulating them into a box around us.

The asteroids shifted and deformed, twisting and turning under the influence of my earth zeal. I shaped them around us like a hollow sphere. Eventually, I gathered enough mass to cast my Stone Obelisk spell. The newly formed Stone Obelisks stuck out of the shell I was making and made us look like a spiked ball floating through space.

I stretched my Layered Durability spell to cover the inner chamber I’d made. With the rock mostly sealed, we had an enclosed chamber that could hold air, especially with my spell filling in any gaps I’d missed while shaping the rock.

When I was confident our atmosphere wouldn’t just seep out, I released air from my Dimensional Storage into the chamber. The air held and soon the small dark area inside the stones pressurized.

Nela conjured a small light to illuminate the area and waved her hand around, feeling the surrounding air.

Illiel was the first to pull the cork out of her mouth and take a breath of the air I’d pulled out of storage.

“Ah... thank you for the breath-holding potion.” Illiel said as the others spat out their corks as well.

“I never would have thought that orc formula would be useful.” Sava said. “To think, a potion that lets you hold your breath so long as you’ve got something big and somewhat hard in your mouth... you’re all lucky I had an entire set of patriarch-sized cork stoppers.”

Sava held up a long conical cork which had been halfway down her throat moments before.

"I for one am more glad than ever that I have my Dimensional Storage.” I said. “Now, what’s our plan?”

“As much as I admire this home Theo’s built for us, which is better than drifting around with nothing but our skin between us and the void, I don’t think I want to enter an atmosphere trapped inside a giant rock.” Illiel said.

“Got coordinates for a teleportation array.” Yorik said. “Build one here, then teleport to the surface.”

“That’s splendid news!” I said to Yorik. “We just need to get our people back in the Hearthwood to go out and purchase a teleportation array kit then send it through my Dimensional Storage. Until then, I’ll just move us into a stable orbit.”

“Let me write the note.” Illiel said as she pulled out a pen and paper. “We’ll need food and water, as well as plenty more air. I’d also like some cloth, furs, and rugs from the Hearthwood brought here. There’s a significant quantity of iron in these rocks around us, and I have to keep my aura active to keep myself from faltering.”

The girls agreed with Illiel’s assessment, and I realized that if we were going to insulate this inner chamber, I’d want to make it bigger so we'd still have enough space to move.

I sent my will to all the nearby asteroids and started sweeping them up one by one. They collided and merged with my spikey sphere, growing our mass and building more of a shield between us and the hostile outside world. In the empty vacuum of space without having to fight gravity, I could work with the gentlest touch and slowly haul asteroids towards me from great distances.

Bit by bit, our sanctuary grew. Items from the Hearthwood from Illiel’s list trickled in, and the girls got to work with their own magic and the items they had sent our way. Soon the interior chamber was looking less like a rock floating in space and more like a space station. I even got one console I’d stolen off the alien ship working to generate a gravity field inside the living space, which made work easier for everyone.

Studying the gravity console gave me a few new ideas with my own abilities. The gravity enchantment essentially did what I could do with all pieces of earth and drag them towards me. Only this thing could do the same for everything. Water, fire, air, and even light. After a quick discussion with Argona as notes passed through my Dimensional Storage, I had an improved version of the enchantment in the console and I placed them all over the outside of the space station.

Now we were slowly accumulating mass without me even needing to do anything. When enough of it had gathered, I reworked the outside of the station into something that better suited our needs. Eventually I could open up a second room aboard the station, followed by a third and fourth.

It took the elves of the Hearthwood several days to secure a Teleportation Array for us. My daughter Comela had to purchase it, and she’d had a great deal of trouble doing so. Typically only true mages and above could teleport, anyone else's body would be ripped to shreds. Comela was only able to enter a shop that would sell her a teleportation array when she begged a favor from Kysalian, one of the wizard-realm guests staying in the Hearthwood.

When the teleportation array finally arrived, I realized we were still too far away from the World of Struggle and Strife, so I slowly adjusted our orbit to bring us closer. I’d been able to construct an observation deck out of a glass-like crystal I’d found in space, and soon we were all able to watch the world grow larger outside our little sanctuary.

As I grew the space station from one room to several and slowly pushed us along, the girls had worked on the interior. Now there was a garden illuminated by magic, numerous temperature enchantments keeping the station habitable, plenty of furniture, and even a bath. I’d joined the girls there several times as we alternated between working on our temporary home, practicing cultivation, and having fun as we recovered.

Amisra even participated a few more times. We had a little fun with her, but her magic was part of what was keeping the surrounding atmosphere breathable. Until Argona sent in some new enchantments, we wouldn't be chaining her up for another session of ours.

Korra was warming up as well, and I noticed her choice in clothing had changed. She wasn’t wearing her travel clothes or combat equipment and instead robed herself in scantier, more relaxing attire. Even now, she relaxed with her shirt bunched up and exposing her toned stomach while she stretched her long legs and purred by the edge of the bath.

Everyone was getting comfortable here, despite the peculiar situation. When I announced we were finally close enough to use the teleportation array, there were mixed feelings all around.

“I’m going to miss the hot tub.” Assyrus grumbled. “I spent three days working on it.”

“We’ll still have the coordinates for this teleportation array.” I argued. “Which means we’ll be able to come back any time the orc world gets too scary for you girls. Think of this like the Hearthwood’s secret base on the World of Struggle and Strife.”

The women liked that thought, and Yorik punched in the coordinates for the teleportation array she remembered. She and I went first to verify things were safe. The elves would follow once we came back and signaled everything was alright.

I worried that my women would draw attention, but Yorik assured me that there were enough elves on the World of Struggle and Strife that they’d be seen as valuable, but not remarkable. A Bronze-realm orc would be more than worthy of having a sizable number of personal thralls, so nobody should bat an eye with them trailing behind Yorik and me.

“There will be a city on the other side.” Yorik said. “Grew up here.”

“Is that so?” I smiled. “I can’t wait to see your childhood home. I take it the Blackgorge Tribe has a sizable outpost in the city?”

Yorik assured me that this would be one of the Blackgorge Tribe’s primary holdings. If Meldrik and the others survived, they would probably already be at the tribe’s main headquarters. We should have no trouble contacting them through the city and from there finding our way to the Blackgorge Tribe. After that, our trip would proceed as though the attack had never interrupted it.

Yorik and I teleported, leaving the space station behind. Space distorted around us and we rematerialized on the planet we’d been looking at from orbit just moments ago.

“I don’t see a city.” I said as I stared at the barren crater around us. There wasn’t much of anything in sight, let alone the thriving metropolis Yorik had described. In fact, the entire area looked like a desolate and abandoned patch of desert.

Yorik scratched her head. “Wrong codes? No...” She pointed at a set of ruins.

I saw the head of a tall orc’s statue sticking out of the ground. It was shattered and half sunk in the sand. Now that I looked closer, I could see the remains of large flat stones that had been part of the bricks used to make houses. There were baked clay tiles along the ground and pits of wood carved to make furniture. This had been a city. It just wasn’t one anymore.

I put a hand on Yorik’s shoulder. This was all that was left of somewhere she cherished. I could tell she had no small number of memories for this place, and to see it rendered into rubble and dust must have broken my orcess’ heart.

Yorik sagged against me for a moment, showing a rare instant of weakness before she gathered herself again. “It’s safe. We can get the others.”

The rest of my women followed us down from our space station onto the planet’s surface.

“Whew! I didn’t realize how much I missed seeing an open sky!” Eltiana said as she stretched her limbs. “Although this sky doesn’t look quite the same as the one I’m used to.” She glanced up to find the air above us.

“There’s no denying we’re on a different world.” Sava said as she pointed to the red streaks trailing through the sky and the unfamiliar celestial bodies above us.

“Yorik?” I said softly. “We’ll need you to lead the way. Which way leads to the Blackgorge Tribe?”

Yorik extracted herself from my shoulder, wiping away any lingering traces of weakness now that the others were watching. She gazed at the horizon before pointing in the distance.

“There.” Yorik said. “Follow the road.”

It turned out that Amisra had a flying cushioned platform akin to a bench just barely big enough for all of us to ride on. Not needing to walk ensured we made good time over the terrain of the World of Struggle and Strife.

“Ugh, I feel so heavy here.” Korra said as she lifted her arms. They clattered back into her lap, as though to emphasize her point.

“World’s much larger.” Yorik said.

I realized it was true. The force of gravity was much greater than I’d grown accustomed to back home, and even with the Blackgorge Fiendbody some more impressive feats of acrobatics I’d practiced there would be impossible here.

“No wonder orcs focus on body cultivation.” I said as I rode behind Amisra, who drove the flying bench. I’d peaked under the hood and realized it was just a wooden frame built around a particularly long flying sword.

We passed by endless stretches of rolling dunes, interspersed by the occasional oasis here and there. We stopped to drink and eat as we traveled, looking for signs of civilization. The land was flush with earth zeal, far more than there were on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. The balance of the elements seemed different here. From what Yorik had told me, orcs placed far greater emphasis on the earth aspect than elves did, and I was beginning to see why. Earth power was everywhere here, free for the taking, though it had a slightly different feel to it. The energy here was unfamiliar to my spirit cultivation, but my body cultivation embraced the power like it was finally coming home.

“Look at that!” Sava said as she pointed by the sand beneath the oasis we’d stopped at. She pointed into the water under the pool and before any of us had the chance to look, she pulled her shoes off and dove into the water.

We all looked and watched, and a few seconds later she came back up with a handful of chunky white sand.

It surprised me to see she wasn’t carrying a plant when she came up. Instead, she held the chunky sand like it was a prize, and happily tucked the handful into her bag of holding before diving back under again.

“What are you so excited about, Sava?” I asked just as she was about to dive back down into the water.

Sava swam down, but bobbed her head back above water to answer my question. “Look!” Sava chucked a white pebble at me and I caught it. Before I could ask her to explain, Sava dove back down beneath the water.

I held the pebble up to the light, admiring its white luster with a slight yellow tinge.




Analyze? Cost 50 points.

Item identified: Bone sand

Bone sand is a material created when the ancient pulverized remains of monsters who’d cultivated to the equivalent of mage acolyte or higher are crushed and collected, left to absorb zeal for centuries. Bone sand is useful as a medium for growing alchemical ingredients and can double the rate at which they collect zeal from their surroundings. This particular piece of bone sand came from a Thunder Strider, a large flightless bird that patrols the desert. It is born at the mage acolyte realm and quickly ascends to the equivalent of true mage upon maturation.




I realized now why Sava wanted this bone sand. Looking into the lake beneath us, I realized there was quite a lot of it to gather. I was personally curious if using this stuff would help the Hydroponic Farm produce more powerful food. After a bit of thought, I gathered some bone sand myself before Sava made off with all of it, and I was willing to recruit some help so I could gather it faster.

“Come on, everyone!” I announced. “We’re after these little white specks. I’ll hand out some shovels and we’ll start digging!”

Yorik rolled her eyes, but accepted a shovel and we started hauling off all the bone sand we could dig up. We sent bucket after bucket back to the Hearthwood, where Illiel wrote a note to tell everyone back home what it was and what they should do with it.

Yorik was still shaking her head as we finished up. I finally asked her why.

“It’s everywhere.” Yorik explained. “Dig a little anywhere. Not called the World of Struggle and Strife for nothing.”

Sava immediately started digging in the hopes of finding more bone sand, but I took Yorik’s words on faith. While we stood around watching Sava dig for more white sand, we finally caught sight of the locals.

Nela was the one who spotted them, thanks to the aid of her Farsight spell.

“There in the distance!” Nela shouted. “I think I see orcs!”

I got a better look on my flying sword. “It might be best for me and Yorik to greet them first. I don’t know how the orcs will react to elves.”

Yorik nodded and reluctantly hopped up behind me on my flying sword.

The orcs spotted us flying above them. They looked up and pointed and I did a long slow circle around them so we wouldn’t alarm them when we touched down.

“Hello!” I yelled at the pair of orcs. They were more fully dressed than the orcs I’d met before, and both of them were female orcs. The both of them held fishing rods and had been walking towards the very oasis we’d been diving in.
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I waved to the pair of orc women and touched down with Yorik at my side. They waved hesitantly back at us in reply, glancing at me with particularly inquisitive eyes when they did so.

“Hello!” I started. “We’re not from around here.”

“I’d say not.” The orc woman replied as she pointed at my flying sword. “You from the city?”

“Not exactly.” I replied. I glanced at Yorik, thinking she could handle this exchange better than I could.

Yorik spoke with the pair of orcs, wrapping her arm around my waist midway through the conversation.

“Oh, how interesting.” the orc fisher woman said. “You know, I’ve never met a human before.”

“You’re welcome to come back to our village if you want.” The orc villager said. “There are beds to spare, and you’ll need a few days to figure out the road. I suspect there covered ankle-deep in sand and dust after the last battle.”

“Battle?” Yorik asked.

“The battle where the Six Tribe Alliance defeated the Blackgorge Tribe.” The orc replied. “Throwing off their oppressors, they called it. But now we have to send six tribes tribute instead of just one.”

Yorik tried to get some details about the battle and just what was going on with the Blackgorge Tribe, but the pair we were talking to didn’t follow recent events enough to know more than the fact that they’d had little time to fish and relax before, and they had even less now. We took that as our cue to leave them alone, so I shot them one last question before we headed off towards the village they pointed us to.

“How does your village feel about elves?” I called over my shoulder as we left.

“Elves?” The orc villager glanced at me sideways. “We love them!” She gave me a big toothy grin.

I felt the tension in my heart ease a little. “Good! I’m glad to hear it.”

Yorik and I circled around to find the girls, and we switched to Amisra’s flying bench before heading off in the village's direction. We circled around the village just as we had with the orcs we met, giving them plenty of time to spot us as we picked a landing zone and stepped off the flying bench.

Orcs had already gathered around us. Many of them were gazing at me and the elves with wide eyes. I waved my hands at all of them, noticing that all the orcs here were non-cultivators or were only at the Stone-realm, with one exception.

“We’re here looking for somewhere to sleep and some information about what’s going on.” I said.

The one exceptional orc was at the first stage of the Bronze-realm, so slightly weaker than both Yorik and myself. He was old and had a long gray beard that stretched all the way to the ground, but with his cultivation I knew that he'd be strong enough to shatter boulders with his fists. He greeted us and the way the other villagers looked at him made me realize he was a community leader.

“Who are... those elves behind you?” The old orc asked.

“Oh, these are our companions.” I replied.

The old orc nodded, starring hard at the elves behind me. They shifted uncomfortably, not understanding the orc language or what the old orc was saying. I moved to stand between him and my women.

I tried to get the orc’s attention, but he ignored me in favor of trying to peer over my shoulder.

“As I was saying, we were looking to get a few rooms for the night and get some news. What’s happened here over the past few years and what’s going on with the Blackgorge Tribe?”

“You have a lovely collection of elves.” The old orc continued. “Most admirable. You are a very accomplished young chieftain.”

“I try my best.” I said. “Now, how about those rooms?”

“How did they do as thralls?” The orc asked me. “I see they’re all dressed and walking about on two legs, so I assume they’ve already reached the concubine stage? Maybe higher?”

“Rooms?” I said, a little louder and more insistent.

“Right, of course.” the old orc continued. “Our village is small, but my house is the largest. Guests usually stay with me for the night. Will your... elves be staying indoors as well?”

“Certainly.” I replied. “And I'll need the largest bed you can spare to fit us all in together. I have bars of gold or cultivation supplies to trade.”

The old orc didn’t seem bothered by either the extra bodies in his home or my protectiveness. He simply shrugged his shoulders and turned, leading the way with no talk of payment. I took his interest as mere curiosity and tried to glean what information I could about the World of Struggle and Strife from him.

“I will tell you the information you wish to know by the village’s fire pit tonight.” The old orc said.

“That will be appreciated.” I replied. “My women and I will be certain to join you.”

“Eh... just you, please.” The orc said. “We like to discuss the philosophies of True Men by the fire.”

I nodded in understanding. “Very well. I’m sure the women can entertain themselves.” I frowned while I spoke through, not entirely pleased with being forced to leave them in a stranger’s home.

“I will send my granddaughter over to answer their questions. They can question her while you question me.” the old orc said in compromise.

I nodded at that and the orc helped guided me to a couple of local villagers. From them I purchased a variety of fresh foods suitable to feed my entire group, and we brought the collection back to the old orc’s home and enjoyed a pleasant dinner.

The old orc had a granddaughter who was kind and expressed more than a little interest in me. She only backed down when she challenged Yorik to an arm wrestling match and was soundly defeated in a heartbeat. As body cultivators, orcs weren’t quite as good as elves were at detecting the powers of others from afar. They usually had to see someone in action to measure their strength. Even now, I didn't think she fully understood she'd challenged a bronze realm orc to a contest of strength when she was just at stone skin.

After dinner, the old orc nudged me along to the village fire pit, which turned out to be more than just a building. The fire pit appeared to be the colloquial name for the secret lodge the male orcs gathered in every couple of nights to talk and discuss the Book of the True Man. When we entered the lodge, the local male orcs were already deep in discussion.

“The seventh passage of the fourth chapter suggests I should stare intently at Koloaka’s ass each time she passes. This will motivate me to train harder.” One orc said to another.

“Ah, but you are forgetting the twelfth passage of the ninth chapter. A True Man should endeavor to respect the dignity of an unclaimed woman in a public space.” Another orc replied.

“All I know is that during a fire pit I’m allowed to drink as much ale as I want.” A third orc belched as he poured himself what was likely his tenth cup.

My entrance caught some attention, but I said a few words and phrases to let them know I’d read the Book of the True Man as well, and the orcs’ discomfort quickly vanished.

“So give it to us straight.” An orc said after my host had introduced me. “How did you capture so many elves?”

I chuckled. “Well, to be honest, things work a little differently on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. I found their tribes and my women eagerly tied themselves to me, hoping to cultivate faster. That’s something I’ve done my best to help them with, both through providing cultivation resources and... a more personal touch.”

“You mean a rough pounding!” The orc guffawed loudly, and the entire room erupted into laughter.

“Not often rough,” I said. “But close enough.”

“Is it true they’re always constantly aroused?” the orc asked. “Every elf I’ve ever seen was constantly pining after her man, but those are tame ones. Are they like that in the wild as well?”

“Mine have urged me to bed no small number of times.” I laughed. “But they’re capable women, and they can take care of many problems on their own. I’m certain my family, the Hearthwood Clan, wouldn’t be a tenth what it is today if not for the constant hard work of my women.”

“I heard they sometimes play with each other.” The orc nodded, as though that had been what I’d meant by saying elves could take care of problems. “It makes sense, considering their men are so weak they’re practically women themselves.”

There was another hearty round of agreement and I shrugged noncommittally. “But back to my initial question, what happened around here? I arrived to the coordinates of what should have been a city, except when I got there we found nothing but rubble. We were lucky the teleportation array was tough enough to keep working despite the conditions.”

It took me several attempts to keep the orcs on topic, but eventually I got an explanation out of one of them.

“The Blackgorge Tribe sent many of their best fighters to combat the last Dragon Swarm, on the orders of Wargod Grognak. Apparently they fought well, but ended up getting cornered and eaten after slaying many dragons and their kin. To think, a mighty tribe with eight Silver-Realm orcs and a Gold-Realm orc could die just like that.” The orc shook his head sadly, and his shoulders hung low.

Yorik explained to me that after the Bronze realm of the Blackgorge Fiendbody came the Silver realm, which made an orc as strong as a wizard. The gold realm came after that, making an orc as strong as a sorcerer. How an orc got to those realms was still a mystery to me, and we'd need to visit the Blackgorge tribe itself for the details of continued body cultivation.

“I understand there’s something called the Six Tribe Alliance fighting against them now?” I prompted.

“That’s right. After they lost their Silver-realm warriors, some local tribes decided the Blackgorge Tribe was too weak to rule. They gathered their forces and met the Blackgorge Tribe before one of their largest cities. The Blackgorge Tribe had a few surprises left, but the Six Tribe Alliance had one of their own and called in a favor with a Silver-realm orc who’d been part of one of the six tribes before joining the Wargod’s Grand Army. What was left of the Blackgorge Tribe died there, as did the city they were trying to defend.”

I nodded somberly. “So the Blackgorge Tribe is in dire straights now.” 

“That’s right.” the old orc agreed. “In fact, the Six Tribe Alliance sent a couple of envoys just yesterday to collect tribute and recruit our young men. All four of them were Bronze-realm orcs, and they had a voracious appetite. I’m afraid they were a bit disappointed in our selection of women. We suspect they were hoping for elves."

I spent the rest of the night trying to get a feel for how the orcs felt about this development. For the most part, their loyalties seemed to tilt slightly in favor of the Six Tribe Alliance, but only because some male orcs were opportunists and believed that if the Blackgorge Tribe fell completely, they’d be able to steal many treasures they’d collected, or even get their hands on some of the many elves the Blackgorge Tribe boasted among its members. As one of the few tribes who’d been powerful enough to have a presence on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, the Blackgorge Tribe had no shortage of elves and valuable artifacts.

The orcs continued to chat boisterously, but I felt a growing anxiousness sprouting in my chest. I wanted to return to my women and see what they were up to. I wanted to retire to bed, snuggled up against them protectively. These orcs were only at the stone realm, so I figured my girls could handle any trouble easily. But that niggling feeling in my chest just wouldn’t go away.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










DESPITE THE PROTESTS of all the orcs at the fire pit, I retired early.

“S-surely you don’t want to leave before we’ve told the tale of Omgar Half-Cock?” The old orc protested. “We have an interesting interpretation here in this village that I think could use the input of an outsider.”

I glanced back at the orc with the least interested expression I could muster. “As entertaining as that sounds, I think I’ll head back.”

“Wait!” The old orc grabbed my sleeve. “You aren’t even drunk yet! How about we all pound down a few dozen glasses together? That will get us just a smidge tipsy for the night.”

I ignored the old orc as the disconcerted feeling in my chest grew by another degree. I tore open the door to the lodge and started walking back. Behind me, I heard half the orcs in the fire pit pile out to follow me.

“We have a little tradition in this village!” The old orc continued. “Once we’ve started reading from the Book of the True Man, nobody may leave until we finish the reading! Can’t you honor our local traditions?”

“You all left easily enough.” I shot back as I noted that so many of them had followed me out of the fire pit. Then I turned my walk into a light jog.

Given my current cultivation, a light jog for me could cover a league in a handful of minutes, so it only took a few seconds to cross the village. The old orc panted to keep up, and the stone-realm orcs trailed far behind him.

I returned to the old orc’s house, which was the largest structure in the village. I had taken little notice of it when we arrived. It was a squat, gray stone thing that approximated a small two-story castle. I pictured where my women were, and after glancing the structure up and down, I realized our host had placed us in a tower adjacent to the primary structure.

It was of newer construction and built of sturdier materials. It had smaller windows, and I only now noticed that the doors locked from the outside. There was a bar across the outer door now, indicating it was locked to anyone wanting to break out.

I whirled on the old orc. “Just what are you trying to pull here?”

“Please.” The old orc begged. “You have so much, and we have so little! You should share some of what you have with our other guests. Maybe then they’ll forgo the need to take tribute from us.”

“No.” I replied flatly. “And if any orc dares lay a hand on any of my women, I’ll remove the offending hand. That's not even counting what my women themselves would do to them.”

The old orc bit his lip. “Remember how I mentioned four envoys from the Six Tribe Alliance arrived yesterday?” The orc looked downcast. “Well... they never left. They’re staying in my home as well.”

I grabbed the old orc’s shirt. “So you were scheming against me from the beginning, is that it?”

The orc tore himself free of my grip, and the neck of his shirt came off in my grasp. “Now see here! We run this village, and I am a bronze-skin orc, don’t you forget that!”

“I haven’t.” I replied. “I just don’t care.”

Then I tore open the doors to the keep and sprinted up the tower in search of my women.

The tower was quiet, which meant any fight that had happened was already over. I threw the doors to the bedchamber wide, expecting the worse.

Instead, I found four Bronze-realm orcs in the chamber. Two were already dead, one was close to it, and the third was tied to a bed while he was questioned by Yorik and a group of angry elves.
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“Theo!” Sava said. “You missed the party!”

I leaned against the door frame as the tension left my chest. “I’m just glad you girls are alright.”

“Six Tribe Alliance...” Yorik hefted her hammer angrily. It was splattered with blood, and I had no doubt that most of the skull-smashing had been done by Yorik.

“If they wanted to capture us,” Amisra said, “they should have sent more competent warriors. I could have defeated these four alone. As could almost everyone else here, I imagine. I think only one of them was even at the Bronze Muscle level, and the rest were even weaker.”

“What can I say?” I laughed. “I guess I was worried over nothing. I should have trusted you ladies to take care of yourselves.”

“How’d they know where we were?” Yorik asked.

My merry expression quickly soured as I told them that the villagers had been the ones to turn us over to them.

“How do you think I should punish them for pulling something like this?” I asked.

“Conqueror the village.” Yorik shrugged. “Slay all who resist. Claim it as a warchief and take the orc women as servants.”

“That sounds a bit overly dramatic.” Illiel protested. “We were never in any real danger.”

“Besides,” Sava added, “what would you do with an orc village? Or the title of warchief?”

“I dunno.” Eltiana giggled. “It might be fun to toss a few daggers. Large meaty orcs make much better targets than small nimble elves.”

“You ladies are probably right,” I said in agreement with Sava and Illiel. “I don’t want to make waves when we just want to get to the Blackgorge Tribe, get the Star of Destiny, and then head somewhere we can get in contact with this Grognak fellow and figure out how to get him to stop opening portals that will let the orcs invade the Deanian Queendom.”

“Not a simple set of tasks.” Yorik said.

I tore the lock out of the tower before I left it. We took out the last orc from the Six Tribe Alliance and put them on display outside the town. The villagers would have some serious explaining to do when the Six Tribe Alliance tried to figure out what happened to their people. Whether or not the village survived that calamity was none of my concern.



***


We headed off down the road in search of another oasis to rest at. I thought about trying to find another village for more information, but just the thought of meeting with more orcs soured my stomach.

“I don’t know why I’m feeling so annoyed.” I confessed to Yorik, who’d been trying to cheer me up much the way I’d been trying to cheer her up the previous day.

“They didn’t respect you. That annoys you.” Yorik said, accurately discerning the source of my woes. I was still thinking about that village we’d left behind. They’d thrown me and my women to the wolves hoping they could please the Six Tribe Alliance a little better.

“I suppose you’re right, as usual, Yorik.” I sighed. “Could they not tell I was a Bronze-realm orc too? Maybe I should have just told them? Is that how orcs greet each other to make up for having difficulty perceiving cultivation ranks? Hello, I’m Theo, Bronze Skin level!”

“No.” Yorik answered. “They know through actions. Through your confidence and dominance.”

“So you’re saying I was too polite? Too agreeable?”

“Not arrogant enough.” Yorik answered. “You should be proud and untouchable. Let your lessers speak no ill of you. Let them harbor no thoughts of evil intent. They must know either loyalty and devotion, or be cowardly and afraid.”

“I’ll try to remember that for our next meeting, Yorik.” I replied as we touched down at the oasis. “For now, I think we can make do with sleeping under the stars. I think I have a tent somewhere in the Hearthwood. We’ll have to send for it to get it transferred to my Dimensional Storage, but it’s a clear enough night I think I’d like to enjoy the evening breeze.”

The temperature of the desert dropped as night fell, but it was nothing compared to the empty vacuum of space and a bit of magic kept us plenty warm. We stuck around until late morning because Sava found an even higher quality sample of bone sand, along with a few more plants she found interesting.

Yorik explained that most of the plants on the World of Struggle and Strife were only good for body cultivation and would be useless to the elves, but Sava had her doubts. Even if Yorik was right, Sava said that if she could brew a potion for me, it would be worth any effort she put in, even if it never became something she could take herself.

That flattered me enough that I was almost willing to keep digging into the afternoon, but I decided we needed to move on once we'd filled my Dimensional Storage for the eighth time.

“The Deanian Queendom is being invaded, and we’re leaving the Hearthwood alone with every day we waste. We should find the Blackgorge Tribe, figure out how to stop the invasion, get the Star of Destiny, then teleport back home as soon as the planets are close enough."

Sava pouted, but put away her shovel and we headed off.

Soon we were riding along on Amisra’s flying bench again. We had seen no orcs traveling by air since coming here, but Yorik assured us that was normal with the city destroyed. There was no point in anyone traveling anywhere around here.

So it came as quite a surprise when we finally saw a pair of orcs coming towards us. They rode atop flying swords as well, but they used a unique design with multiple swords mounted like skis on the bottom of a flat wooden board. The result was a wide platform that accommodated their bulkier frames. They’d also developed the immense innovation of a guard rail, which no doubt made flying less nerve-wracking for the pilot.

“You there! Stop what you’re doing!” One orc aboard the flying platform demanded. “This is the territory of the Six Tribe Alliance, and we’re hunting a dangerous criminal!”

“What did this dangerous criminal do?” I asked.

“Something terrible, no doubt.” The orc on the flying platform said, clearly showing he had no idea what the criminal he was pursuing did, and didn’t care. “We know he has quite a few attractive elves with him. We’re here to... make sure he’s taking good care of them.”

“Ah.” I muttered. I was about to talk my way out of this situation. Then I remembered what Yorik had told me about acting more like an orc. Being proud, dominant, and arrogant. Like my enemies’ deaths were certain, and they should acknowledge their defeat before I bothered to strike them down.
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After the first set of orcs spotted us, two more orcs on similar flying platforms were quick to come rushing over. These four were at the Bronze Realm, but I'd faced Bronze Realm orcs before. I knew I could take any one of them easily. I'd done that much before. But could I take all four of them? Suddenly, I was eager to find out. Remembering Yorik's words, I acted on that thought.

“These women are mine.” I spat back. “And your little Six Tribe Alliance is unworthy of looking upon them. Begone from my sight.” I demanded.

The four enemy orcs looked at each other. They were muscular like most male orcs and stood with their chests puffed up. The orcs weren’t bare chested, but they wore sparse leather armor and carried oversized weapons. They looked like they knew how to use those weapons too.

After a bit of hesitation, they glanced back at me.

“What is your name, warrior?” The lead most orc asked. “And what villages or towns do you control?”

“I am Theo, and I don’t care for villages or towns.” I replied.

The orcs seemed to regain their confidence at that. “No villages, towns, title, or name of note. It seems you had us worried for nothing!”

I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms. “Is that so?”

The orcs hefted their weapons and pointed them at me.

I glanced at the bench full of elves behind me, peering at the orcs before us warily. A trail of sparks jumped between Amisra’s fingers, but I held up my hand to stop her from attacking.

“Let’s land.” I suggested as I shouted across the open air to the orcs. “We’ll settle this on the ground like True Men.”

The orcs nodded, as I’d suggested the method of fighting the Book of the True Man deemed most fair and honorable. We set ourselves on the ground and I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage.

The girls started pulling out their weapons, but I ushered them back. I knew we could win this fight together, but I wanted to win it alone.

“The four of you can fight me whenever you’re ready.” I leveled my spear, inviting them to attack me.

The orcs glanced at each other one last time, but they needed no further invitation.

I let all five Sword Storm blades I could summon spill out onto the ground behind me. I didn’t start using them, I just left them behind me just in case. Truthfully, I wanted to defeat these four with nothing but the power of my Blackgorge Fiendbody, in a proper orcish duel. This way, they could not deny my skill and strength.

The four orcs each carried different weapons. An axe, a spear, a hammer, and a sword. The sword-wielding orc looked like the most deadly of the bunch. He jumped forward, swinging wide. His movements were too obvious for the attack to be anything other than a feint, so I ducked under his arm instead of attempting to block, darting in with Spell Eater and pricking him in the side. The steel point of Spell Eater siphoned off a little of his zeal, but with energy dispersed all throughout his body, the orc wouldn’t topple from one little prick.

He jumped back to safety, rubbing his arm, which felt strangely weak after I drew away some of his power. Spell Eater strengthened itself with the energy it had absorbed, dripping earth zeal from the Drafter’s diagrams along its length. The elvish enchantment script had weakened, which I suspected was because of how distant I was from the world of the elves. In contrast, the drafter’s diagrams worked as well as they had before. The result was that my weapon functioned, but not as efficiently as it did back home.

The hammer-wielder followed the sword-wielder’s withdrawal with an overhead swing. I saw it coming long before the orc had his weapon overhead and swept the tip of Spell Eater wide, carving a line across the orc’s cheek and chest. Then I twisted and skewered him in the belly with my weapon’s point. This time I’d done more than nick him, and the weapon sunk knuckle deep into the orc’s thick hide.

Now the other three had to take me as a serious threat. I left Spell Eater in to absorb zeal and grabbed the orc’s hammer. Its head was as massive as my head, but my supernatural strength flung it around like it was little more than a paperweight. I spun the hammer overhead at the spear-wielder. I’d had plenty of practice against people using a spear while I was fighting elves, so I smashed the haft of his weapon with the head of the hammer.

The spear snapped, denying him his reach advantage. He dropped the broken half and tried to attack me with the spear’s tip, but I was already bringing the hammer around again. My attacks with the heavy hammer were slow, but they were still too quick and well-timed to dodge, so the orc could only block with his shoulder and arm.

Crack!

Bone snapped as the orc sacrificed his shoulder to save himself from a lethal blow. He tried to follow my attack with one of his own, but his spear tip skidded across my skin, unable to penetrate my innate physical defenses.

Just as I was about to strike another blow, the orc used a defensive technique to cover his skin in stony armor. That was enough to survive one more blow from me, but not a second. I rapped him on one side of the head faster than he could respond, then followed it up with a second swing which put him down for good.

There were only two orcs left now, and they’d both had time to prepare techniques. One slammed his fists together and a seismic shock wave ran through the ground, threatening to knock me over as it tore fissures in the surrounding earth deep enough to swallow a man. Another cut open his palm and let his own blood drip onto the ground beneath him, which made the sand at his feet writhe and convulse. The pair of them circled me, intent on taking me on two against one.

I strolled over to the orc who had Spell Eater stuck in him. He’d proven more resilient than most of my enemies and was pulling Spell Eater out of his stomach bit by bit. I wasn’t sure what body cultivation art these orcs followed, but I knew I was no slouch with regeneration and I didn’t want this orc able to rejoin the fight. So when I tore Spell Eater free of his belly, I raised my foot and used the Earthshatter technique before bringing my heel down on his head. His skull popped like a melon under my stomp.

The two remaining orcs looked at me, naked fear in their eyes. They both had defensive techniques active, but it was apparent they didn’t think it would be enough.

I stared them down and pondered the pros and cons of finishing these two off. By now, I already knew I could beat them, especially if I activated my Sword Storm spell. I knew that, and so did they. But what would I get from that, besides taking their belongings? A bit of a sadistic satisfaction?

No, I was fighting a fair duel between bronze realm orcs. And I was winning four against one. Perhaps it wouldn't be too bad to make a few waves here on the World of Struggle and Strife to get these orcs to start taking me seriously.

"Give up, and I will spare you. I swear it on my reputation as a True Man." I said after a long moment of thought.

The two orcs dropped their weapons immediately.

“Yield.” They declared, depositing their weapons and the belongings on their person on the ground, as the Book of the True Man said they must. I flipped through each of their bags of holding and took their local currency, spare weapons, travel supplies, and a few vials and potions.

I tossed the plundered bags back to them, but I wanted something more before they left. “Prick yourself with this and funnel what zeal you have into it.” I insisted as I tossed them Spell Eater. My weapon was not yet full of stolen zeal.

The orcs did as I asked them, despite how painful and humiliating being drained of zeal was. When they left, they were humbled. I knew the name of Warchief Theo would find its way into fire pit meetings all around, and mentions of my women would come with warnings of how fiercely I hoarded them.

I fiddled with the enchantments on Spell Eater. I’d made them, so I knew how to disrupt the containment diagram holding the zeal in place. I wrapped my aura around my weapons’ length, then released it. Energy compatible with the Blackgorge Fiendbody poured out, and I forced my aura to siphon it all away and use it to build me up.




Warning! You have reached the limits of the Bronze Muscle realm. Your body cultivation will grow unstable unless you learn how to progress to Bronze Bones.

You have reached the seventh layer of true mage. You are now a level 27 late true mage.

Your aura is restricted and reduced in power by six levels.




Upon ascending to a higher level of spirit cultivation, I crystallized a portion of my aura and reduced it back to a weakened state. I would not allow my aura to run wild until I’d already reached the next level of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, the Silver realm. At that point I’d be strong enough to suppress my aura even if it rebelled against me.

Yorik was the first to congratulate me on my victory. She dipped her head in my direction and grinned. “Warchief.”

“All those hours of practice on the Training Grounds with you and Assyrus are finally paying off.” I grinned in reply before turning to Amisra. "Turn us around. I want to make a quick stop at that village before we head back on our way.

We found the village we’d stayed at as we retraced our steps. The orcs I'd killed and robbed had several cooling enchantments on them, which made travel through the desert air a lot easier, and I had the alternative flying sword designs from the bodies of the two orcs I’d killed.

Curiously, their bodies had started to dissolve into motes of white light. It happened far slower than it did for elves, and the white light didn’t take everything, but I could see little bits of the orcs fade away. If I watched long enough, I was certain there would be nothing left but bones in a couple day’s time.

After another lengthy flight we caught sight of the village again. Once we touched down, the old orc came out to greet us, just as he had the first time.

“Honored envoys from the Six Tribe Alliance! Did you take your prize... eh?” the old orc said as he realized I was not one of the four envoys he’d sent.

An instant later, he didn’t have to wonder about anything because I sent all five of my Sword Storm blades through him. He exploded into a fountain of red paste, Bronze Skin realm or not.

“Who else sold me and my women out?” I demanded. “Who here is brave enough to challenge me?”

Most of the orcs sunk low. They kept their eyes to the ground upon witnessing my open display of power.

The leaderless orcs had no one brave enough to respond from among them. Moments passed in hushed silence as each orc tried to stand out less than the last.

Suddenly, a female orc pushed itself from the crowd and threw herself to the ground.

“Warchief Theo!” she said. I recognized her as the old orc’s granddaughter. “I give myself to you as a war prize! May you rule this village and lord over us!”

“Not interested.” I said.

This time, I demanded the information I needed to know and had directions to the Blackgorge Tribe’s main encampment. Without wasting another breath on the tiny village, I hopped on Amisra’s flying bench and we rode away, making hasty speed as we traveled through the night.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










THE FIRST THING we noticed when we were in sight of the Blackgorge Tribe were the broken remains of an alien spaceship.

“It looks like Meldrik made it.” I said as I looked the battered and smashed ship over. By the looks of it, the orcs had made a very rough landing.

Yorik seemed glad her grandfather had arrived in one piece, but she also seemed anxious. By the expression on her face, she looked less like she was making her way home after a long time away, but instead preparing herself for a great challenge.

The Blackgorge settlement was tucked between several tall plateaus that ensured they only needed to wall themselves in on two sides. Each of the tall plateaus had a watchtower built on their peaks, ensuring the orcs spotted us before we even spotted them. The settlement was large enough to be called a city, though it didn’t have the look of something that had been there for long. There were few stone buildings and most of the rest of the settlement was made of rough wood with the bark still on it.

There were stakes in the ground lining a moat outside the walls, and Stone realm orcs patrolled those walls constantly. They’d reacted to our presence in hardly any time at all and were already rallying themselves to fight against us. My instincts were to politely approach the settlement, but after what had happened last time, I wanted to introduce myself the right way. I wanted to be seen as someone proud and strong, but also amiable enough to work with.

I ignored their mustering forces as they powered up a few defensive wards that looked surprisingly similar to what I knew from the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. The orcs had their own style of enchantment script in their own language that resembled those of the elves, but the core principles were the same, as was the occasional bit of Drafting diagrams I’d seen interspersed throughout their equipment.

I’d long since speculated that Drafting magic was a fundamental manipulation of magic, whereas enchantment script was simply a description of what an enchantment should do and a call for aid from something more local. The fact that the enchantments written in script were failing when transported to this distant world and the ones drawn in diagrams continued to function perfectly lent credence to this theory. I would have to send some samples of orcish enchantment back to the Hearthwood to see if the reverse held true.

I touched down at the gate, entirely unconcerned by the Stone Skin orcs preparing to fight me. I stood before the gates and noticed those gates were battered and recently reinforced with thick layers of enchanted bronze. The reinforcements had the haphazard look of something tacked on during an emergency, rather than something built into the gate itself.

“It looks like the Blackgorge Tribe has encountered some trouble recently.” I said to my party.

The orcs above me pointed arrows and long spears at us as I stood before their gates. Many of them had strained and nervous expressions, and I noticed the quality of their weapons were inferior to those we made in the Hearthwood. Most of them were bronze tipped, interspersed with bone or glass. I suspected that without enchantments and the heavy abuse a Blackgorge Fiendbody could put on a weapon, these tools broke quickly.

“Who are you?” One of the orc sentries demanded. “Why have you come to our tribe’s camp?”

“I’m Theo. Chief Theo, I suppose. Find Elder Meldrik. He knows my name and face. He invited me here.” I said to the guards on the wall. I crossed my arms and waited impatiently, as though I intended to smash the gates open with my fists if they took too long.

An orc hastily scurried off to find Meldrik, and within a minute the grizzled old warrior appeared looking over the walls. “Ah, the elf ambassador!” Meldrik called down. “When the messenger told me there was someone calling themselves a chief at the walls, I feared the Six Tribe Alliance had become the Seven Tribe Alliance.”

“No,” I chuckled. “I suspect the Six Tribe Alliance is rather cross with me. I confronted a couple of their Bronze-realm orcs, killed two, let my women kill four more, then let two scurry off with their tails between their legs to tell the tale of how I beat them in fair and honorable combat.”

“Ha! Is that right?” Meldrik chortled. I suspected he didn’t believe me, but was willing to entertain the thought. “In any case, you and your weapons are welcome. As ashamed as I am to show my granddaughter what’s become of the tribe after she left, I’m happy to see you made it. We feared you’d all been lost to the void.”

“It’ll take more than that to finish us off.” I said.

The gates opened and Meldrik escorted us inside. He led us to his own personal home, which was a bigger version of the home of the village headsman with whom we’d stayed recently. I checked the locks this time and verified that they shut from the inside.

“I had a problem recently with some local villagers.” I explained to Meldrik as I examined the doors. “They wanted some of my women and in the end I had to kill their headsman. That’s what led into the trouble with the Six Tribe Alliance.”

“I see. I’ll spread the word that nobody is to bother your elves while they’re guests. Spreading the fact that you’ve reached the Bronze Realm in the Blackgorge Fiendbody should be enough to scare them off anyway.” Meldrik said as he helped us get settled. “We’ll be having a fire pit tonight. You’re welcome to join the rest of the men, though we’ll be talking about tribe business so you might have to stand outside for a portion of it.”

“Understood.” I said. “Though, I must see the Star of Destiny, and then I’ll start getting you those weapons and potions I promised.”



***


We settled into our guest room in the Blackgorge Tribe over the next few hours. The girls got themselves situated, although this time they had someone keep watch on the door while they camped out. I spent some quality time with them as they were feeling a lot like baggage on this trip. I assured them they were useful, then promptly put them to work, mainly focused on the weapons we’d need crafted to sell to the Blackgorge Tribe.

Sava was by far the most useful on that front, so I had a small alchemist’s kit shipped over from pieces collected in the Alchemist’s Laboratory and sent through my Dimensional Storage to our room. Soon, Sava was brewing potions while Assyrus helped test them for quality. Amisra was strong enough I wanted her using her mage sight to monitor the entire orc encampment. Illiel organized lists of materials for shipment back and forth and generated a long inventory of what I could offer Meldrik and the Blackgorge Tribe, what sort of offer I should open with, and what I could allow myself to be bartered down to.

Eltiana’s nimble fingers went to work scribbling down enchantments along the walls of the orc settlement as accurately as she could from our window. Eltiana turned out to have as much manual dexterity as our daughter Argona did, though she sadly didn’t have the patience or drive for enchantment of our daughter.

Nela used her farsight spell to help Amisra keep watch, looking with her normal vision while Amisra focused on magical sights. Yorik volunteered to venture out of the confines of the room in search of the Bronze Bone and Bronze Marrow stages of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, and I passed her a few valuable trade goods from the Hearthwood so she could buy anything she thought worthwhile.

“You sure nobody will try to take you from me like they seem to want to do with the elves?” I asked Yorik.

Yorik snorted. “Different for orc women. The men only want elves." Yorik rolled her eyes dismissively.

Yorik was confident in her abilities, but I asked Nela and Amisra to keep an eye on her from here in case something should happen. Meanwhile, Korra of all people, had volunteered to be the one to keep me entertained.

“Your lap seems so comfy. It’s the perfect place to curl up and take a nap.” Korra said, pressing a finger to her lips in a sensual pout.

“If you just want to sleep,” I replied, “I’m going to spend a few hours cultivating until its time for the fire pit meeting tonight.”

Korra licked her lips slyly. “You can try to cultivate, if you want.”

Moments later I crossed my legs and sat on the ground, thinking powerful and magical thoughts. I barely had time to focus my mind on the 128 particles floating around under my skin or the dantian and meridians churning power through my body when I felt fingers pawing at my pants.

“Shh. You just keep cultivating.” Korra said.

I suppressed a smirk and kept my eyes closed as Korra stuffed her fingers down my pants and started fishing for something.

I took a few breaths, continuing to process the last of the energy I’d absorbed from the Bronze realm orcs I’d killed. I would have preferred to put the power into my Blackgorge Fiendbody since any growth in my aura would need to be immediately sealed away. But I could make no further progress with my Blackgorge Fiendbody until I learned the secret to reaching Bronze Bone.

I knew it had to involve switching the focus of my attention from the particles in my skin and muscles to the particles in my bones, but simply deciding to put the zeal somewhere else was risky at best, and could spell catastrophe at worst. Waiting for Yorik to return with the rest of the procedure from the official Blackgorge Fiendbody would be the smartest strategy.

So I reluctantly dumped the power into my dantian and increased the quantity of zeal stored there. That would give me more earth zeal to work with, although running out was rarely my problem these days. From what I’d gathered by comparing myself to elf true mages, my reserves were already several times larger than the average true mage's, and zeal for zeal I was certain I already had more than all three of the Demonstar Clan true mage matriarchs we'd killed recently put together.

My concentration was broken again by the feeling of a set of small warm hands stroking up and down my manhood. In true feline fashion, Korra seemed to take delight in distracting me while I was trying to concentrate on something. I cracked one of my eyes open, but Korra swiftly pulled her hands away and plastered an innocent expression across her face.

I rolled my eyes and closed them again. Moments later, the stroking continued. I could hear Sava whisper something to Korra and heard the sound of a glass vial being placed on the floor next to me.

After Sava placed her order for one vial of alchemical reagent, Korra’s stroking increased in both speed and ferocity. I heard her sucking on her fingers, lubricating them before she slid them up and down the length of my shaft. Not long after I started to feel her breath on me and I knew she was leaning forward in concentration.

Korra squeezed my throbbing head, stroking my shaft and massaging all she could out of the balls at the base of my shaft. My member grew to full length and hardness, poking the catgirl in the chin with its prodigious size. She’d seen it before, but never so close and so personally.

“I think it would help my cultivation if you got a little closer.” I suggested. “Give it a little kiss.”

“I admit I’m not the most familiar with elf or orc cultivation.” Korra said as she poked my cock with her finger and twirled it around. “We on the World of Tooth and Claw like to merge with energy aspects rather than cultivate them. Still, no matter what path you’re cultivating, I don’t think any of them benefit from being kissed.”

“It helps me concentrate.” I lied. “And I think I’m the expert in that area. So go on, if you really want me to keep these eyes closed.”

Korra gave in and planted a tiny kiss on the head of my cock before she resumed her stroking.

“You can do better than that.” I said, feigning disappointment. “Give me a deep, wet kiss.”

Korra kissed the head of my cock again, and the feel of her feline tongue against the underside of my cock felt heavenly.

“You can go deeper.” I suggested.

“Is that an order from my employer?” Korra asked coyly.

“What do you think of me as these days, Korra?" I asked curiously. "I like to think I'm more than just your boss. I've certainly tried not to be like that lion-man, Taka."

An instant later, I felt something warm and wet wrap around the entire head of my shaft. Korra was the type to answer my questions with actions rather than words. I felt a smile creep up the corners of my cheeks.

Slowly and quietly, I crept my hands across the ground and ran my fingers up Korra’s shoulders to the back of her head.

“Here, let me show you how I want you to do it.” I said as I gently pushed the catgirl downward. Her mouth widened as I approached the back of her throat, and she scooted forward so that she could better embrace my shaft.

The back of Korra’s tongue felt as good as the tip, and it squirmed all over the underside of my shaft as Korra let me push her downward oh-so-slowly. I’d been prepared to stop the moment she started having trouble, and about halfway down Korra floundered.

I pulled my hand off the back of her head and she quickly came up for air. I’d expected her to switch back to stroking, but to my surprise she took my cock back into her mouth unprompted and sank all the way to where she’d been before and a little further.

She continued to take me in her mouth, going deeper each time until I felt the tip of her tongue tickling the base of my shaft. That was the last bit of stimulation I needed, and I felt myself reach my climax. I started pouring my masculine fluids into Korra’s mouth and then into the vial she jammed on the head of my cock.

A few minutes later everyone was happy and Korra pulled my pants back up before I opened my eyes.

“Make any good cultivation progress?” Korra asked innocently.

“I made progress with something.” I chuckled. Then I brazenly cupped the catgirl’s rear in my hand and gave her pert posterior a squeeze. “Now go and help Eltiana, little kitty. Try your hand at enchanting.”

Korra pouted, and I suited up. It was nearly time for the fire pit meeting with the male orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe. Nela and Amisra confirmed that Yorik had been walking around the settlement unmolested and was probably still trying to obtain the next levels of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

“Alright then everyone,” I said as I stood up and prepared to leave, “watch out for each other. I’ll be back by midnight.”



***


Finding the fire pit proved to be a straightforward task, as that was where every male orc in the settlement was heading. It was a large round building, and it had a large column of smoke billowing out the top, mostly thanks to the fact that this room did in fact contain an actual fire pit. More than that, I could smell the scent of roasting meat with a strong gamy flavor and realized the orcs were cooking off the remains of a successful hunt.

“Theo!” Meldrik greeted me once I swept open the curtain to enter the fire pit. “Sorry, Chief Theo. I’m glad to see you made it. Everyone! This is an important guest of the Blackgorge Tribe. He may not be an orc, but he’s achieved the Bronze realm, with our own Blackgorge Fiendbody no less.”

“How did he get a hold of our body cultivation technique?” An orc asked, trying and failing to keep the accusation out of his voice.

“From my companion, Yorik. She’s originally from the Blackgorge Tribe.” I answered, shooting a look at the orc that let him know I’d remember his face.

“Yorik?” A dull murmur ran through the men of the Blackgorge Tribe. “She’s still alive?”

Meldrik winced. “She is. And she’s quite well. She’s recognized Theo here as her chief and taught him the Blackgorge Fiendbody from her memory.”

“Is that so?” A particularly large and brawny orc stepped forward.

Blackgorge Chieftain (Bronze Marrow, level 29)

“Chief,” Meldrik gave his chief a shallow bow. “This is the man my granddaughter has bound herself too. He is also an important guest of our tribe, and leads a tribe of elves who have goods we desperately need. Remember how I promised that we could obtain valuable weapons for nothing but an old trinket that’s been gathering dust for years? We’ll he’s the man who can make that happen.”

The chieftain snorted. “What’s your game, human, coming here to my tribe with my predecessor’s daughter? Have you come to challenge me for my title?”

As annoyed as I was at the accusation, I appreciated the orc directness. Many other people would have danced around this issue or smiled at me while hiding a dagger behind their backs.

I puffed out my chest to match that of the orc challenging me. I’d beaten elves at the peak of true mage before. And I’d defeated Taka, who was the same, though admittedly I’d planned well for both fights. Still, I was stronger than ever now, and even with my aura sealed, I was confident that I could match this orc blow for blow if I used everything in my arsenal. So I let that feeling show on my face.

I curled my lip and thought manly thoughts, imagining myself as a proud orc chieftain. I'd show this Chief Blackgorge that trying to intimidate me was pointless. 

“I came to your tribe as a True Man. I come with an open hand and intending to trade fairly by the rules set by the True Men before us. Yorik calls me chief, and that is tribe enough for me. I don’t intend to challenge you, but you are welcome to challenge me.” I said back at him.

“Hmf.” The Blackgorge Chief huffed. “See that you stay out of my way. Meldrik, give the human what he came here for and make sure we get his weapons. After that, ensure both he and that wench of his are gone. And keep them out of my sight until then! I've also heard he brought a number of elves with him. See that they're kept somewhere private so they don't distract the men.”

Without another word, the Blackgorge Chief tore the curtain by the door open and stomped out of the fire pit. Two orcs followed him, but he made a quick gesture to one of them who slipped back inside, eying me warily as he slinked to the back corner of the room.

“What was his problem?” I asked under my breath, so quietly that even another Bronze realm orc wouldn’t be able to hear unless they were right next to me.

Meldrik sighed and whispered back. “He’s living in my son’s shadow. Originally, he was just a grunt, and not one of the most powerful ones. He was wounded after attempting, and failing to ascend to the Silver realm, and because of his wounds he had to stay behind before the former elders, great elders, and my son all rushed off into battle on behalf of the Wargod Grognak.”

“Where they all met their ends at the hand of a dragon swarm.” I said, shaking my head. “I've heard the story.”

“Tragic. Though in his wisdom the Wargod Grognak did bestow the chieftain of the Blackgorge Tribe one favor in repayment for our loss. We can call upon the wargod himself for any one thing, and that is not a favor to take lightly. Speaking truthfully, I suspect that is the only reason the Six Tribe Alliance hasn’t dared push us to the verge of death. If we called on the Wargod’s favor and asked him to wipe them out, the Six Tribe Alliance would only be able to forsake their tribes and flee for their lives."

“And the chief is worried that people will come to usurp his position hoping to steal that favor.” I realized. “He must be very protective of it.”

“Mhm.” Meldrik murmured affirmatively. “He thinks he can ask the Wargod for healing so that he may attempt to ascend to the Silver realm again. He thinks with the power of the Silver realm he’ll be able to drive off the Six Tribe Alliance and usher in a new golden age for the Blackgorge Tribe under his leadership.”

“A shame to waste a favor from someone so powerful.” I said. “I could certainly use help from someone like that.” And as I thought to myself, the more I realized that the Blackgorge Tribe might be able to solve two of my problems instead of just one.

“Speaking of cultivating to the Silver realm,” I continued, “I’ve reached the end of Yorik’s understanding of the Blackgorge Fiendbody. Will she be able to obtain the secrets for hitting Bronze Bones and Marrow? And hopefully the process for ascending to Silver Skin as well.”

Meldrik made an apologetic face. “Unlikely.” He said. “As soon as she arrived, the chief ordered everyone to stay away from her. No one is to help her, on his orders. Truthfully, those are the orders we expect, which is why none of my people will spare her a second glance. I’m afraid the poor girl is a bit down about it.”

“She is.” I confirmed. “It might help if she knew why everyone is ignoring her.”

Meldrik shrugged. “You’re welcome to tell her, but you heard nothing from me.”

The fire pit began and Meldrik took the lead now that the chief had stormed off. The Blackgorge Tribe followed Meldrik’s lead naturally and easily, suggesting that he was both well-liked and well-respected among the orcs here.

After reciting passages deep into the night, taking a break when the massive wild bronze-realm wild pig roasting on the spit was done, and sharing stories about the prettiest orcs in the tribe, matters turned to more serious topics.

Since Meldrik had been away until recently, an orc wearing a more militaristic uniform stepped up before the fire to describe the Blackgorge Tribe’s current military status.

“The Six Tribe Alliance is pushing us harder than ever.” The orc explained. “We lost another village about a week ago, though thankfully we’ve gotten word that the Six Tribe Alliance lost a couple of Bronze-realm warriors to our new guest.” The orc speaking nodded in my direction.

A few orcs glanced at me and took a differential step back when they heard what I’d done. Even in the old Blackgorge Tribe, Bronze realm orcs were worthy of respect. In the current Blackgorge Tribe they were the peak of power. Respect for me rose around the room, and everyone seemed to view me in a better light except for one glowering orc in the far room who stood with his arms folded. He glared at me from behind half-lidded eyes as his eyebrows scrunched together.

“Currently, we have seven towns and thirty-six villages left under our control. Of them, twelve Bronze realm orcs have sworn to follow our lead along with just over four thousand warriors at the Stone realm.” The orc continued. “We’ve been monitoring all the Silver realm orcs with a stake in our situation. We have confirmed Belrar of the Yellowmountain Tribe is in loose support of the Six Tribe Alliance.”

There was a chorus of angry boos and several frightened voices among the crowd, but Meldrik calmed them down.

“Now, as I was saying,” the uniformed orc continued once the voices quieted down enough for him to be heard. “Belrar has declared which side he favors, but most importantly he has not promised any direct aid to the Six Tribe Alliance. In all likelihood, he will allow them to use his name to scare us and nothing more.”

The discussion turned to more technical matters, like the exact disposition of various warriors, scouting formations, the location of new latrines, who was likely to make a breakthrough on either the Blackgorge side or the enemy's, and finally into which orc woman had the best rack in the village.

“Greda. We’ve had this discussion before and that’s who we decided last time.” A plump orc said.

“I dunno. Bertha has been eating well recently.” Another orc shrugged.

“You’re both forgetting someone.” A third orc said. “Yorik is back!”

I’d been tuning out the conversation, but I perked up when I heard Yorik’s name spoken.

After Yorik’s name was spoken, there was a chorus of hushed whispers and boyish grins.

“Yorik...” An orc muttered in admiration. “I almost challenged her, one festival night.” an orc said. “Would have gotten my ass beat, but it might have been worth it just to stick my face between those mountainous mounds.”

Meldrik sighed and glanced at me. “This was a problem back when my granddaughter was still around. It’s part of the reason I took her to the world of the elves. And when her father passed I... encouraged her to get separated from us deep in elf territory.”

“I see.” I nodded slowly. “Thankfully, now she has me.”

I strode over to the orcs, boisterously cajoling among themselves.

“Ahem.” I announced myself as I approached the three orcs. “I’d like to remind you that Yorik is a claimed woman now. My woman.”

Two of the orcs turned a paler shade of green. They hastily apologized to me and said. “Our mistake. We did not follow the teachings of the Book and thus insulted you.”

But the third orc was either too stupid or too drunk to figure out why his comrades were so apologetic. He was clearly a Bronze Skin orc, but he’d made no further progress past that.

Blackgorge Tribe Warrior (Level 20, Bronze Skin)

“Hey...” the third orc muttered. “Who are you to butt in on our fun?”

“Come on, pal.” One of the orc’s friends grabbed their friend’s shoulders. “You’ve had one tankard of ale too many. We’re getting you out of here.”

The third orc shrugged off his companion’s excellent advice and planted an accusatory finger on my chest. “Yorik is sexy. Everybody knows it. She is a prime example of perfect orc beauty. So why did she have to end up with a human?” The orc spun and glanced around the room, trying to gather support. He found it in the form of the glowering orc I’d last seen by the Blackgorge Chieftain’s side.

“You’re right, friend.” the glowering orc said. “Yorik is the best female the Blackgorge Tribe has ever produced. Those breasts. That ass! Think of it, brothers! Why does this human deserve what should rightfully be one of ours?”

“Maybe,” I began as I concealed a snarl, “Yorik is with me because I think of her as more than something to sleep with. She’s my loyal subordinate, my trusted companion, and my friend.”

Most orcs nodded in approval, but a few had condescending sneers on their faces, including the two who’d placed themselves in opposition to me.

“You should challenge him to a duel for Yorik.” the glowering orc whispered in the third orc’s ear. “Defeat him and take his women. I heard he has six elves with him. They can all be yours too.”

“Six elves?” a member of the crowd gasped. A few others gulped audibly as their brains sank into their manhoods.

“How about instead of whispering to get someone else to do your dirty work, you fight me yourself.” I placed my hands on my hips and challenged the glowering orc. “You’ve been glaring at me since you left the chief’s side. It’s clear you don’t like me, so come on!”

“A duel needs a proper causus belli, Theo.” Meldrik explained as he pulled me aside. “You have to be accused of something with legitimacy in the eyes of the tribe. I’m afraid menacing looks don’t count, or half of the tribe would’ve killed each other in duels long ago.”

“Then I accuse him of conspiring to force me into giving a loud-mouth a beating meant for him.” I said.

“Hey!” The third orc had just enough brain cells to suspect when he was being insulted. “Is he talking about me? Did he call me a loud-mouth?”

“And he said he could give you a beating.” Meldrik added.

“The two of you can fight me both at once. If the two of you are True Men, that is.” I taunted.

The glowering orc knew he’d been caught, and the dumb orc he’d been whispering to had gone red in the face. The surrounding crowd had gathered, and now they were chanting in anticipation of a fight.

We were practically carried to a stake-lined pit outlining an arena just outside the fire pit lodge.

“Defendants!” Meldrik bellowed in the direction of my two opponents. “This is a duel to first blood between our guest Theo and two of our own. Defendants, choose your weapons!”

The pair of orcs talked in hushed whispers before eventually deciding to fight bare handed.

“That just means this is going to hurt more.” I warned as I wrapped strips of fabric around my knuckles.

“More time for the two of us to tear you apart with our bear hands.” The glowering orc-whisperer said.

The two of them strategized, but the dumber of the two of them didn’t quite seem to understand what he was being told, no matter how many times his companion tried to whisper in his ear.

Eventually they gave up on strategizing and they rushed forward simultaneously. I crouched, remembering the moves I’d been taught by both Yorik and Assyrus.

I glanced at the two orcs, surveying their levels. The dumber orc was the weaker one by a significant margin.
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In contrast, the glowering orc was at the exact same level as I was with the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

Blackgorge Tribe Chief’s Guard (Bronze Muscle, level 25)

I decided the smart move would be to take out the warrior first, then deal with the stronger orc. To play things safe, I cast Layered Durability over myself and used Quicksilver Thought to enhance my reflexes. Fists of Stone would make my hits a little harder and hopefully help me knock the weaker orc down with one solid blow.

The orc charged head first, swinging wide with his fists. It was a stupid strategy that probably only worked when he was fighting against those much weaker than him. To me, he might as well have painted a target on his head and presented it for punching.

He swung his fist, but I was faster. My own fist collided with the side of his head, sending him sprawling. My blow took the energy out of his attack and he toppled towards the ground. To his credit, he didn’t fall unconscious after that punch, but he was dazed. So as he fell, I brought my knee up into his stomach and knocked the wind out of him.

Now reduced to little more than a rag doll, I grabbed the orc by the throat and tossed him against the wood lining wall of the arena. Hopefully that either knocked some sense into him or drew blood and disqualified him from the fight. In either event, his ally was on top of me an instant later.

This orc was a tougher foe, and his ally had lasted just long enough that this one could activate an offensive technique.

“Die.” The chief’s guard hissed with his arms cupped. He looked like he was scooping water from a pond, but he jammed his cupped hands at me and thrust them downward.

I’d kept my guard close to my face, mimicking Assyrus’ hand to hand combat technique. I brought one arm up and struck my opponent’s wrist, redirecting his attack into the wall behind me.

His cupped hands scooped a chunk of the wall out and tore it free like scooping up a handful of sand. It was clear that he’d intended to do the same with my flesh. Had I been helpless, this orc might have been able to kill me with that strike. By the looks of it, he didn't intend to end this fight at first blood.

I lashed out with a sweeping kick. The orc tried to hop over my leg, but that had just been a distraction. I cast Five Fierce Furious Fists and struck my opponent in the center of the chest. That was far from enough to fell him, but he staggered backwards from the blow.

Discreetly, I softened the earth beneath him so that his footing gave way. I raised my arm like I was going to strike and he backed up, trying to put some space between us. But because of that he put his weight on the patch of softened ground and quickly lost his footing, falling to the ground and covering himself in mud as he scrambled for more space.

I shot a glance over my shoulder at the rest of the crowd. There was a chorus of laughter as I tapped my foot, impatiently waiting for my opponent to climb back to his feet. He readied his guard, glancing at me as I approached with my arms at ease.

I got closer and closer until I finally stepped within my opponent’s guard. He cupped his hands again, and I knew he was about to use the spell from before. This time I combined Embrittling Palm, Five Fierce Furious Fists, and Fists of Stone. I met his one spell with three of mine and my knuckles collided with his fingertips. I felt the bones in his fingers snap and my fists carried forward and collided with his chest, then his head shortly after.

He lost his footing again, but not through any action of mine. His legs failed him, but I didn’t see any blood, so I grabbed him by his collar and held him up for a punch to the jaw. Then I dropped him to the ground with a look of distaste, where he fell like a sack of limp meat.

There was silence around the arena as the Blackgorge Tribe took in how quickly I’d taken down one of their chief’s guards. He must have been considered quite strong around here, and the fact that I’d brought him down so quickly was probably alarming to them. I looked down at myself. Not a scratch.

I bowed to the crowd. Meldrik began clapping, and that broke the silence. Soon everyone was hollering my name, save one.

At one distant edge of the arena, the Blackgorge Tribe chief turned away with a furious expression on his face.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










I SPENT THE next few days in solitude, helping my women and the Hearthwood tribe back home make the enchanted items Meldrik said the Blackgorge tribe was most in need of. Meldrik had informed me that the chief was displeased with the powerful impression I’d made on his tribe. Many orcs said that if anyone deserved Yorik, I did.

To his fury, a few of the orc women disobeyed the chief’s request to avoid speaking with Yorik. Now my green-skinned hammer-wielding warrior finally could get some quality time catching up with old friends. I learned more about her father, about the glory the Blackgorge Tribe experienced under his rule, and what a shadow of its former self it was now.

“Pushed back to the Blackgorge Valley itself.” Yorik shook her head. “Where the Blackgorge Fiendbody was made. Even parts of the valley are lost to the enemy now.”

“A shame to lose something of such great historical and cultural value.” I said. “I’m sure that was a mighty blow to moral.”

“More than that.” Yorik said. “Gazing at the statues helped orcs get stronger. The first chief made the Blackgorge Fiendbody by studying the statues. One made sense to him, and it became the Blackgorge Fiendbody.”

I furrowed my brows. “How many statues were there in total?”

“One thousand.” Yorik said easily, as though that were a common fact of no significance.

“One thousand?” I repeated. “And just one of these statues became the basis for the Blackgorge Fiendbody? That means there are nine hundred and ninety-nine body cultivation arts waiting to be discovered!”

I was obviously excited, but Yorik held up her hands to staunch my enthusiasm. “Others have tried.”

That quenched my eagerness a little. “Perhaps. But it’s possible we might be able to figure out the rest of the Blackgorge Fiendbody ourselves if we get a good look at the statue, even if the chief refuses to allow us to look at a copy.”

Yorik shrugged.

“Hold on to that thought.” I said as I realized that time had gotten away from me. “I’m supposed to meet with Meldrik.”

I left Yorik behind and headed out the door to find Meldrik already waiting for me.

“Just the man I wanted to see.” I said when I saw Meldrik. “Has your chief stopped growling my name under his breath?”

Meldrik laughed. “I’m afraid not. He’s as mad as ever. I appreciate you staying out of sight.”

I shrugged. “I need that Star of Destiny. If your chief wants to be mad at me, then let him, so long as this trade goes through. I have your weapons ready, customized according to your specifications by the Hearthwood’s finest crafters!”

A pained look flashed across Meldrik’s face. “About the Star of Destiny you wanted... I’ve been searching all over. I can’t find it anywhere.”

I froze. “What? You said you had it!”

“We did!” Meldrik said placatingly. “But we were forced to flee in such a hurry from our old settlement that only the most valuable war prizes were taken. The Star of Destiny must have been one of the prizes we abandoned.”

I kept myself from grinding my teeth against one another.

“You realize this means that I can’t provide the weapons or healing potions I promised, right?” I said.

“I know.” Meldrik said. “And your trip here will have been wasted. I’m... sorry.”

“Your chief could have taken it.” I said with a scowl. “If I didn’t hand over the weapons I said I was going to sell you, my reputation within the tribe would fall and he could use that as leverage.”

“I doubt the chief would act against the interests of his own tribe.” Meldrik said. “After all, we need those weapons if we are to continue fighting against the Six Tribe Alliance. We’ve gotten news from our scouts that they’re mustering their forces. They could attack us any day now!”

As though Meldrik’s words were a herald of ill-omen, a long low horn blew in the distance.



***


The Blackgorge Tribe rallied the moment enemies were in sight. I followed Meldrik to the walls, and he didn’t stop me from joining him. I spotted Yorik there as well, staring into the distance at the six banners in the army arrayed before us.

“They’ve come for us again.” Meldrik said. “And I suspect they think they can finish us this time.”

“Do they plan to wipe you out?” I asked.

Meldrik shrugged. “Their previous demands included surrendering our chieftain’s seat to a member of one of their tribes. That would make us conquered and enslaved in all but name. And it would pass the favor the Blackgorge Tribe had earned from the Wargod onto a member of the Six Tribe Alliance."

I gazed back and forth down the walls where orcs gathered. More rallied with every passing moment, and soon most of the Blackgorge Tribe was on the walls ready to defend their home. They passed out weapons and armor, working with practiced precision. The orcs on their homeworld fought in armor with proper weapons, which drew a strange contrast with the orcs I’d seen back on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, where orcs almost always fought bare-chested. It was almost like the orcs thought so little of sharpened weapons in elf hands that they didn’t even need a shirt to protect them, let alone armor. Or perhaps they were trying to show off their muscled forms, as physique seemed to be at least somewhat related to body cultivation.

That was not the case here, and I saw plenty of Bronze realm orcs sporting a heavy set of armor crafted from monster bones or hide. Some orcs used their cultivation to encrust themselves with stone as a sort of magical armor. They all looked to improve their own defenses with grim and serious expressions.

The orc men didn’t enjoy mingling with the women in most things, but they seemed happy holding the wall with them. I spotted a few elves among the Blackgorge Tribe, all of them captured decades or years ago. Some of them were on the walls too, but always far to the rear. Without fail they all practiced some sort of support or healing magic. Not one of them stood by the orcs’ side to do battle.

The Blackgorge Tribe Chieftain stepped onto the walls, adorned in golden armor that was beautiful to behold. I couldn’t help but notice that the set looked too big for him, and in them the normally brawny orc looked like a child wearing his father’s armor. That suit had belonged to Yorik’s father, back when he'd been chief.

“Fellow chieftains!” The Blackgorge Tribe chief bellowed. “Why do you march against me?”

“You are unworthy of the title bestowed upon you by the mere fact that you were the strongest weakling left of a dead tribe!” one voice from the attacking army bellowed. “Be a True Man and hand your position over to us. We will ensure you full honors as a former chief and invite you to join one of our tribes as an underling.”

To the Blackgorge Chief’s credit, he snorted at that offer and hefted a massive war hammer that resembled Yorik’s, only his was twice as large and blazoned with magical enchantments.

“Take off your armor and kneel before your mother to beg her for milk.” The Blackgorge Chief snarled in what was an orcish insult that must not have translated too well.

That signaled the end of negotiations. The Six Tribe Alliance marched forward towards the walls, led by the Stone realm orcs.

Like for elves, orc tradition dictated the lowest rung of two armies battle first. This gave the chance for weaker members to have breakthroughs and gain combat experience.

The moment one side decided they were getting the worse half of the fighting, the stronger warriors would jump into the fray and then the next stage of the conflict would begin.

That was how this battle appeared to be going. The orcs from the Six Tribe Alliance stood at the front, wondering if they’d have to fight. The Blackgorge tribe didn’t have enough members left below the Stone Skin stage, since orcs that weak had all died off during earlier conflicts or advanced to Stone Skin.

The Six Tribe Alliance pulled their weakest force back the moment they realized they’d be fighting Stone realm orcs immediately and sent Stone realm orcs of their own to rush the walls.

Over the past few days, the Blackgorge Tribe had swelled in number as additional support poured in from local villages and towns still loyal to the Blackgorge Tribe. As a result, there were nearly ten thousand Stone realm orcs armed and willing to protect the Blackgorge Tribe.

And we would need all ten thousand of them, because the Six Tribe Alliance had three times that number rushing at the walls.

The Stone realm orcs approached with ladders and grappling hooks. Groups of two or three charged the walls, threw down their ladders and clambered up with great speed. The walls proved their worth as Blackgorge orcs fired projectiles, tipped over ladders, and smashed skulls with the advantage of the high ground.

The grappling hooks were harder to deal with, as an orc had to bend over and slash the rope before the orc who threw the grappling hook could make it up. Stone realm orcs were strong and they could pull themselves up arm over arm and ascend the walls in the blink of an eye if the rope wasn’t cut immediately.

Six Tribe Alliance members made it over in a handful of places, securing regions of the wall for their army. They set up ladders there and sent a continuous stream of Stone realm orcs in that direction, despite devastating losses. The Blackgorge Tribe sent in the Stone Marrow orcs, who were as elite a force as they had beneath the Bronze realm. Those orcs cut through the Six Tribe Alliance, culling their number faster than they could climb up the ladder or ropes as they wielded their weapons like farmers wielding scythes while cutting through a field of grain.

Orcs died, but the army pressed onward, opening more gaps. The Six Tribe Alliance started sending in stronger orcs of the Stone realm at the Stone Bone and Marrow stages. It soon became apparent that the Blackgorge Tribe’s defenses were proving insufficient, so the Blackgorge Chief bellowed an order.

An instant later a wave of flame burst out of the walls, incinerating a thousand orcs in an instant and bringing the attack to a crashing halt. Abandoned without reinforcements, the Six Tribe Alliance orcs fighting against the Blackgorge Tribe on top of the walls were swiftly slain and the Blackgorge Tribe retook the entire length of the walls.

That decisive strike signaled a change in the battle. The Six Tribe Alliance pulled back their Stone realm forces. The exchange had been far worse for them, so they were moving the conflict to its next stage.

“We hold the advantage.” Meldrik said as he stroked his beard. “We forced them to advance the battle, while our forces held. But I'm afraid this is the only level of combat at which we'll do so.”

I nodded as I studied the conflict. Having led several sieges of my own, I was something of an experienced commander myself. Witnessing a battle this close and not being in charge of commanding it felt strange to me, and I had the urge to pull some trick out of my Dimensional Storage to tilt the tides in the Blackgorge Tribe’s favor.

When the Stone realm orcs were out of the way, flying swords of various shapes and sizes rose off the ground from the Six Tribe Alliance's side and headed towards the settlement.

“Those are the Bronze realm warriors!” Meldrik said. “Walls won’t be of much help now. Looks like we’ll be fighting.”

I nodded to both Meldrik and Yorik. “We’ve got your back.”

Meldrik withdrew a small one-handed hammer and twirled it by a cord on its handle. “See if you young ones can keep up!” Meldrik hurled the hammer forward, sending it flying toward one of the Bronze realm enemy orcs headed our way. The hammer collided with the enemy orc’s flying sword platform, tipping it sideways and dumping the orc off and sending him hurtling downward. He fell from such a massive height that he left a crater in the ground and sank into the earth.

“That’s why I hate flying on one of those things.” Meldrik chuckled as his hammer spun in the air and turned his way. The hammer headed towards us like a meteor, slowing down mere moments before it hit us the way it had just struck its target. In the end, it clattered to the ground at Meldrik’s feet, shattering the stone beneath us. Meldrik picked his hammer back up and tried his same trick a few more times, but it wasn't effective now that our enemies had seen it once. They veered to the left or right when they saw it coming, or even countered it with defensive techniques of their own. Even the Bronze realm orc he’d knocked off before started climbing out of his hole, nursing two broken legs to health with healing potions before he rejoined the fight.

There were far fewer Bronze realm orcs than there had been at the Stone realm. The Six Tribe Alliance looked like they’d fielded a little over two hundred. In contrast, the Blackgorge Tribe had barely mustered fifty. The Blackgorge tribe was up against worse odds when fighting at the Bronze level than they had been at the stone realm.

The walls proved no obstacle for the attacking Bronze realm orcs. The few that attacked on foot jumped through the air, dug their fingers into the stone of the wall and climbed up arm over arm in a matter of seconds. They shrugged off arrows and stones thrown at them by Stone realm orcs until they reached the top and started tearing through the Blackgorge Tribe’s ranks until another Bronze realm orc confronted them.

While I wasn’t willing to pull out any of my trump cards for the Blackgorge Tribe, I was still plenty strong. Yorik, Meldrik, and I made quick work of every enemy that came our way. In moments, our kill count exceeded ten, with several more sent fleeing. The three of us held our segment of wall alone, and of all the segments ours was holding up best against enemy assault.

Enemies Defeated! + 1200 points.

Enemies Defeated by follower! +400 points.

“Your chief looks like he’s making his way over here.” I yelled over the roar of battle.

Meldrik shot a glance in the direction I was looking. He saw the Blackgorge Tribe Chief battling two orcs, both of whom appeared to be chiefs from the Six Tribe Alliance. Slowly but surely, the Blackgorge chief was losing. Above him, I could see four more tribal chiefs, equal in power to the first two, looming over the battlefield ready to join the fight. If the Blackgorge Chief was losing against just two enemy chiefs, he’d stand no chance against all six.

“I have to help him.” Meldrik said. “It’s my duty as an elder of the Blackgorge Tribe.”

Meldrik charged forward, battering aside a Bronze realm orc with his hammer as he did so. I ran that orc through while he was down and sucked the power of his cultivation and pulled it into Spell Eater for later absorption.

Enemy slain! +100 points.

Yorik raced ahead after her grandfather, intent on protecting the old orc. She watched his back from behind just as I watched her back, and I reluctantly found myself running to the aid of the chief who hated me.

Chief Blackgorge spotted our approach soon after that, and he redoubled his efforts to drive his opponents back. Doing so exhausted him faster, but it also brought him closer to us.

Six Tribe Alliance Chief (Bronze Marrow, level 29)

Meldrik attacked one of his opponents with his hammer and was swiftly countered. Meldrik was stuck at the same level I was at. The Bronze Muscle stage. If he’d been stronger then he might have inherited the chief’s title for himself instead of being forced to yield it to the current chief. That gap in power meant these enemies outmatched him.

Still, what Meldrik lacked in raw power he made up for with his years of experience. He fell into the blow, letting it knock him aside for an instant before righting himself and following up with a second attack.

Yorik wouldn’t let her grandfather fight alone. She attacked the same opponent he was fighting and wielded her massive hammer overhead, swinging wide in an obvious attack to draw the enemy chief's attention.

Facing against two opponents at once was incredibly difficult, even for an orc with superior cultivation. He faltered for a moment before using a defensive technique over his shoulder that generated a shield of stone and blocked Meldrik’s attack. Then he launch a hand at Yorik’s throat.

I wasn’t about to stand by and let that happen. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew a laser pistol I picked up from the aliens. I leveled it at the orc about to attack Yorik and fired. A beam of purple light shot out of the pistol’s tip, striking the orc in the center of the chest. The ray didn’t blast him back with any force, but I heard sizzling pops and smelled the scent of cooking flesh.

The orc howled and glared in my direction, where I waved the pistol and grinned before pulling out a second one and blasting the orc again. The first pistol stopped working on me, and I figured I’d either exhausted it of power or it had some sort of cooldown period. It wasn’t built for prolonged bursts like that, a quick pull should have been enough to reduce any natural life form to a pile of ash.

But the orc before me was no ordinary life form. My attacks just seemed to make him angrier, and he stooped over to pick up a chuck of rock from the ground beneath him. He hurled it in my direction and forced me to look up and use earth magic of my own to push the rock aside before it fell on my head with surprising accuracy.

Joining the fight on the Blackgorge Chief’s side tilted the battle in his favor. He was slightly stronger than the remaining Six Tribe Alliance Chief, and he was slowly gaining the upper hand against his opponent.

Yorik used the moment I’d bought her with the laser pistol to circle behind her opponent’s back while Meldrik attacked from the front. Between the two of them, the grandfather and granddaughter team were slowly nipping away at the Six Tribe Alliance Chief they were fighting.

Despite the fact that two orcs were beating on him, the Six Tribe Alliance Chief weathered the blows and glared at me. Those laser guns must have hurt him more than I expected, because he simply weathered the assault from my companions and charged at me.

I’d opted for the laser pistol because it was slightly less showy than some of my most powerful elven spells, and the occasional burst of purple light from what appeared to be a magical item was less conspicuous than a billowing cloud of magic-devouring energy or flying iron blades soaring through the air.

This orc was at the peak of the Bronze realm, so I had no intention of meeting him in direct combat. I had discreetly cast the Stone Obelisk spell a few times during the earlier parts of the battle, and the orc was nearing a portion of the wall where I had enough zeal under my control to really annoy him.

The wall under our enemy cracked and gave way unexpectedly, sending him toppling downward. He scrambled for purchase as he fell through the wall’s floor, but I ensured that clump of stones gave way too and he was soon tumbling to the ground outside the settlement.

To the four remaining tribal chiefs floating in the sky, it soon became apparent that there the Blackgorge Chief was about to defeat one of their own. After waiting until their comrade called out for aid, the four remaining tribal chiefs descended from the sky to surround the Blackgorge Chief.

“Meldrik!” the Blackgorge Chief bellowed. “I need you at my side!”

Meldrik knew there was little help he could give against such an overwhelming force, but his chief had given him an order and he had to obey.

Yorik followed her grandfather and the pair of them cautiously approached the circle of five of the Six Tribe Alliance’s most deadly fighters, with one more still clambering back up the wall from where he’d fallen.

I shot a glance over my shoulder back at the building where my women were staying. I knew Amisra was watching the battle unfold, which was at least in part why I was so relaxed about Yorik risking herself against overwhelming odds. If things really became troublesome, we could grab Meldrik and fight our way free of the battle with Amisra's aid.

“Chief Blackgorge! To think you’d die on such a beautiful day.” One of the Six Tribe Alliance chiefs barked a laugh. “That is too good a death for a thief like you.”

“I plan to take at least one of you with me.” Chief Blackgorge panted. “If you want me to pick you, then just keep talking.”

The tribal chiefs fought, and Chief Blackgorge looked like little more than a punching bag faced with so many enemies at the same level as himself. They cut, bashed, and beat on him like he was a practice dummy. Meanwhile Chief Blackgorge hacked and slashed as best he could in retaliation.

The surrounding fighting wound down as more of the Bronze realm orcs realized the battle was tilting in favor of the Six Tribe Alliance. A few Bronze realm orcs had broken off from the fighting to protect lesser orcs as they evacuated.

“Meldrik!” The Blackgorge Chief yelled as he coughed up a mouthful of blood.

“Coming, chief!” Meldrik shouted in reply. He and Yorik were barely holding their own against one of the Six Tribe Alliance chiefs. I fired a few more shots from my laser pistols, but this particular orc wore a set of polished copper armor that was extremely shiny, and I didn’t want to risk hurting Yorik or Meldrik while trying to help them.

With an instant of hesitation, I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and charged in myself.

My presence standing alongside the other two tilted this one fight in favor of Meldrik and Yorik. The Blackgorge Chief was still getting pummeled though, and it seemed nobody else was coming to his aid. I spotted the body of one of the chief’s guards I’d fought in the ring a few days ago, mouth hanging open and eyes staring blankly at the sky. He hadn’t lasted long against even one Six Tribe Alliance chief.

“Prepare something powerful.” I instructed my two companions. “I’m going to try to disorient him for a moment.” Meldrik and Yorik nodded, and I used my mind spellheart to activate Draconic Roar.

I hadn’t expected a mage acolyte level spell to do much more than startle our opponent for an instant, but terror filled his eyes as a draconic presence filled his mind. He froze like a mouse spotted by a hawk in an open field.

“Now!” I yelled. The three of us attacked him all at once. Our opponent recovered his senses, but the three of us were already upon him. Yorik unleashed a mighty blow with her hammer directly on our enemy’s head, while Meldrik did the same to his chest. I aimed the point of Spell Eater at the joints in his armor and cast my armor-piercing spell, Embrittling Palm.

I knew I’d struck flesh when high quality zeal filled Spell Eater’s handle. The length of the weapon radiated energy of the earth aspect now, and I could feel even my weakened aura eager to devour it.

The five other Six Tribe Alliance orcs turned to look at us when they saw their comrade take a heavy blow. The Blackgorge Chief used that moment to reach around his neck and press a finger to the token there.

“Wargod!” He shouted to the sky. “The Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe needs power!”

“He’s using the Wargod’s token!” One of the Six Tribe Alliance Chief’s shouted. “Kill him now, otherwise all of this will have been for nothing!”

The Six Tribe Alliance Orcs closed in, but Meldrik charged forward, intent on protecting his chief while the chief activated the token around his neck. Yorik followed her grandfather, just as before. And just as before, I followed Yorik.

The Blackgorge Chief dropped his massive hammer on the ground and ran towards us. Had the moment not been so tense, I might have said something rude as he took cover behind Meldrik, cupping something in his hands.

“Get him now!” The Six Tribe Alliance chiefs battered Meldrik aside with ease, too eager to slay their true target to finish him off.

Despite the casualness of it, the blow that struck Meldrik was a heavy one, and his white beard was quickly turning red as blood dripped out of the corners of the old orc’s mouth. Yorik turned from the fight to help her grandfather, but Meldrik pointed a hand at something behind her.

I turned to follow Meldrik’s gaze as well. The chief of the Blackgorge Tribe thrust something into her hands with large and obvious motions before picking my companion up and throwing her over the walls.

Yorik barely had an instant to react before she was flying towards the ground in the distance.

“He passed the token to her! If it fully activates, we’re doomed! After her!” one of the Six Tribe Alliance orcs howled.

I felt a wave of fury rise up in my chest. That bastard was using Yorik to lure his attackers away so he could flee to safety!

But my anger was not so great that I would choose to attack him over protecting my companion. I pulled my flying sword out of my Dimensional Storage just as the Six Tribe Alliance orcs were activating offensive spells of their own.

I flashed a hand signal to my women watching the battle from afar. Then I dove to catch up with Yorik’s fall. I caught her moments before we hit the ground. “Hang on, Yorik, this is going to turn into a bit of a chase.”

With a glance over my shoulder, I knew the Six Tribe Alliance Chieftains were in hot pursuit. Their flying devices weren’t quite as fast as the more minimalistic elven equivalents, so I quickly started outpacing them. Body cultivation energy wasn’t as efficient at fueling flight enchantments, nor was their earth zeal particularly good at the task. Mine wasn't either, but I had more of it to fly with than they did. I had no trouble keeping ahead of my pursuers, and we soon left the battlefield behind.

Just beyond the settlement there was a narrow set of canons. I ducked between them, staying just enough in sight that the orcs could keep me in their vision.

“There!” Yorik said. “The ancient valley of the Blackgorge Tribe, the Blackgorge!”

“Then that’s where we’ll take care of these six.” I said.

I flew low and steady until I was deep in the Blackgorge. Then I started letting my speed flag. That let our six pursuers catch up. I spotted the one in shiny copper armor in the lead with an angry expression on his face. He hadn’t enjoyed being drained by Spell Eater.

I glanced above us, looking hard with mage sight. Above and behind us a long bench filled with elves soared overhead, obscured from sight by one of Illiel’s Unnoticability barriers.

“Does this look like a suitable spot to you?” I asked Yorik.

Yorik grunted her approval, and we landed before turning to confront the chiefs of the Six Tribe Alliance.

“Finally stopped running to face your fate?” One orc taunted.

“Yorik, can I see the token?” I asked.

Yorik handed me the necklace she’d been guarding. It was little more than a coin with a string running through it so it could be worn about the neck. It radiated light as I watched, but something about that light didn’t quite seem right.

I ran my finger along the surface of the token and noticed it was wet. My fingers came away, glowing the same shade as the token. I glanced at Yorik’s hands and saw that same fluid there, also glowing.

The token hadn’t been activated at all. It had just been dipped in a light potion.

“It looks like you’ve been tricked.” I said as I held the token up for all the orcs to see. “This isn’t even the token you’re looking for. It doesn’t have any magical properties whatsoever.”

I tossed the fake token onto the ground. The Six Tribe Alliance orcs picked it up and looked at it, cursing at their own foolishness and the Blackgorge Chief’s duplicity.

“He wormed his way to freedom again.” an orc from the Six Tribe Alliance hissed. “Very well, then. The two of you are obviously his most loyal vassals. I’m sure he’ll appreciate having your heads sent back to him in a basket.”

“I don’t think so.” A voice called from overhead.

Amisra jumped out of the range of Illiel’s Unnoticability spell and quickly drew the attention of the orcs gathered around us.

“Princess Tivana charged me with that man’s safety, and I’ve never failed in my duties to her before.” Amisra continued.

“An elf?” One of the orcs laughed. “You’re hiding behind the skirt of a little elf? What’s she going to do, seduce us?” He bellowed a laugh that was cut short by a bolt of lightning shooting through his chest. He collapsed to his knees, gasping for breath.

“No.” Amisra continued, a smile creeping up the corners of her cheeks. “With the authority vested in me by Princess Tivana, I declare you enemies of the Deanian Queendom, and will punish you accordingly.” Sparks crawled along Amisra’s fingers.

The Six Tribe Alliance orcs were only now realizing the severity of their situation.

“I'd rather you let me finish them.” I said. “I would like the points.”

Amisra nodded, then the sparks on her fingers jumped up her arms and flickered along her body. She seemed to flicker with energy before zipping through the air with every step until she was suddenly in the center of the group of six orcs. Lightning shot out of her fingertips, jumping from orc to orc as they were electrocuted over and over.

After shocking the lot of them, Amisra let me come over and stab the six of them with Spell Eater.

Enemies Slain! +2000 points

“Thank you, Amisra.” I laughed. “We should do this more often.”

Amisra give one dead orc a kick. “I would have preferred to arrest them.”

“Hey Yorik, how are we going to explain the fact that the two of us killed all six of the enemy chiefs alone?” I asked.

Yorik shrugged. “Maybe they tripped.”

That was the story we intended to go with. Nobody would believe it, but nobody would believe anything else we came up with either. I gathered up the bodies in my Dimensional Storage as proof of our victory, though I had to be quick because now that I’d already harvested the zeal in them until they were slowly dissolving into bones. They might have become unrecognizable soon, so I halted the process a little early

Then I sat down with Spell Eater and absorbed the zeal stored in it.

You have reached the eighth layer of true mage. You are now level 28.

Your Blackgorge Fiendbody cannot accept additional energy.

You have reached the ninth layer of true mage. You are now level 29.

I sealed away the two new layers of my aura in crystals and my power dropped back down to what it had been before. It was frustrating to have to lock the new power away, but I gained a bit of additional capacity for zeal during the process, so if a battle ever dragged out for long enough I would have deeper reserves to draw upon.

“Alright, I’m done. I’ll need one of you ladies to sort through their bags of holding later to see if we got anything useful off those six. Illiel, if you could cast another Unnoticability spell and help sneak Korra and the elves back to your room, that would be a big help. Yorik and I will have to return alone the way we came."

“Ugh. I still don’t get why you’re making us hide.” Eltiana sighed. She’d been playing with her daggers the whole time, hoping a monster would pop out and attack us just so she’d have a chance to use her abilities for the first time in days.

“It’s necessary. I think the orcs would be rather concerned by the presence of elves who could kick their rears. Especially Amisra. It would take a Silver realm orc to counter her. Besides, I want a surprise if things go south. This would have been terrible for me and Yorik had you ladies not been watching our backs.”

I soothed the girls’ hurt egos from not being invited to join the battle, and soon we’d separated as they went back undercover as we all headed back toward the Blackgorge Tribe.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










YORIK AND I ran into Meldrik long before we even caught sight of the Blackgorge Tribe. He was still wounded and weary, but he was headed in the direction we’d fled to in search of us.

“The two of you... you’re alive?” Meldrik gasped in awe. “I thought for certain I’d be coming to collect your bodies."

“We’re alive.” I assured Meldrik. “And better than ever.”

“What of the enemy chiefs?” Meldrik asked. “How did you lose them?”

“We didn’t lose them.” I explained. “They’re dead.”

Meldrik stared at us, so Yorik launched into an explanation.

“They tripped. Then Theo stabbed them.” Yorik explained.

“I... see.” Meldrik said slowly. It was clear he didn’t believe us. I told him to wait until we got back to the Blackgorge Tribe. I’d give him proof then.

The battle had wound down the moment the most powerful forces of either side were locked in combat. When the Six Tribal Chiefs took off, their army withdrew to a safe distance, since the Blackgorge Chief's personal strength was something they couldn’t counter without rallying all their Bronze realm orcs together.

The Blackgorge Tribe stuck to their walls, already patching what regions they could to make their settlement defensible again. The Blackgorge Chief himself was undergoing healing at the hands of several elves. They ran their fingers up and down his body, working with spells across a variety of aspects, all aimed at aiding recovery.

His eyes were opened a fraction as he sensed Meldrik approaching, but they widened completely when he saw Yorik and I flying over the walls and making our way into the settlement.

Many of the orcs on the Blackgorge side had seen us flying toward the Blackgorge Valley with all six of the enemy tribal chiefs in pursuit. They thought that would be the last they’d ever see of us. After all, even the Blackgorge Tribe Chief had barely survived a fight with all six of those orcs at once. To them, Yorik and I were as good as dead.

“We’ve returned!” I shouted down to the gathering crowd. “Against great odds, Yorik and I cut through the enemies of the Blackgorge Tribe.”

Meldrik clapped, and many orcs followed his lead. Soon they started cheering our names.

The Blackgorge Tribe Chief couldn’t let other heroes show him up, so he pushed off the elf straddling his chest and working at his wounds, sending her toppling face-first onto the ground. He stood up with a clunky jerk and stomped over to us, armor-clad feet clattering against the ground.

“You!” Chief Blackgorge pointed at me with an accusatory finger. “You have some nerve showing yourself in my tribe. Look at the slaughter around you! All misery that could have been prevented, if only you’d given us the weapons you promised instead of hording them because we could not bring enough treasures to offer you in our hour of need!”

The crowd around us quieted as orcs considered the Blackgorge Chief’s words. They looked at the surrounding settlement, wondering if any weapons I had on me would really have turned the tide of this slaughter.

I narrowed my eyes at the Blackgorge Chief. I’d just seen six orcs at his level die without a chance to gasp their last words, so I wasn’t afraid of just one.

“You have some nerve to accuse me of anything.” I reached into my pocket and withdrew a coin on a string. As though disgusted by the sight of it, I hurled the fake token on the ground at the chief’s feet. “You used Yorik as bait. The Wargod’s token you pretended to activate was fake. Yorik would have died just to buy you a chance to flee like a coward.”

I heard a combined intake of breath from the crowd as I accused the Blackgorge Tribe Chief of cowardice.

“You have no right to criticize how I run my tribe, or command my army.” The chief spat.

“I have every right. Especially when you endanger the life of a member of my tribe.” I grabbed Yorik’s shoulder. “You forgot about that, didn’t you? Yorik calls me chief, not you. And a chief has a duty to protect his people.” I opened my Dimensional Storage and let the bodies of the Six Tribe Alliance chiefs topple to the ground. “I’ve protected your people today. What have you done for them?”

The crowd stepped back at the sight of the new bodies, but I kicked the one covered in shiny copper armor until he rolled face up. The crowd looked at him and from the audible gasps I knew they recognized his face.

The Blackgorge Chief also recognized the faces of his enemies. He flipped one body over after another, confirming that they were indeed the orcs who’d fought against him earlier that very day. I saw a new expression on his face. One that looked out of place between the proud creases and seasoned scars. Fear.

My eyes bore into him angrily. The Blackgorge Chief drew himself to full height, trying to look down on me. I glanced to the crowd and saw support was split between the two of us, due in no small part because of how close Meldrik was standing to Yorik.

This was my chance. I’d exchanged a few blows with an orc who could fight with the Blackgorge Chief. I’d taken his measure and knew that if I brought out everything I had, spirit art spells included, I’d be able to take him. So what was holding me back?

“Chief Blackgorge.” I announced with an air of solemnity. “You endangered me and mine with your petty schemes. I am a chief as well, and I challenge you to a duel. Do you accept?”

Hushed silence spread over the gathered crowd of orcs. Despite support from Meldrik and whatever memories these orcs had of Yorik and her father, I was still an outsider and a human. The thought that someone like me could command the Blackgorge Tribe seemed absurd. But I had the right to challenge Chief Blackgorge to a duel, especially after he endangered Yorik, who I’d just reminded everyone was a member of my tribe, not his. If Chief Blackgorge didn’t meet my challenge, his reputation would suffer and he would have made an enemy of those who considered me a friend.

“I accept.” The Blackgorge Chief said after a moment of thought. “But the wounds I sustained in the defense of my tribe are severe. I will need three days to recover. We shall have our duel then.”

The duel itself wouldn’t decide who led the Blackgorge Tribe. The orcs weren’t foolish enough to base their roles of leadership on fighting abilities alone. But they would make the balance of power between the two of us clear and provide an opportunity for each to deal with the other in a permanent fashion. I knew that the Blackgorge Chief would do his best to eliminate me. In addition, he’d likely also be spending the next few days drumming up as much support as possible. That way he’d have the backing to throw me out of the tribe after a victory in the arena. Then he'd probably get rid of Meldrik as well.

That was fine by me. I had experience with just this sort of thing, and between the two of us I was willing to bet I was the better man at bribing my way to making new friends.

The Blackgorge Chief left, pushing aside members of his tribe as he headed for his personal hut.

Before he was out of earshot, I shouted, “I recovered some valuables off the bodies of the Six Alliance Chiefs that I think will help everyone recover from their injuries. Who would have thought these orcs were carrying so many elven vitality potions on them?”

A clatter of corked red potions fell to the ground. Sava had made these potions days ago, but the orcs didn’t need to know that. I handed a box of potions to Meldrik and Yorik, and the three of us handed out potions to all the wounded orcs.

Some orcs who’d been about to leave and follow their chief glanced at the potions I was handing out and doubled back, abandoning their chief to accept a vitality potion from me instead.



***


“I fear you’ve given away half the goods you promised us.” Meldrik apologized. “And I can’t even give you what you came here for.”

“Just seeing the world where Yorik grew up is prize enough.” I said.

Yorik beamed, and she winked at me. I’d done this sort of thing while I was uniting the Hearthwood, and she’d been at my side when it happened. She knew the game I was playing as well as I did.

We ended up passing out a fair number of ironwood weapons as well, though they were among the lowliest of the products that came out of the Hearthwood these days. Gifting them won us as much favor as handing out the vitality potions did, and many orcs thanked us when we returned to them the power to protect themselves.

Meldrik parted ways with Yorik and me. He’d seemed conflicted throughout our conversation. He was a loyal man, but Yorik was family. More than that, Chief Blackgorge had betrayed him by sending his granddaughter off in a scheme that should have meant certain death. I could tell he liked me, but a man like Meldrik considered more than personal feelings when making a big decision like the one that weighed on him.

When we returned to our quarters, Sava was the first to ask how things went.

“You could just ask Nela.” I said. “I’m sure she was watching the whole thing from the window.”

Nela shrugged. “Everyone wants to hear it from you.”

I told them of my confrontation with Chief Blackgorge. I recounted how I dumped the corpses of the six rivals who’d nearly taken his life at his feet, to the shock and awe of the crowd. Then I told them how I challenged him to a duel in three days’ time.

“Wait a moment.” Sava said as I got to the part where I started handing out her vitality potions. “You gave all the potions away for free?” Her lip trembled and her face turned into a pout.

I chuckled and rubbed Sava’s head affectionately. “It wasn’t for free. It was for friendship. Many of them were wounded, and we gave them just what they needed to get back into fighting shape. Some of them might have been maimed for life it not for the fact that they received one of your healing potions. That’s something they’ll remember when the duel comes around.”

“Friendship isn’t worth anything.” Sava continued to pout. Now I knew where our daughter Salica got her penny-pinching ways.

“Sounds exciting for you. And if Melise were here, she'd disagree with Sava.” Eltiana said, hanging upside down on the bed frame. As much as she liked to lay about, she didn’t do well cooped up inside a room for days on end and was crawling up and down the walls.

“You’ll be pleased to know I’ve got a job for you and Korra as well, Eltiana.” I said. “I need the pair of you to sneak into Chief Blackgorge’s tent. I’ll draw him away at dinner and that will be your opportunity to riffle through his things.”

Eltiana sprung to attention. “Sounds like fun! What are we looking for?”

“The Star of Destiny.” I said. “That’s what Melise needs. I’m convinced the chief has it tucked away somewhere Meldrik won’t be able to find it.”

“You can count on us, Theo.” Korra nodded. “We’ll find your shard of dickery thing.”

“Star of Destiny.” I repeated. “It looks like an orb.” I repeated the description Princess Tivana had given me, and the girls promised to search for it as soon as they could. Illiel thought she could cast a spell of unnoticablilty on them that would linger long enough without her presence for my two special agents to make their way around the settlement and into the chief’s hut.

“That’ll work well enough.” I decided. There’s another fire pit meeting tonight. I’m going to go and gauge the sentiment of everyone there and speak with Meldrik again. Maybe I can find out what the Blackgorge Chief is doing to keep my influence from spreading throughout the tribe."



***


This fire pit was similar to the last one. Meldrik led our discussion in the Book of the True Man, and we talked until dinner was ready. With all the work being done to repair the walls, nobody had time to go hunting. I had a cleaned and butchered basilisk in my Dimensional Storage, so I put that on a spit in the lodge for everyone’s enjoyment.

I caught more than a few glancing at the dehorned head and scratching their jaws in thought. That was a big monster for one man to slay, and basilisks were well known as fearsome foes thanks to their petrification ability.

“You know, I would have thought all the monsters on the elf world would be unicorns or little talking frogs.” An orc said. “I never would have guessed there would have been actual monsters there. This thing looks fierce! I wonder how a bunch of helpless little elves could even hope to fight such a thing...”

I gave the orc a small smile. “The elves aren’t as helpless as you believe.” I explained. “Many of them are capable spirit cultivators. I know at least one who could fry all six of those enemy chiefs with a single spell.”

The orc insisted elves could only cast healing magic or spells that strengthened an orc before battle. I figured he was the type who wouldn’t listen unless he saw proof in front of his eyes, so I let him be knowing that he’d be humbled when my women could finally show themselves.

The Blackgorge Chief arrived when the fire pit meeting was about to begin. He spoke loudly and glared at any orc who dared stand too close to me, but I’d proven that I was strong and didn’t fear him. Many of the orcs nudged themselves closer to me, despite Chief Blackgorge’s glare. They found strength hiding in my shadow, and many of the more rebellious or troubled orcs found their way to my side hoping a change in leadership for the Blackgorge Tribe would provide benefits for them.

The night wore on and the Blackgorge Chief left early. I ate and drank merrily, for we received news that the Six Tribe Alliance had packed up and headed home once they’d heard their chiefs were all dead. They currently suspected a Silver realm orc had lent our side aid and was now watching over us from the shadows. If there was any truth to that rumor, there was no point in them attempting to attack us any further.

Many orcs in the Blackgorge Tribe hoped the alliance would collapse to infighting, but the name of Belrar, Silver realm orc of the Yellowmountain tribe, was whispered here and there. The more paranoid members of the Blackgorge Tribe feared he would step in himself now that the six chiefs were dead.

I spent most of my time chatting up the Bronze realm orcs, particularly the one I’d met who’d made it to Bronze Bone. He was the only one in the tribe to have such cultivation now that the chief’s guards were dead or missing, and I tried to get him to explain the process to me.

Unfortunately, as talented a cultivator as the orc was, he did a rather poor job explaining what he knew. After asking him to repeat himself for the third time, I thought I had a basic idea of how to break through to Bronze Bones, but I still would rather see an official manual before trying anything based on a half-remembered description.

On the way back to my room, I bumped into Korra and Eltiana, who were just heading back form scouring Chief Blackgorge's home for the Star of Destiny while he was at the fire pit meeting.

"Any luck?" I asked hopefully.

"If he's got it, he hid it well." Eltiana explained. "But there are a lot of valuable trinkets in his room."

"She wanted to steal some." Korra said. "But don't worry, I made sure we left everything just as we found it."

"He had a jar of venom in his room!" Eltiana whispered as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "It smelled like that dragon corpse we found beneath the Hearthwood, so violent and brutal! If I had that jar, I could make Sava brew the most wonderful of poisons." Eltiana's face took on a dreamy smile as drool dripped from her lips.

"So no Star of Destiny." I sighed. "Did you girls find anything at all interesting among his belongings? Copies of the higher levels of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, perhaps...?"

"His desk was locked with an enchantment." Korra explained. "He even balanced a slip of paper on the edge of the drawer that would fall if anyone tried to open it. That's what kept me from trying to pick the lock. That big meaty orc isn't as dumb as he appears, and he took precautions both magical and mundane to alert him to any snooping. I wouldn't want to risk opening the chest under his desk without at least a week of investigation to make sure we spotted all the traps he's set, but if he's keeping the Star of Destiny anywhere in his hut, it's in there. No sign of anything that looked like a body cultivation art, so its either in there too or not in his home at all."

"Then I suppose I'll have to try the more direct approach for both." I muttered. "If I can put enough pressure on him, he'll give me what I need from his own hand."

I enjoyed all the combined energy and affection of my women for the night when I returned to our room, then I was back out the next day to help with the reconstruction efforts. The walls were coming together, mostly due to a pair of elves who cultivated earth zeal. The pair of them were only heartwielders, but they could work with enough magic that the orcs didn’t need to use mortar when stacking stones. That alone doubled the speed of repairs.

I showed them how I could raise sections out of the ground as one solid piece of stone, to everyone’s shock and awe. After a quick spellheart enhancement on the two elves, they could do the same and reconstruction started going much faster. Time passed until the day before my scheduled duel with Chief Blackgorge.

I hadn’t seen or heard of the chief leaving his hut at all recently, so I was very surprised when I received a message from one of his few remaining loyalists.

“Chief Blackgorge invites you over for a drink. He hopes to talk things over with you and private and resolve things before the duel.”

I narrowed my eyes and scrunched my brows in confusion. “Really?”

I hadn’t been expecting this move from him, but it seemed logical in his position. I’d have thought he’d be more of a victory-or-death type of orc. Besides that one trick with the Wargod's token, he was a straightforward brute. But if he could see he was outmatched, then it was smart for him to try negotiation. I realized I might have underestimated my foe a little.

After telling the messenger that I would certainly hear what Chief Blackgorge had to say, I dusted off the grime from working on the walls and broken buildings and tidied myself up for a meeting between two chiefs.



***


The leader of the Blackgorge Tribe didn’t stand on ceremony. I knocked on the door and he told me to get in and take a seat. He was already seated himself and sipped on a cup of what looked like warm blood. His warhammer and armor lay on a bench beside him, battered as they awaited mending from the abuse of the recent battle.

Chief Blackgorge picked up a cup just like his own and pushed it towards me. The dark red liquid inside the cup sloshed back and forth, sticking to the walls and leaving a black tar-like residue. I glanced down at the cup in disgust and immediately pushed it to the side of the desk. The Book of the True Man forbid the use of poison, and acting like I feared poison from a cup Chief Blackgorge had offered me was a bit of a slight against his honor. But Chief Blackgorge deserved more than having his honor questioned after what he'd done.

“How goes life for the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe?” I asked neutrally as I took a seat across from Chief Blackgorge.

“Poorly.” The orc replied. Without another word, he reached into his desk and pulled out a silver key with a notch in it. He slid a ring off his finger and placed it around the key's head, filling the notch and lighting a series of orcish enchantments along the key's length. Then he bent over to the chest below his desk and slid the key in.

The chest opened with a click and Chief Blackgorge grabbed a large bundle the size of my head out of the chest before hastily slamming the lid shut as though fearing hands would jump out of the shadows and plunder his box of prized possessions.

When the bundle was brought into the light, I realized the object inside was round like an orb. The leather it was packaged in was covered in small purple scales each the size of a coin, like they'd adorned the body of a massive purple dragon in life. The air around the leather seemed sharp and bitter, and looking at the bundle under mage sight I realized the sensation reminded me of poison zeal.

"Poisonbreath dragon hide." Chief Blackgorge explained when he saw me looking at the bundle.

I nodded when I realized the poison zeal was emanating from the hide. I hadn't known there were poison dragons, but I wasn't surprised to find out about their existence.

"I'm sure it’s very valuable." I said neutrally as I stared at the bundle of dragon hide.

Chief Blackgorge pushed the bundle towards me and tugged at a drawstring at the top. The cloth flopped open to reveal a huge pearl, shining with a flickering dull light like it had a tiny candle buried deep within it.

"You wanted this." Chief Blackgorge gestured to the orb on the table, which could only be the Star of Destiny.

“I did.” I said as I looked at the orb across from me. I refrained from taking it, as I knew Chief Blackgorge would state what he wanted in return. I glanced up at the orc and saw him watching me through narrowed eyes.

“Take it and leave.” Chief Blackgorge said to me. “Yorik as well. You and her must go and never return.”

I leaned back in my chair. “You know both she and I practice the Blackgorge Fiendbody?”

“I noticed.” Chief Blackgorge growled.

“Based on what I’ve overheard, it seems like you don’t want us to cultivate it any further than we already have.”

“The Blackgorge Fiendbody is for members of the Blackgorge Tribe. Yorik having it was acceptable. But you?” Chief Blackgorge shook his head in disgust.

“I’ve invested considerable resources into mastering the Blackgorge Fiendbody.” I replied. “I will not be stopped midway. I want the rest of the body refining art.”

“The rest of the Bronze realm, nothing more.” Chief Blackgorge said.

I shook my head. “That’s not good enough.”

Chief Blackgorge’s grip around his cup of blood grew tense. “What makes you think I even have more? Our Silver and Gold realm fighters are all dead.”

“You must at least have the formula for reaching the Silver realm. I heard you made the attempt in the past.”

Chief Blackgorge’s face turned dark with the mention of what was probably his life’s greatest failure. “No formulas. I only sat and read for a few hours from the chief’s copy. And now that is gone.”

“Where?” I demanded.

Chief Blackgorge shrugged. “If it wasn’t on one of the Six Tribe Alliance Chiefs, then I don’t know.”

I nodded slowly. “I’m still looking through their belongings, but I think I would have noticed something about the Blackgorge Fiendbody at a glance.”

Across the table, Chief Blackgorge sagged. “Then it’s lost to us forever.”

I frowned. “Even if you lost your original copy, I heard a rumor that Blackgorge Valley is lined with statues, one of which is the origin of the Blackgorge Fiendbody itself. Now that the Six Tribe Alliance has pulled back, you should be able to return to the valley and recover the original formula.”

Chief Blackgorge barked a laugh. “You think it’s so easy, do you? The Blackgorge Fiendbody is the product of our founder’s wisdom, combined with all those who came after him. Even if you saw the statue, you could not recreate their work. Many have tried when we still controlled the valley.”

“Someone did it once. It could be done again, especially with the knowledge you remember.”

Chief Blackgorge shook his head. “Impossible. Take your orb and your women, then leave.”

“You’ve fulfilled one of my requests, so I can fulfill one of your wishes. I will cancel the duel tomorrow in exchange for the orb. As a show of good faith, I’ll stop undermining your authority.” I said. “For that, you will work to get me the rest of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.”

And help me stop the orc invasion of Deania by getting me a meeting with the Wargod.

I thought about adding that last requirement, but I knew he’d balk if I even suggested he spend his token on me. Fear of that token being activated had saved him at least once now, so I was certain he valued it as much as his own life.

Chief Blackgorge stared deep into my eyes. “In exchange, you’ll let me lead in peace?”

“And once I have what I need, I’ll leave your tribe. Probably forever.” I agreed.

“Swear to the heavens.” The orc instructed.

I’d done one of these before with the Shadowblade Beast. Heavenly Oaths were not something to be taken lightly, but I knew Chief Blackgorge wouldn’t trust me unless I made such an oath. Nor would I trust him.

“I swear on the heavens that if I receive this orb, I will not take any further action against the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe unprovoked.” I said with my hand raised.

Chief Blackgorge nodded, then climbed to his feet and held his own hand up. “I swear to the heavens that as of now, I will take no further action against you. I will also work to provide you with the completed Blackgorge Fiendbody formula, on the promise that you will leave my tribe once you have it.”

Words flashed across my vision.

You have sworn a Heavenly Oath!

The heavens bear witness to the words spoken, and will punish the party that betrays the words spoken here.

I dismissed the message and noticed Chief Blackgorge had his eyes closed. He let out a long slow breath, and I knew he’d felt acknowledgement of the Heavenly Oath, even if he didn’t receive written confirmation of its existence like I did.

He would take this promise seriously, as would I. Since signing my previous oath with the Shadowblade Beast, I’d read of terrible fates befalling those who broke their oaths, like getting struck by lightning seventy-seven times in succession, or finding the fabric of the world tearing open under the oath-breaker's feet. Nobody could pinpoint exactly what happened to those who broke a heavenly oath, but their lives never ended peacefully, and it seemed as though fate itself turned against them.

Chief Blackgorge opened his eyes and stared at me. Then he looked long and hard at the orb on the table, as though waiting for a terrible blow to be struck against him.

“I’ll be leaving now.” I said. “When we show up for the duel tomorrow, I’ll offer to cancel. So long as we’re both agree that will be the end of it.”

Chief Blackgorge nodded slowly, watching as my hands skimmed the surface of the orb. He winced as I touched it and shot a glance towards the sky. Nothing happened, and he let out a little sigh of relief.

Meanwhile, I had already tucked the orb away in my Dimensional Storage and was headed out the door.



***


“How goes this section of wall, Meldrik?” I asked Yorik’s grandfather once I’d returned from my meeting with Chief Blackgorge.

“Better than ever, thanks to your efforts.” Meldrik assured me. “The pair of elves you enhanced can do ten times the work they could before! They were admirable pets for the tribe, but now I’m certain someone is going to snatch them up as concubines. Maybe even wives!”

“Good for them.” I said awkwardly. "I just hope they're treated well."

"Oh, of course." Meldrik waved a hand. "We in the Blackgorge Tribe have always treasured our elves. That's why we had a presence on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity for so long. In fact, my own mother was an elf!"

I looked the orc up and down. Between his green skin and wide shoulders, he looked every bit an orc. In fact, I couldn't spot a trace of elvishness in him.

"Don't look so surprised!" Meldrik laughed. "Quite a few of my brothers in arms were born from elvish wisps. Many an orc came into this world the same way, and there's no shame in it."

"So when an orc and an elf have a child, the offspring is fully orcish?" I asked with a curious expression.

"It is, barring rare exceptions." Meldrik confirmed. "It's that way for most species. Elves are remarkable that way. And so are humans to be able to sire mostly elvish offspring on them. In fact, I've never heard of another species that could blend their features with another race like your kind can. Very strange."

"That is indeed a mystery." I muttered as I glanced around the tribe. Suddenly I realized how elves could live among orcs like they were without any men of their kind or an enduring population of their own on this world. Their children became orcs!

Meldrik waved off my continued curiosity with a bored expression, as though such a strange phenomenon was as ordinary as discussing the color of the sand beneath our feet.

When it became clear Meldirk didn't know the how’s and the why's of elven reproduction, I turned our conversation to a more relevant topic. “Anyhow, it turned out that Chief Blackgorge had the Star of Destiny all along.”

Meldrik curled his fists into balls. “So he did hide it!”

I held up a hand. “I have it now, so all is well. We chatted for a bit and I agreed to call off the duel in exchange for the orb.”

“Will you be leaving?” Meldrik asked, and there was a bit of nervousness in his voice.

“Not until I have the next stages of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.” I said.

“Mhm. It must be nice knowing the sky is the limit.” Meldrik said with the wistfulness of an old man talking to a young one.

“If you don’t have the Bronze Bones or Bronze Marrow stages, I’d be happy to share those stages with you.” I suggested.

Meldrik shook his head. “I was hasty in my younger days. I rushed my advancement to the Bronze realm, and that stopped me from ever making it further. It’s a miracle I made it to Bronze Muscle with the damage I did to my foundations.”

“The heavens leave a way for everyone.” I said comfortingly. “Perhaps you’ll find some secret technique that will allow you to continue cultivating. Maybe there is a workaround with another body cultivation art that you could use.”

Meldrik sighed. “I’ve tried many such arts, but none were compatible with the Blackgorge Fiendbody.” He turned to me and gave me a sad smile. “But there’s no need for you to comfort me. I’ve long since come to terms with my limit. Just don’t make the mistake I did, because you have boundless potential.”

“I have no intention ending my growth anytime soon.” I promised. “Now, I’m going to help the elves shore up the last of the wall.”

Meldrik waved at my departure, but his wave turned into a frown when I discovered my legs didn’t move.

“Theo?” Meldrik asked. “Something wrong?”

I tried to move my legs again but felt nothing but a twitch. I urged myself harder, willing my legs to bend. They did so, but in such a way that sent me toppling to the ground.

My left hand was in an even worse state. I hadn’t noticed as it hung limply by my side, but I couldn’t feel it at all. My right hand worked better, but not by much.

“Theo! Speak to me!” Meldrik asked. “What’s happening?”

“Get me back to my women.” I grunted. I didn’t want to be out here if whatever was happening got worse.

Meldrik had only just gotten me over his shoulder when Amisra showed up, followed by Sava and Nela. Illiel followed under the cover of an unnoticability barrier, and she quickly cast another barrier over the rest of us so we wouldn’t look out-of-place making our way through the settlement with me barely limping along.

“Theo!” Assyrus said as she held the door open. “Your hand is turning purple. Are you okay?”

“If he was okay, he wouldn’t be purple.” Eltiana hissed to Assyrus. “I sense poison zeal. Someone used something on him.” Eltiana poked at my hand before pulling it to her mouth and licking my finger. She made a peculiar face, then nodded slowly. “Definitely a tactile poison, and a strong one at that. Just that one little lick gave me enough to cultivate for a few hours. Did you touch anything suspicious over the last few hours?”

I had touched something suspicious. The Star of Destiny. Chief Blackgorge had handled it with a glove. I’d thought he’d just been afraid of blemishing what was clearly a valuable treasure to me, but he’d been protecting himself from the poison he’d put on it. My mind flashed back to the discovery Eltiana and Korra made while they searched his quarters. I grimaced when I realized I'd underestimated what the Blackgorge Chief was capable of.

But he'd sworn a Heavenly Oath not to do me harm! The poison worked after the oath was sworn. Even if he didn't violate the letter of his oath, he'd definitely broken the spirit of it.

“Do you have any idea what it is?” Sava asked Eltiana. “I might be able to synthesize an antidote.”

“I don't recognize the poison.” Eltiana said. “I just know it’s something that affects zeal’s connection to the body by turning the flesh against itself. It’s clearly meant for dealing with powerful body cultivators. It would have killed Theo already if he didn’t have a true mage’s aura fighting to suppress it.”

“Then we don’t even have a name.” Sava cursed. “We need to harvest a sample and get it back to the Substance Analyzer back in the Hearthwood. Nobody touch his fingers, I need to take a swab. Probably one of his blood as well.”

The girls sat me down on a chair and I shook my head at Sava’s instructions. “No need.” I coughed. My voice sounded pained and weak.

I pulled the Star of Destiny out of My Dimensional Storage and pointed the Universal Analyzer at it.

Substance detected. Analyze? Cost: 100 points.

Analysis purchased... 

Flesh-Flaying Body-Severance Poison

This poison is one of many weapons evolved by poison dragons, who belch this substance from their maws to slaughter entire cities and create conflict that challenges them and allows them to grow stronger. It was developed to kill Silver and Golden realm orcs, and is particularly destructive to those practicing body cultivation techniques by exploiting flaws within the structure of their bodies and their cultivation art.

“Flesh-Flaying Body-Severance Poison.” I coughed as I pulled the orb back into my Dimensional Storage.

Illiel quickly wrote that down, along with an urgent inquiry for Mac to divulge everything he could discover about the poison.

We received a reply within a minute, along with a delivery of reagents to my Dimensional Storage.

“Mac couldn’t come up with a cure on brief notice, but I can neutralize the rest of the poison and help Theo’s body recover.” Sava said.

While Sava worked, Yorik burst into the room with a look of great urgency on her face, only to be ushered back out by my women and forced to stand next to Meldrik.

“Sorry, Yorik.” Sava said apologetically as she continued to work. “This poison is deadly to body cultivators, which means even the tiny amount lingering in the air could hurt you, and that’s the last thing we need right now.”

Yorik grumbled, but agreed to wait outside. Eltiana checked Meldrik over for the poison, but he'd been lucky enough to avoid it when he helped me back to my room. He was locked outside my bedroom as well so he wouldn't come in contact with the deadly substance.

Eltiana and Sava got to work. Sava started working with her potions while Eltiana worked with her poison magic to draw out what she could. The other girls tried to help as well, though their skills were of less use. Illiel looked through a couple books and Assyrus tried to give me a puppet show to keep me entertained. I appreciated their efforts. A spirit healer like Melise might have been able to lend aid, but the best we could do was consult with Ullua back in the Hearthwood.

I felt my body shiver with each heartbeat as the poison beat through me. I glanced towards the window where I knew the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe lived. He was probably pacing the floors now, wondering when I’d die. I planned to disappoint him.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










MINUTES TURNED TO hours, and the entire time I felt an excruciating pain flowing through my body, up and down my limbs. I debated unleashing all nine layers of my aura and hoping that would be enough to fight the poison, but doing that might put me in just as much trouble as the poison was. I knew I could control three layers of my aura fragment though, so that was the limit of what I allowed to flow through my body and combat the poison flowing through it.

With the strength of three layers of true mage aura, the potions Sava was feeding me, and Eltiana’s own efforts to extract the poison from me with her affinity for poison zeal, I was quickly starting to feel better. The treatment took the edge off my pain and I felt that in another few days I might be somewhat back to normal. I’d had to stay awake throughout the process so I could pull notes out of my Dimensional Storage and pass them back and forth as Sava and Eltiana required. They were working hard to cure me of poisoning, and both required many items from the Hearthwood.

“I... think I’m getting better.” I gasped as I forced myself to sit up on the bed.

“Good.” Sava said. “You just need another week or two of rest and you’ll be fine.” Her words clashed with the expression of concern on her face. “But I’ll feel better when Mac and Melise have both looked at you too.”

“The mission...” I muttered. I had the Star of Destiny, but I still needed to sign a peace treaty between elves and orcs.

“Shhh. Don’t worry about that now.” Sava said as she caressed the side of my head. “You took care of us when we were lost in space, remember? Let us take care of you now.”

I shook my head. “Chief Blackgorge.”

“We know what he did.” Amisra said, eyes grim. “I would kill him now, but then I’d have to leave your side.”

I summoned all my energy to shake my head. “No. I need to do it.”

“You’re in no condition to be killing anyone.” Sava chided me. “You need rest.”

“Duel.” I said.

Amisra bit her lip. “You have another day, but I expect that won’t be enough. You can’t fight a duel in your condition.”

I couldn’t afford not to duel, though. Chief Blackgorge’s honor wasn’t the only thing on the line. If I backed out, the work I’d done to win over the Blackgorge Tribe would have been for nothing.

“Theo,” Sava began, “we’ve never told you no before, at least never as matriarchs of the Hearthwood Tribe. But as your companions, your lovers, and your friends, we have to do so now. You're asking too much of yourself. We’ve been afraid to move you for the past couple of hours, but now that you’re well enough, we need to get out of here. We’ll hole up in the mountains until the planetary convergence draws near, then set up a teleportation array back to the Hearthwood.”

“We can hide in the Blackgorge Valley.” I said, cursing the sickness in my voice. “Should be empty now except for monsters.”

“I surveyed the area the last time we flew through the place. There's nothing there we can't handle.” Amisra said, arms crossed. “I’ll get my bench and get us ready to fly.”

At that moment, we heard a tapping at the door. We opened it to find Meldrik and Yorik, still waiting outside. They asked how I was doing and Assyrus told them what she knew. Then Meldrik shared some bad news.

“Yorik and I have been keeping watch on the chief’s comings and goings. He’s recruited three new chief’s guards. He’s also been spreading rumors that Theo here has been stricken with a deadly illness.” Meldrik explained.

“I see. That does sound unfortunate. He’s firming up his leadership position while Theo is unable to do anything about it.” Nela said.

“Worse than that. He’s headed here with his three new lackeys, right now.” Meldrik explained.

“Hide me.” I commanded Illiel. She cast an unnoticability barrier over me, which would be impenetrable to the orc chief unless he had a special item or a technique for seeing through mind magic. I doubted he had either though, so with Illiel’s magic I could sit in the middle of the room lying on the ground and not be spotted.

We saw Chief Blackgorge himself not long after Meldrik’s warning. I told Meldrik to make himself scarce while my women talked with the Chief.

The doors opened, and the chieftain of the Blackgorge Tribe walked in. He wore the same golden armor he’d worn to battle and hefted his massive warhammer as though he expected a fight.

Without knocking, he bashed that hammer against my door, splitting it in two with a light tap before he strode into the room.

He surveyed the group of elves and every one of them gave him a death stare in return. “If your man has only one outstanding trait, it’s that he knows how to choose women.” Chief Blackgorge said with a shake of his head. “Now, where is he?”

“Somewhere safe.” Sava said as she packed up the last of her alchemy supplies. “Now, you aren’t welcome in this room, please leave.”

Chief Blackgorge glanced at his two men, who looked between their chief and Sava with raised eyebrows. Chief Blackgorge opened his hand and for a moment he looked like he was about to slap Sava across the face. A bad feeling must have crept into his heart at that thought, because he took one look at the women around the room glaring at him and he dropped his hand to his side.

“I will find him.” Chief Blackgorge promised. “And tell whichever Silver realm orc is supporting you that they can come out of the shadows and deal with me in person. I disdain tricks and subterfuge.”

Sava snorted at that, but Chief Blackgorge ignored it again and left the room.

I chuckled from my place on the ground. “He’s lucky he didn’t hit you. Otherwise I would have changed my mind about letting Amisra kill him.”

“Shh.” Sava kissed my forehead. “We’re taking care of everything, remember?” She turned to the rest of the women. “Get Theo on the bench. Illiel, I want us hidden as we fly. We’ll head to the Blackgorge Valley."

They lashed me down to Amisra’s flying bench while most of the women found flying swords of their own. Usually they preferred to ride with me, but for practical reasons most of the women had picked up flying swords of their own from the equipment of true mages we’d killed over the past year. They were a common enough item that most true mages had one, so the Hearthwood had plenty in storage by this point.

Sava invited Meldrik along for the ride, but he refused the invitation. In the end we rode off in a tight group and flew over the wall down the valley. Amisra traveled slow to keep from disturbing my rest too much, but we were undisturbed until we were deep in the valley. Once there, the women found a large cave and Yorik used her hammer to widen the entrance. It was big enough on the inside for everyone to fit, though the girls had to battle and slay a few giant scorpions to take over the cave from its previous inhabitants.

When the cave was scorpion-free, Sava grew me a bed frame out of some plants in her bag of holding and Assyrus put her newly learned sewing skills to the test, knitting me a blanket with incredible speed. When all was said and done, I was quite comfortable as the girls pampered me at all hours, encouraging me to get better as quickly as possible.



***


Yorik spotted the first search party. The Blackgorge Tribe was scouring the area for anything out of the ordinary, and we realized our temporary cave was too close to the settlement and had too obvious an entrance. Amisra, Nela, and Korra left to scout for something better deeper in the valley, and when they returned, we joined them for a trip to another cave.

Giant scorpions had also populated this one. They had pincers as big as my head, but Eltiana was immune to their sting and stabbed them to death before extracting their poison for her own uses.

The new cave was a tighter fit than the last one, despite having larger residents. That was in part because the cave opened to a deeper area in the back, which we had yet to explore.

“What do you think is back there?” I asked Assyrus.

“Dunno.” Assyrus shrugged. “It looks rather dungeon-like though. Roundish-entrance. Tall ceilings. Usually they look somewhat intelligently built, even if dungeons are naturally formed.”

“You going to check it out?” I asked.

Assyrus glanced down at me. “What, are you getting sick of my puppet shows already?”

“Not at all.” I laughed. “I want to hear what happens to Miss Sock-lady the Adventurer. But I’d also like to know what’s around the corner behind us.”

“Well, I do too.” Assyrus said. “And I’m running out of ideas here. Only so many things can happen to a sock, even after she picks up a sword and takes up a life of adventure.”

Assyrus left my side, which still left me pampered with a great deal of attention. Thankfully nobody else tried to entertain me with sock puppets, but I appreciated everyone staying by my bedside.

Assyrus came back about an hour later. She wiped sweat from her brow and jerked her thumb back over her shoulder. “You guys really have to see those statues back there. There are a thousand of them!”

“Is it a dungeon?” Korra asked.

Assyrus shook her head. “Nope. There’s a set of big old bronze doors, but it looks like somebody beat them down a couple thousand years ago to see what was inside. All the valuables were probably looted long ago, but there are still plenty of statues. They all look like chakas too, like Theo! I didn’t even know there were a thousand different humans in total! Sure, I know there’s Theo and those friends he’s mentioned. Also that evil human Tim, but a thousand of them!?” Assyrus made a low whistling noise.

“A thousand statues?” Yorik asked. “You certain?”

“Yes.” Assyrus said. “I counted them. That’s what took me so long!”

I grabbed Sava by the sleeve. “Take me there.”

As before, Sava protested my request to be moved. But I continued to ask, and eventually she gave in on the condition that I stayed in bed while examining the statues. Yorik and Amisra carried the bed frame with me in it through the back cave entrance to see the statues Assyrus had been talking about.

One thousand statues lined the halls, each depicting a human in various poses. Beneath the human statues was likely a brief description of the people they depicted. None of us could read the language, and it seemed to predate anything I already had unlocked.

I stared long and hard at the words until The Wanderer started learning it.

Language detected!

Language recognized. This language is already 100% learned.

Would you like to purchase Basic Literacy? Cost: 200 points.

You now have a basic understanding of the language: Written Word of the World-Makers.

I sat up a little straighter at that prompt. This language was so old that The Wanderer didn’t need to learn it. The language was already in its database. And it called the language the written word of the World-Makers, which suggested humans, or something that looked very similar to humans, existed here before. And thrived here, if the title World-Makers was anything to go by.

“Yorik?” I said. “Are these...?”

“Yes.” Yorik agreed. “These are the Blackgorge Statues. Just one made the Blackgorge Fiendbody.”

“And now here we stand before all of them. Well, here we lay, in my case.” I chuckled. “Bring me before one of them. Yorik said just looking at one helped orcs cultivate. Perhaps they can do the same for me.”

The elves plopped my bed before a man in a long coat. He stood with a book in one hand and a pen in the other. His scholarly posture differentiated him from the others who’d been set into more aggressive poses. It looked as though he’d been caught in the middle of writing something down, and the image reminded me of Sava when I’d first met her.

I read the passage on the statue’s pedestal, which translated into intelligible words before my eyes.

Alasir, the scripter who rendered the power of enchantment from picture unto word. Through his altars, all peoples may make items of magic in languages of their own.

“How did you get here, to the Ten Thousand Worlds?” I sighed. “And what were you doing here?”

I stared at the statue long and hard. I noticed faint lines of zeal flowing through the stone forms, vaguely hinting at how energy might have flowed through these bodies in life. Each statue was entirely unique in this aspect, and I wondered how long the founder of the Blackgorge Tribe had to stare at one of these things to make heads or tails of even a single statue.

Then I realized I that I wouldn't have to stare for very long at all.

Examine this Statue with the Universal Analyzer?

Cost: 100 points.

Purchased.

Ancient Statue of Alasir, the Scripter

This statue was made by a powerful being during the early years of the Ten Thousand Worlds. It was carved by an ancient and powerful entity who had the idea of perfecting his physical body to grow beyond the form his creator’s designed for him. To this end, he studied his creator’s physical forms in great detail so that he might gain strength like theirs. These statues are an artifact of his studies, and when combined, hold the secret of the original body cultivation spirit art, the World Titan Fiendbody.

The statue of Alasir displays the ancient creator of the same name who is worshiped as a primordial god among many species of the Ten Thousand Worlds. He took Drafting Magic, a powerful tool for creating magical items, and simplified it so that every species could use it to improve their lives.

A Fragment of the World Titan Fiendbody has been added to the Cultivation Chamber’s available body cultivation arts. (1/1000)

I scrolled through my menus until I got to the Cultivation Chamber’s. Sure enough, a fragment of the World Titan Fiendbody was there. It looked similar to the Blackgorge Fiendbody, but The Wanderer appeared to rate it far higher in value. The Blackgorge Tribe ancestor must have found these same statues and uncovered one of the fragments. He used that fragment to create the Blackgorge Fiendbody, naming his new cultivation art after the valley in which he’d found the statue that inspired him.

But if he did that after unlocking the secrets to just one statue, how powerful was the true body cultivation art that came from all of them?

“Somebody move me to the next statue!” I shouted.

Yorik ceased her dazed staring at the statues to grab my bed and hoist it along. She hauled me from statue to statue, ferrying me about.

Ancient Statue of Malron, the Earth-maker.

Discount available, as some knowledge from this statue has already been purchased.

Cost to unlock: 50 points.

Information purchased.

Information now unlocking...




Malron, the Earth-maker, is considered the original creator of all earth-type magic. He used his powers to implement gravity and primordial forces that hold all worlds together to this day.

Another Fragment of the World Titan Fiendbody has been added to the Cultivation Chamber’s available body cultivation arts. (2/1000)




Ancient Statue of Elirith, the Cycler.

Discount available. Cost to unlock: 50 points.

Elirith, the cycler, created a system by which the denizens of the Ten Thousand Worlds could die and be reborn. He prototyped his design by creating a species known as the elves, who could become wisps upon death and renew themselves.

World Titan Fiendbody fragment added. (3/1000)




“Next one.” I said, and Yorik moved me to the next statue. This one depicted a man with tan skin and a head shaved and polished to such a degree that even his statue’s head gleamed in the light. He wore a crisp suit of an old style that reminded me of earth’s twentieth century, and the way he carried himself struck me as familiar. He had an air about him that seemed mystical, despite the business-like clothing. Even standing, he seemed to lounge casually, gazing out of his statue as though it knew I was watching him.

It took me a moment to realize I recognized the man. I’d met him once, back on earth. He’d brought the elves to Earth and passed The Wanderer to me. His actions brought me and my friends Sam and Dean to the Ten Thousand Worlds what seemed like ages ago.

“That’s baldy! The Alien Wizard!” I shouted as pointed at the statue. He looked younger in this statue, but those eyes couldn’t be faked. I remembered seeing that look in them as he sent me off.

Everyone turned to look at the statue, and I received a few looks of confusion.

“That doesn’t sound like much of a name.” Sava said.

I shrugged. “It’s what I’ve been calling him.” I looked at the statue and activated the Universal Analyzer again.




Ancient Statue of Xoreth, the Caster

Cost to purchase: 50 points.

Xoreth, the creator of castable spells, was a close friend of Elirith, creator of the elves. The pair of them worked on several projects together and created many monster races that challenged the creations of their peers.

World Titan Fiendbody fragment added. (4/1000)




The purchase price for the rest of the statues seemed to stick at 50 points. That wasn’t much of a price alone, but there were a thousand of these things. I read through every description and the information the Universal Analyzer provided me with until I understood these ancient beings who shaped the Ten Thousand Worlds into what I knew them as.

I read through The Wanderer’s description of the World Titan Fiendbody one last time as I considered this investment.




Ascendant-class body art identified: World Titan Fiendbody

This body cultivation art was created by a primordial entity from the dawn of creation studying what it meant to possess physical form. If cultivated to completion, the master of this art would possess indomitable strength and will, and every technique utilized would be empowered beyond their ordinary capabilities.




That sounded like exactly what I needed to tame my aura fragment. With a body cultivation ability like that to pair with my Pith of Iron, my spirit cultivation could rebel against me all it wanted and it would still be crushed. More than that though, this body art contained the secrets not just for reaching the Silver realm of body refinement, but also for reaching Gold, Diamond, and even what it called the Zeal realm, which was the equivalent of the elvish rank of Divine Ascendant.

I had a rare opportunity in front of me, one that many orcs could spend a thousand lifetimes searching for and never grasp. All I had to do was reach out my hand and take it.

125 Statues Analyzed. (-6250 points)

Points remaining: 0

You have obtained 129 body art fragments. A partial copy of the World Titan Fiendbody is now available in the Cultivation Chamber.

Spending that many points at once was a heavy cost to bear. After all, it represented a couple of additional rooms or potential upgrades for existing rooms. But I was no longer a weakling in a tiny forest eking out a life. A couple of trips through the dungeon back home and I’d have all those points back and more. And seizing an opportunity like even a fragment of an ascendant-class body cultivation art was worth it. My only regret was not having the points to gain access to the whole thing.

Since I had purchased the analysis for so many statues, a copy of each was available to me outside the Cultivation Chamber as well, though I couldn't download the knowledge into my mind like I'd be able to if I was in the Cultivation Chamber. I flipped through the description of the body cultivation art, which got more complicated the further one followed it until I lost track of what it was saying completely.

The realms of Silver and above were beyond my understanding for the moment, but after conversing with Yorik, I realized I could comprehend the secrets to Bronze Bone on my own, even with nothing more than a partial explanation to work with. After all, the Blackgorge Fiendbody had been created with fewer secrets from the World Titan Fiendbody. I read the passage The Wanderer presented me aloud, and Yorik expressed wonder and admiration for the mind that developed this body cultivation art.

“Energy within energy. Spheres within spheres.” Yorik muttered.

“It’s incredible, and even better, it’s compatible with somebody who started practicing the Blackgorge Fiendbody, which means both of us can study this manual and try to attain a physical body far beyond what your kin have!” I laughed.

We studied the formula until we both had a good grasp of its secrets. We couldn’t wrap our head around the full scope of the World Titan Fiendbody, but we could understand enough to know what the Blackgorge ancestor learned by examining the statues and extrapolate based on our knowledge of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

“Have more to work with than the ancestor did.” Yorik said when I voiced this thought aloud.

She was right. If anything, our version of the Bronze Bone realm would be better than whatever the Blackgorge Tribe had access to, since we had a more complete formula from the statues it originated from. The understanding of zeal displayed in this formula was an order of magnitude beyond my own, and I didn’t doubt that its creator was an ancient and powerful being who understood secrets of the Ten Thousand Worlds the rest of us only saw glimpses of.

When we were ready to attempt something, Yorik insisted on going first. She’d also been at the edge of reaching Bronze Bone and had only been held back by her lack of knowledge. If there was a flaw in our understanding, she would catch it when she advanced and warn me not to proceed.

I couldn’t convince Yorik to let me test our theories instead. So Yorik crossed her legs and closed her eyes and started the process.

“Alright, first you need to focus on the Blackgorge Fiendbody particles in your bones.” I instructed. For the Blackgorge Fiendbody, the particles always took the shape of spheres layered in barriers of different aspects. We’d learned that didn’t need to be the case from our reading of the World Titan Fiendbody, and I knew Yorik intended to work with that knowledge in pursuit of a stronger body once she’d advanced to Bronze Bone.

“You must bridge the gap between your muscles and your bones. Stretch the connection through your tendons...”

Yorik cracked an eye open to say she appreciated the thought, but she understood our new technique as well as I did. So I shut up and let her focus.

Minutes passed as Yorik focused on her own physical form. We sat around her, watching her skin buzz with earth zeal as time ticked by.

“Is it working?” Eltiana whispered to me as we watched. She’d done this several times throughout the process, only to be silenced by more hushed whispering from Korra.

“I think so.” I whispered in reply. “I can’t see further than skin-deep with my mage sight, but the glimpses I’m getting suggest that the process is coming to an end.”

“Shh!” Korra said, louder than either of us. “Let Yorik focus.”

Yorik’s breathing stopped for a moment, then started again a moment later, breathing slower and deeper than ever before.

“Did it work?” Eltiana whispered to me again.

Korra slapped her palm to forehead and hauled Eltiana aside.

Yorik opened her eyes to answer Eltiana’s question as she was being dragged away. “Yes.” she said simply.

“Outstanding!” I said. I tried to push myself out of bed, forgetting for a moment that my body felt weak. “My turn?”

Sava protested my attempts to strengthen my body cultivation when I was still recovering from having that very body cultivation poisoned. After much explanation from Yorik and several assurances from me that there was no way an advancement in this aspect would hurt me, Sava relented.

I closed my eyes, still seated comfortably on my bed.

“The zeal in your muscles... focus...” Yorik said, just as I was concentrating.

I cracked an eye open to see her wearing a wide grin, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

I reshaped the particles in my muscles, siphoning energy stored in them out and into the zeal particles in my bones. I had to go through several complex steps to do so without hurting myself, but as I went about my task, I noticed the poison being pushed from the inner regions of my bones, like the World Titan Fiendbody was too powerful for the Flesh-Flaying Body Severance poison to challenge. What I possessed was more Blackgorge than World Titan, but I still felt strength fill my body like the transition to a higher quality body art was an advancement in power unto itself, on top of reaching Bronze Bone.

You have reached the Bronze Bone stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

“Success.” I announced before Eltiana could ask me anything.

Slowly and gingerly, I swept Assyrus’ handmade blanket aside and climbed out of bed.

Amisra clapped as I climbed to my feet, though Sava looked like she had to fight the urge to push me back down the entire time.

I stretched my arms and legs, which were sore from so much time spent on my back.

“If my sense of time isn’t off, it’s been about a day since we left the Blackgorge Tribe.” I said. “My duel with Chief Blackgorge should happen any hour now. If we hurry, we can still make it.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










WHEN WE FLEW back to the Blackgorge Tribe, the first thing that I noticed was that the only people I saw working on the walls were the two elves I’d met before. All the orcs were at the dueling arena, awaiting a climactic showdown between me and Chief Blackgorge.

“Strange.” Illiel said. “There were clear skies in the valley, but it looks like there are clouds hovering over the Blackgorge Tribe.”

“I’ve never seen clouds that black.” Sava added as she pointed up at them. “And they’re hovering in place, not moving in the wind at all.”

We flew in that direction and I looked beneath the shadow of the black clouds to find Chief Blackgorge already fighting someone. Nela looked using her farsight spell and confirmed what I suspected.

“It’s Meldrik.” Nela said. “Chief Blackgorge is taunting him as they fight. Toying with the older and weaker orc. I can’t quite hear what he’s saying through.”

“I can hear them.” Amisra said, and she began relaying their words to the rest of us while Nela described the fight.

Meldrik was barely holding his own, and even that was by the design of his opponent. Chief Blackgorge stood across from Meldrik, hammer on the ground at his side as he batted away Meldrik’s hammer blows with nothing but his fists.

“I should have known you’d be trouble when you returned, Meldrik.” Chief Blackgorge said. “You should have stayed on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, where you could at least send elves and their treasures back to us to sell and restore some wealth to our tribe.”

“This isn’t right.” Meldrik said. “I know you used poison to drive Theo off. That is not how a chief should win his battles!”

Chief Blackgorge snarled and struck Meldrik across the jaw. The white-bearded orc flew across the arena, colliding with the far wall.

“Meldrik has been defeated!” An orc outside the arena said. “The fight is over, let him go!”

“The fight is over when I say it is.” Chief Blackgorge declared.

I glanced at Nela and Amisra. “It’s clear that Chief Blackgorge intends to kill Meldrik. That means it’s time for me to make my entrance.”

“I could still kill him myself.” Amisra suggested. “That would be safest.”

I shook my head. “I need to do this.”

Amisra piloted her flying bench lower, and I jumped off. I slammed into the center of the arena with an earth-shaking thud. My limbs felt stiff from the lingering poison, but I stood tall and straight as I took my position between Chief Blackgorge and Meldrik.

“Sorry, I’m late. I think it’s time for our duel.”

Cheers erupted around the stadium at my heroic entrance, and Chief Blackgorge openly gaped as I stood, apparently unwounded before him.

“How?” He demanded.

“Wondering how I survived your Flesh-Flaying Body Severing poison?” I asked, loud enough for the entire Blackgorge Tribe to hear.

“The heavens granted me strength.” I curled my hands into fists. “And now they’ll make you pay for breaking your oath.”

Chief Blackgorge snorted, but he glanced up at the black clouds above us nervously. “I passed you the poisoned orb before I swore anything, and I made no motion for you to take it after that. I was true to my words and took no action against you. The heavens will not punish me, for I did not break my oath!” The sky above us rumbled, and a thick purple lightning bolt zipped from one cloud to another. Sparks shot across the sky, growing in power and intensity by the moment.

It surprised me to see Chief Blackgorge talk so openly about his attempt to poison me, but then I looked at the crowd and realized more than ever were now cheering for me. Then I glanced at Meldrik, staring into the arena through half-lidded eyes as he nursed the wounds covering his body. He must have been the one to spread the true story and confront Chief Blackgorge. Thanks to him, the chief couldn’t hope to hide what he’d done and now only clung to power by the might of his personal strength.

“When I defeat you here today, you’ll lose the last stake propping you up.” I warned Chief Blackgorge.

He growled and hefted the hammer that belonged to Yorik’s father, and should rightly be in Yorik’s own hands. He raised his weapon high and even with Spell Eater and my new strength at Bronze Bone I would be afraid to meet it. “If only one of us exits this arena alive, then that person will be the only one who can be the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe.”

But I didn’t need to meet his weapon with my own. I snapped my fingers and five metal blades popped out of my Dimensional Storage. Before they hit the ground, I activated Sword Storm, and they lifted to hover in the air behind me.

Chief Blackgorge slapped his chest and the golden armor he wore glowed. Orcish enchantments lined the plates. They lit up as power funneled into them and reinforced his defenses.

Chief Blackgorge held up his hammer, swinging it high over his head as he dropped his shoulder and rushed towards me.

In response, I held up my fist and pointed forward. The five Sword Storm blades over my head flew forward. Three were armor-piercers and two were my circular cutting design. The three armor-piercers flew towards the orc while the two circular blades flanked either of the orc’s sides. My skill with the Sword Storm spell had improved as I’d used it in combat, and now controlling five of them was as effortless as controlling just one of them had been recently.

The three armor-piercing blades crashed into the orc’s armor. His enchantments flared to defend him, but I pulled my Sword Storm blades back to attack from another angle.

“Face me man to man, you coward!” Chief Blackgorge bellowed as he shielded his face with his arm.

I chuckled. “If someone’s bravery is in question today, it isn’t mine. Remember, you fled from the face of battle while Yorik and I faced down the combined might of the Six Tribe Alliance Chiefs.”

Chief Blackgorge swung his hammer fiercely, batting one of my Sword Storm blades out of the air. It scattered to the side of the arena, colliding with the far wall.

I launched one of my circular blades at him in that moment, when the back of his hand was exposed mid blow. One blade bounced off his armor, aimed just a little too far to his left. The other struck my target and left a deep gouge in the back of his hand. Normally, that blade would have severed my target’s limb completely, but a Bronze Marrow orc was made of tough stuff.

Chief Blackgorge howled in anger and fury at the cut. Orcs were more resistant to iron because of their thicker skin and stronger bodies, but it still hurt them once it was under their flesh. I used the opportunity born from his howling fury to strike him with the armor piercing blades that had now circled behind him.

His armor was even tougher than his skin, and my armor-piercers struggled to punch holes in the enchanted set of golden armor. I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage as Chief Blackgorge stalked towards me.

I held it aloft, as though I intended to meet the orc chief blade to blade.

I had no such intentions, though. He charged, and I glanced at the ground and spotted a ley line. I slipped into it with Unearthly Movement and appeared behind the orc. When I did so, I had all five of my Sword Storm blades attack him at once. He turned, and I cast Draconic Roar, making him flinch backwards as I used Embrittling Palm and Five Fierce Furious Fists on the tip of Spell Eater. I threw my spear at him like a javelin and it collided with his chest plate, striking a heavy blow against the armor.

Just as quickly, I used my control over the iron left in the weapon and called it back to my hand before diving back into the ley line and appearing on another side of the arena.

“Curse you!” Chief Blackgorge bellowed. “Take my hammer like a True Man should!”

I didn’t intend to test my body against Chief Blackgorge’s just yet. I deftly controlled the five Sword Storm blades around the arena and harassed Chief Blackgorge relentlessly.

But he didn’t become the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe without learning magic of his own. Besides the Blackgorge Chief’s immensely powerful body, he had a variety of potent techniques that enhanced his abilities. He swung his hammer with speed and force that shook the air and earth throughout the arena. I felt a gust of wind push me back with the force of the blow, and the ground under me rippled like a drum when struck. I was nearly shaken from my feet and only barely dived through the disturbed earth on the surface to slip into a ley line and appear on the other side of the arena before Chief Blackgorge could reach me.

Next Chief Blackgorge curled the hand not bearing his hammer into a fist and reached to the arena’s sandy floor. He stuck his fist in the ground and squeezed, and it took me an instant to realize what he was doing. Through some strange earth technique, he was making the sand at my feet reach up and grab me.

As Chief Blackgorge shoved his hand deeper into the sand, a massive hand made out of sand reached up out of the ground. It snatched for my legs and because it was coming out of the ground itself, I couldn’t dive into the ley line or I’d be caught in its grasp.

So instead I called one of my circular Sword Storm blades to me. It spun through the air and hovered over me for a moment before I jumped atop it and rode it like a flying sword. A cloud of gray smoke drifted between me and the ground as I rode my Sword Storm blade around the arena while Chief Blackgorge chased me with his hand made of sand.

He didn’t have me on the defensive for long though, because I sent my remaining four Sword Storm blades his way while he tried to catch me, and before long I scored a few more deep notches along the length of his limbs.

The orc hissed in pain, but maintained enough focus to hold his sand hand spell together. I tried a few other tactics before resorting to Draconic Roar again to break his composure.

The moment I cast my mind spell the hand started falling apart. Before Chief Blackgorge could reassert his control, I ran forward and hurled Spell Eater at him a second time.

It collided with his armor, and this time it made my target brittle enough that flakes started chipping off to reveal a target no bigger than my fist.

That was just wide enough for my armor piercing Sword Storm blades and I sent them hurtling forward. Three of them flew forward and Chief Blackgorge batted two of them aside. Then the third sank into its target and Chief Blackgorge’s blood sprayed across the arena’s sandy floor.

“By the river of souls.” Chief Blackgorge growled. “How do you have so much iron!”

He wrapped his fingers around my Sword Storm blade and tugged at it until it popped out of his chest. With a look of disgust, he tossed it aside, and it went flying out of the arena into the crowd watching the fight.

I called it back to me before it could hurt anyone, but the threat of its descent sent chaos running through the crowd and most had already abandoned their seats.

It was apparent to both of us we’d seen the other’s hand. Chief Blackgorge had shown me his tricks, and I’d shown him most of mine. I charged forward again, with Spell Eater in hand. This time I didn’t throw it, but ran in for the kill.

My spear met Chief Blackgorge before he could swing his hammer into a defensive position. He tried to deflect my blow, but I scored a long scrape across his arm.

Between his armor, his strong body, and his years of experience, Chief Blackgorge was a skilled defender. In terms of close-up melee combat alone, I wasn’t his match. But I had more than that in my arsenal. With Five Sword Storm blades buzzing around us like insects waiting to strike, Chief Blackgorge could hardly spare a thought to defend against my attacks with Spell Eater. Again and again I drove him back, and each time he turned hoping to deal a blow against me I’d redouble my strikes with the Sword Storm blades.

He was on the defensive, unable to strike back at me at all as I hacked and slashed at him. A look of desperation washed over his face and he threw his warhammer at me, leaving his hands empty. I had already activated my passive spells like Quicksilver Thought and Heart of the Mountain, so I had plenty of time to sidestep the attack. It still caught me by surprise though, and what he did next was even more shocking. Instead of mounting any additional defense against my Storm Sword blades, he bellowed in rage and tried to grab me in his arms, letting my flying swords sink into his flesh as he did so.

His eyes turned a deep earthy red color as his lips curled into a snarl. Inhuman strength filled his limbs and with a sudden blitz of movement that even my reaction speed couldn’t follow, he grabbed a hold of me and yanked me towards him until he could wrap a hand around my throat.

I tucked Spell Eater into my Dimensional Storage so my hands were free, then used a move Assyrus and Eltiana taught me and wove my hands between Chief Blackgore’s hands, twisting them sideways as I used my forearms for leverage. 

He seemed shocked when I broke his grip, and he glanced down at his hands in surprise, as though he couldn’t believe he’d lost a contest of pure physical might. He might have reached the Bronze Marrow realm, but I’d reached the Bronze Bone realm with a version of the Blackgorge Fiendbody that was better than any he ever dreamed of.

How much was that difference in quality worth in power? I was about to find out.

I curled my hands into fists and beckoned Chief Blackgorge forward. If he would not use his weapon, neither would I.

I cast Fists of Stone over my hands and Chief Blackgorge used a similar spell. He lunged at me and tried to pull me into a grapple again, but I sidestepped and jabbed him with a deadly right hook to the face.

The orc lashed out with a kick, but Twisted Step meant by the time his blow landed, I’d already moved.

I landed three more punches in the instant Chief Blackgorge was out of position. Each stone-clad fist landed with both Embrittling Palm and Five Furious Fists cast on them, so the orc chief must have felt like I had struck him fifteen times in the blink of an eye.

He stumbled back, clutching his jaw as it hung crookedly below his head. With a snap, he pushed it back into place and reached for a token around his neck.

“Wargod!” Chief Blackgorge roared towards the sky. “I have your token! I am the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe! Answer my prayer!”

Except for the ominous black clouds above us and the sparks that danced within, silence rained.

“Admit defeat and all your wrongs before your clan.” I said. “You poisoned me, and you endangered Yorik. I should kill you for either of those things, but if you relinquish your power and exile yourself from the Blackgorge Tribe, I swear I won’t hunt you down.”

“Why!” Chief Blackgorge cried to the sky. “I am the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe! I have your token! Why don’t you listen to me!?” Chief Blackgorge continued to bellow towards the sky. “I just want one more chance! I can reach the Silver realm with just one more chance!”

“This battle is over, Chief Blackgorge!” I yelled again. “Admit your defeat.”

Chief Blackgorge turned to me, eyes red. He reached for the ground and picked up his hammer.

I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage to meet his blow. Killing the previous chief in a duel would do my reputation no good. Despite their proclivities and opinions on honor, the orcs were no barbarians. But this had to be done.

I stretched out my arm as Chief Blackgorge swung his hammer towards my head. I twisted myself and ducked beneath the mass of golden warhammer. Then I felt the tip of Spell Eater pierce flesh and fill with earth zeal. I’d felt this feeling six times already and knew it meant the death of a chief.

Chief Blackgorge’s hammer missed my head and swung wide, twisting across his chest. The strength in his arm faded then, and he could no longer hold the hammer up. I pulled Spell Eater back, and it was covered in blood.

Chief Blackgorge fell to his knees, hands going for his throat and coming away covered in blood. He looked down at himself in disbelief for a moment before he collapsed completely. His eyes looked to the sky and a column of lighting descended from the black clouds overhead.

The beam was as thick as my torso, and deep purple. It headed straight for Chief Blackgorge, unswerving despite higher buildings or orcs in the crowd. Chief Blackgorge was enveloped in purple light and I caught the faintest puff of red as he was reduced to nothing but ashes at the lightning's first caress.

Just as suddenly as it came, the lightning faded. When the purple light dimmed, Chief Blackgorge was gone. The black clouds in the sky cleared, leaving an empty, sunny sky.

Hushed silence filled the arena once the reverberations from the thunder stopped. All the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe looked up to see a clear and open sky.

"So it's true... Chief Blackgorge really did break a heavenly oath." An orc in the crowd murmured.

"And the heaven's punished him for it." Another replied with a low whistle. "How terrifying. No ordinary lightning could destroy a Bronze Marrow body on one strike."

“We will need to hold an emergency fire pit session.” Meldrik said as a pair of orcs dragged the hammer and broken armor of the chief away from the smoldering pile of ashes. “We must elect a new chief from among the men of our tribe. Then it will need to be ratified by a tribal vote among the remaining men. If we can't obtain a seven of ten majority, we'll have another vote for the women, then finally among the tribe's elves."

I nodded. “Sounds like an extensive process."

“The chief will have to be strong. And even better if he has a connection to one of the tribe’s most notable bloodlines.” Meldrik hinted.

I chuckled as I met Meldrik’s gaze and flashed him an innocent smile. “I’m afraid you’re out of luck there. I’m not even an orc.”

Meldrik sighed. “My granddaughter. Her father, who was my son, was the strongest chief we ever had. Our line has a reputation that still captures the memory of many of the orcs here. Yorik can't be chief, but her man can.”

“You know I’m the patriarch of a clan of elves, right?” I said.

“I know.” Meldrik nodded. “To be honest, I think that will just make the men respect you more. Be careful if you introduce any elven friends of yours, though. The men will respect those you’ve claimed as yours, but they might take an introduction to an unclaimed elf as a gift from you to them. Many don’t quite understand how elves operate over on their world and think they’re just wandering around in a daze until they find a strong orc to kneel before.” Meldrik let out a small snort at the thought. He’d spent years fighting elves, and it was clear he knew many of his kin thought the only sword they’d need to use to defeat an elf was the one between their legs.

“Then I’ll be at the fire pit.” I promised.

The celebration that night was bigger than any other I’d seen since coming to the Blackgorge Tribe, or the orc world in general. I ran for the rank of chief alone, with no opposition, and was elected with unanimous approval. At my request, we continued the voting despite being finished by orc law. The orc women voted next and also elected me, as did the small cohort of elves. When I returned to tell my women the good news, I found them missing and didn’t know where they were until I asked around and realized they were already moving their things into the Chief's hut, which was much bigger than the room Meldrik had given us.

Yorik had cleared out Chief Blackgorge’s stuff before I’d even gone into the fire pit, and by the time I made my way over everyone was already making themselves at home.

“Hey, Theo! How strong do you think this work desk is?” Eltiana said as she lay sprawled across the desk Chief Blackgorge had sat at just before he poisoned me.

“You must forgive me for not wanting to touch that desk, Eltiana.” I said. “In fact, maybe I’ll have Sava grow me a new one.”

A drawer opened towards the feet of the desk where my knees would have been had I been sitting at it. I spotted Korra neatly tucked inside the drawer. “Aww, it would have been perfect to surprise you from.” She pouted.

One of them had already opened the chest beneath the desk, and I found a valuable assortment of cultivation supplies, as well as a couple burned and tattered pages containing vague phrases that made me realize this was what was left of the original Blackgorge Fiendbody manual. It was badly damaged during the battle that slew Yorik's father, but it wasn't destroyed like Chief Blackgorge had claimed.

My women must have been feeling especially playful after all the time they'd spent cooped up, because every one of them was busy testing the furniture. After a few similar encounters with the rest of the women, I opened the master bedroom to find Yorik waiting there with her arms crossed.

“Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe.” Yorik said.

“That’s me.” I grinned. “I hope you’re not mad. It doesn’t look like the Blackgorge Tribe was ready for a female chief, but we could have tried--“

I was silenced when Yorik wrapped her arms around me and laughed. She pressed my face against hers and our lips met. She kissed me deeply and passionately. I returned her embrace with equal fervor.

When we came up for air, I looked at her face and realized it didn’t look quite the same as it had earlier that morning. There had been lines between her brows and under her eyes ever since we met with Meldrik. Yorik had been so close to home, and yet impossibly distant.

Until today, she was coming to terms with the fact that her place was in the Hearthwood, and that the Blackgorge Tribe wanted nothing to do with her. She had friends in the Hearthwood, but it was clear she missed her homeland as well.

Now, there was no choice to make. I was the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan and the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe. She could have everything she wanted. And she would have everything, if I had anything to say about it.

“I’ve had an elf Patriarch.” Yorik said huskily. “Tonight, I want an orc chief.”

A grin split my face in two. “Then that’s what you’ll get.”

Without another word, I wrapped my arms around Yorik’s rear and tossed her onto the bed.

Yorik grabbed my arm and pulled me on top of her with such speed the right-side legs of the bed cracked beneath us and shattered. Neither of us cared.

I pushed Yorik up against the sideways bed, tearing at her clothes. What clothes she wore were held on by a few leather straps. I tugged at those straps and tore them loose, exposing the orc’s bountiful breasts.

She tore at my clothes as well. After failing to get my shirt over my head, Yorik grabbed the fabric and pulled until the stitches gave way and the shirt collapsed into a pile of cloth at the foot of the bed.

“That shirt was the property of the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.” I said. “How naughty of you to rip it.”

“The new chief of the Blackgorge will show him who’s stronger.” Yorik said as she ran her tongue over my neck and wrapped her arms around my back.

I reached behind her and unhooked to two bone loops holding her leather orcish skirt together. I tossed the mass of leather and bone rivets aside like the rest of Yorik’s clothes. She wouldn’t be needing any of that for a day or two at least.

I felt Yorik’s hands unbuckle my belt, and I shrugged my pants off. Her hands roamed downward as I ran mine up her toned stomach and over her soft breasts.

I felt Yorik touch my tool between my legs, and I felt myself swell. In seconds, my member went from soft to hard, stretching Yorik’s grip around it as it grew.

Yorik’s nipples grew harder under my ministrations, and I leaned down to plant a kiss along one of them, lapping at the tip with my tongue. I flicked across Yorik’s skin and I watched the disciplined orc woman twitch under my touch.

The head of my cock tingled with heat, and Yorik found a drop of wetness at its tip when she placed a finger there.

“See what you’re doing to me?” I chuckled.

In response, Yorik tugged her hand up and down my member, squeezing its length with a feral grin as though daring me to do something more than stand there.

I pushed Yorik down onto the bed, and she pulled me with her. Yorik’s graceful dark hair cascaded over her toned body, falling into long loose locks around her instead of the knots or bun she often kept it in.

I leaned into her and inhaled her scent, frowning as I smelled something familiar but also unexpected.

“Is that Sava’s perfume I smell?” I asked.

Yorik grinned. “Stole it.”

“You scoundrel.” I laughed as I planted a kiss on Yorik’s neck. “You really are looking to be punished.”

“Knew you’d like it.” Yorik let out a brief gasp as I kissed her neck.

Yorik threw back her head as I squeezed her rear. The force of the grab cracked the remaining two legs of the bed and we were lying flat again.

I entered her then. I’d wanted to tease her more, but those smoldering eyes of Yorik’s were just too much. The look in them was beyond anything I could deny. When I found my way between Yorik’s legs, I realized I was right to enter her now. Had I played around with her any longer, I might have had to wrestle her down for real.

The moment I was within her warm folds, I pushed forward, plunging myself down to the hilt within her sheath. We’d done this before, and the feeling of having her around me was even better now than it had been the first time. We kissed as I thrust into her, and Yorik locked her legs around my back.

“Keep going.” She said when I was about to pull out and switch to a different position.

“I thought I was the chief now?” I chuckled. Then I pulled Yorik’s leg up and twisted her around until I was behind her.

I plowed deep into her from behind, running my hands across her belly and back as she pressed her face against the sheets of the bed.

At the fire pit, I’d heard a rumor that many young orcs had chased after Yorik in their day. They’d tried to woo her, only to end up with broken noses and blackened eyes for their trouble.

One of those men had been Chief Blackgorge himself. He’d already been a man when Yorik was still young, but she still proved too wild and proud for him to tame. This had been his bed just the night before. Perhaps he’d laid awake at night, dreaming of the very woman I now mounted upon his bed and in his home.

That thought brought me to the edge. I could feel Yorik clamp down around me, convulsing in the throes of her own orgasm. I released my load then, gushing thick cream into Yorik’s womb. Unlike the elves, Yorik’s inner walls clamped so tightly around me that no seed could escape. She held my hands as I orgasmed into her, kissing me deeply as my cock filled her.

A minute passed before the flow ebbed, but Yorik didn’t let a drop escape.

I collapsed on the bed, soft from my exertions and from the feel of Yorik around me.

As soon as I’d laid down, Yorik flipped her leg over the bed and straddled my waist. She leaned over and kissed me, then grabbed my softened shaft in her hands and rubbed it back into liveliness.

“Round two.” Yorik declared.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










WHEN I LEFT the bedroom three days later, Yorik patted her womb fondly, and I found six elves and a catgirl all leaning with their ears pressed to the curtain covering the entrance to the bedroom.

“Ladies!” I chuckled when they jumped as I opened the curtain. “I’m sorry, but I’m all worn out n--“

They rushed past me and all crowded around Yorik. They whispered in her ear and took turns rubbing her stomach.

I shook my head at the strange female ritual and made my escape while I had the chance. I already regretted that I’d missed my first fire pit meeting as the newly elected chief, but I was certain Meldrik did a far better job leading the orcs in their rituals than I ever could have.

“Chief Theo! Congratulations!” An orc yelled to me.

“Thank you.” I waved back. “This title is a heavy burden, but I’ll bear it as best I can.”

“Well done, Chief!” Another orc ran up to me and saluted.

“I suppose that duel with the previous chief was a rough battle.” I chuckled.

“Chief!” A third orc ran up to me, then bowed deep and low. “If I had one tenth your ability, I’d die a lucky man.”

“Keep practicing and you’ll be a good fighter before you know it.” I said encouragingly.

“Hey Chief!” A fourth orc said. “Your endurance is spectacular! The entire village is in awe of you.”

I was greeted by a dozen more orcs, each offering me words of praise and congratulations. I was suspecting that they were congratulating me for more than my victory in the duel with Chief Blackgorge when I found Meldrik by the walls, standing with his arms crossed. “I see you’ve returned from the land of thumping and hollering?”

I felt a faint blush rise to my cheeks. “You all heard that?”

“The doors are curtains, Theo.” Meldrik explained. “Every one of our vassal towns and villages heard it.”

“Ah.” I inspected the repair job on the walls to hide my embarrassment.

“That’s my granddaughter you were with, you know.” Meldrik said. “My sweet, innocent granddaughter...”

“Sorry?” I apologized, not knowing what I was supposed to be sorry about.

Meldrik grunted. “I suppose it’s about time, anyway. Usually it was her overhearing me in the room next door.” The old orc chuckled and stroked his beard.

I raised an eyebrow at the old orc, but he cackled.

“Let’s just say you don’t get posted on a world full of elves without a healthy sense of vigor.” Meldrik stroked his beard and heat filled his cheeks as he immersed himself in fond memories.

I coughed to bring the old orc back to reality. “What’s the status of the tribe?”

Meldrik shook himself. “We were trying to win a few of our old villages back and start reclaiming territory after our recent victory."

“It sounds like there’s been a problem.” I said as I watched Meldrik’s face.

“There has been.” Meldrik agreed. “And it’s a familiar one. The Six Tribe Alliance.”

“What about their chiefs?” I asked. “Aren’t they all dead? Shouldn’t they be busy electing new leaders?”

“Therein lies our problem.” Meldrik said with a sour face. “They’ve all elected a new chief."

“Bronze Marrow like the last batch?” I asked, wondering how they'd find so many orcs at that level so quickly.

Meldrik shook his head. “Much worse. They all elected the same chief. Remember the rumors that Belrar of the Yellowmountain Tribe was supporting the Six Tribe Alliance? Well those are no longer rumors. The six tribes are six no longer, they’re one, under the leadership of a Silver orc.”

“How far into the Silver realm?” I asked.

Meldrik looked at me as though I’d suggested we attempt to punch the moon.

I just looked back at him, waiting for a response.

“Silver Muscle. A full realm higher than I am.” Meldrik sighed. “If he were just Silver Skin, we might have a chance. But Silver Muscle?” Meldrik shook his head.

I tapped Meldrik on the shoulder. “I can handle this.” I said. “Fetch me a messenger, and I’ll send a message to this Belrar, and the Six Tribe Alliance that serves him now.”

And I really could handle this Belrar of the Yellowmountain Tribe. If he’d been Silver Marrow, I would have been afraid, but I knew Amisra could save me from a Silver Muscle orc if things went awry. The only troublesome part would be dealing a decisive blow so he wouldn’t have a chance to hurt me, my tribe, or my women before he realized how big a sword I was hiding up my sleeve.

Meldrik looked nervous as I hashed out the details to the messenger who would speak to the Six Tribe Alliance on my behalf.

“Surrender everything you have taken from the Blackgorge Tribe, and send tribute to the Chieftain of the Blackgorge Tribe in the form of wealth, techniques, and alchemy ingredients, and cultivation materials. Return all captured territory and pledge resources to reconstruction efforts and reparations for damages to the Blackgorge Tribe. Finally, release any elves in your possession to me for safekeeping and to make sure you’ve been treating them well. Do all these things and I will refrain from reducing your tribes to smoldering craters.”

The messenger trembled. He’d been growing nervous as I relayed my demands to the tribes of the Six Tribe Alliance.

“T-those are some mighty threats, chief.” The orc stuttered.

“They are.” I said. “But they are threats our enemies should take seriously.” If nothing else, they would draw the snakes out of the grass. Their new leader, Chief Belrar, wasn’t a member of the Six Tribe Alliance. I suspected he was holding sway over the Six Tribes merely thanks to his power as someone who’d reached the Silver realm of body cultivation combined with their own lingering desire to destroy the Blackgorge Tribe.

They would fear his power, and that fear would keep them in line. But demands like the kind I was making would require retaliation, and the only orc who could see them through would be this Belrar himself. If I was lucky, Chief Belrar would confront me in person, alone. And that would provide the perfect opportunity for me to kill him with Amisra’s help, thus eliminating the threat to the Blackgorge Tribe once and for all.

If I was unlucky, we might have another battle on our hands, and I wasn't sure the Blackgorge Tribe was in any shape to fight another one of those. Luckily, I had a few ideas that could deal with that too.

“Insult their new chief Belrar as well.” I added to the messenger’s list of demands. “Call him weak and pathetic. Or maybe just a coward. Your call.”

“Chief?” The messenger looked between me and Meldrik, unwilling to leave before Meldrik confirmed the order. I sighed and wrapped an arm around Meldrik’s shoulder. I whispered a reminder to him about the dead Six Alliance Chief’s Yorik and I had brought back. Chief Blackgorge had thought that I was being supported by a Silver realm orc hiding in the shadows. That wasn’t exactly right, but it wasn’t completely wrong either.

“You’re saying one of the elves you brought with you is that strong?” Meldrik said with raised eyebrows.

“Yes.” I explained in a hushed whisper. “And the rest of them are as strong as Bronze realm orcs.”

Meldrik knew of the various elven ranks. Zeal accumulation, mage acolyte, true mage, and wizard. Most orcs who made it to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity did. But the orc’s pilgrimages almost always focused on small villages and hamlets populated by heartwielders with the occasional mage acolyte. In fact, orcs often aimed for heartwielders because if an elf relied on a spellheart to cast magic, their captor could take their spellheart and deny them power. For the average orc that was both cheaper and easier than using one of the more advanced zeal restricting collars needed to contain more powerful elves.

Meldrik had met more powerful elves, but most of them came to orcs of their own accord, seeing the thrill of being made into a thrall, seeking to hide from their enemies, or just wanting to try something new. Most of those who came of their own accord either served only as domestic servants until the time came for the orcs to release them, or agreed to become thralls with caveats, or bound to the keeping of a trusted individual orc.

Once collared and made into a thrall, even the most powerful elves were helpless and no longer a threat. If the experiences most orcs had with elven wizards were limited to obedient and tamed thralls like the Moonbow and Bluefield Matriarchs, I wasn’t surprised that they’d doubt the powers an elf could wield. The fact that orcs only bothered to pass healing and support magic onto the elves they raised among them only enhanced these misconceptions.

Meldrik was an old orc, but he wasn't stubborn or rooted in his ways. When I assured him that one of my elves was powerful enough to defeat a Silver realm orc, he hesitantly believed me. We returned to the messenger and Meldrik ordered him off. The young Stone realm orc looked between the two of us as he took off to bear his message. I assured him as he was in no real danger, as the Book of the True Man forbade the killing of messengers, and doing so would only give me legitimate grounds to insult Belrar all the more.

Somehow, the messenger didn’t seem reassured by those comforting words. I offered to send someone else, but also promised him a few goodies from my personal stash if he went. In the end, his greed won out over his caution and he ran toward the Six Tribe Alliance.



***


While I was waiting to hear back from our enemies, I decided to claim a few of the nearer villages. I flew off with a few Blackgorge orcs in tow, putting my best foot forward with the locals.

“Congratulations one and all.” I announced to the first village we were liberating. “The Blackgorge Tribe has defeated the Six Tribe alliance! We have liberated you from their tyranny.”

Orcs looked at one another, not sure what they should say in response.

A few Six Tribe Alliance envoys popped out as I announced their faction was no more, but my troops defeated them without me even needing to get involved. After that, the change in leadership required a bit of paperwork, but I handed that off to Illiel to sort out. After becoming Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, my women were free to wander the tribe grounds as they pleased, as no orc would mess with their chief’s women.

As a result, they were getting the tour of the World of Struggle and Strife they always wanted, save for the need of an orc bodyguard. Meldrik might believe my women could defend themselves, but the rest of the orcs didn't.

“Hey, Illiel.” I whispered. “Do you think you could make an illusion of golden light illuminating me from behind when we arrive at the next village? Maybe some angelic wings and a radiant halo?”

Illiel did the best she could, and many villagers bowed at the sight of me. Truthfully, I suspected the sight of the heavily armed orc warriors behind me won them over more than my presence, but it was still nice to arrive like a liberating hero. I was beginning to like being an orc chief. In the span of an afternoon, we regained ten villages and three towns for the Blackgorge Tribe. The name of Chief Theo was spreading, though I had yet to display my power to those outside the clan.

The Blackgorge Tribe had an impressive teleportation array that could reach quite far, so long journeys could be done quite readily, so long as it was close to a receiving array. Most of the small villages didn’t have such a thing, and even the towns rarely had enough Bronze realm orcs in them to justify having one, but enough did though that we covered ground quickly and paid a visit to all but the most remote villages in our territory.

We even made it to that first village where a couple of foolish orcs had lusted after my elves. They were frightened when I arrived with the Blackgorge Tribe in tow. I might have been rougher with them than I had been with the others, but they fell in line and started groveling with their foreheads pressed to the ground as soon as they recognized me.

I looked their dirt-smeared faces over and realized none of them made me angry. I didn’t care so much about what had happened here anymore, and I left the villagers in peace after they promised to send their yearly tribute to the Blackgorge Tribe instead of the Six Tribe Alliance.

One town we visited even seemed excited to greet the chief of their new overlords.

“The Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe!” An orc wearing long ornate robes said as he swept his arms wide. “How wonderful it is to have you in our little town. Please, we harvested some of our clan’s famous Golden Muscle Fruits! We’ve prepared a platter for your enjoyment.”

The orc merchant led me into a well decorated home and presented me with a tray of golden fruits that looked like globs of small yellow balls pressed together.

Despite the strange appearance, I could sense large quantities of zeal emanating from the fruit. It was clearly meant to benefit a body cultivator’s power, and since it was something the orcs prized, it was likely intended to benefit body cultivation specifically.

“This gift is well timed.” I said. “I intend to push forward to Bronze Marrow as soon as possible. Then to the Silver realm after that.”

The orc merchant flashed me a practiced smile that covered up a slight roll of his eyes. “Of course! Everyone is always trying to push forward. I know you warrior types.”

I bit into the slice of fruit then and had to prevent myself from spitting the slice back out. The flavor was horribly bitter, and just that one bite was enough to make my mouth pucker.

The merchant pushed a bowl of honey forward. I’d ignored it when I realized it didn’t have any magical properties, but the merchant explained an orc would dip the fruit slices into the honey and eat them that way. The added sweetness helped the bitter fruits go down easier and reduced any rebellion of the stomach once it had gone down the gullet and ensured the orc could make the most out of the fruit.

I closed my eyes for a moment after swallowing that one slice and focused on my Blackgorge Fiendbody. Sure enough, as the physical form of the fruit collapsed in my stomach, its magical energies dispersed throughout my body and went into the barriers around the zeal particles in my body. Reinforcing those barriers made my body cultivation more stable and shored up my foundations for future progression.

Seeing what great use these fruits were, I wolfed down all but one of them. I tucked away a few seeds from the fruit in my Dimensional Storage and took the one intact fruit to share with Yorik.

“Your gift is appreciated.” I said to the merchant. “I'll remember this town and look upon it with favor.”

Illiel added a star next to the name of the town on her clipboard at my words and the merchant gave her a wide smile. The merchant bowed in thanks to me and I nodded. We returned to the Blackgorge Tribe, where I settled into the life of an orc chief.

The reconstruction of the walls were done, but I remembered how during the last battle the Bronze realm orcs had been able to just fly over the defenses. We’d solved that problem back in the Hearthwood by going underground, so I carved a few holes into the mountains around the settlement that would serve as last lines of defense for the Blackgorge Tribe and storage areas for weapons and survival equipment.

I had Argona draw up a few enchantments I could add to the wall, and Sava was hard at work copying as many orc alchemy recipes as she could get her hands on into her arsenal of potions. She claimed she was ready to attempt brewing a five-star potion that might help our son Segolas as soon as we were back in the Hearthwood and she was back in the Alchemist’s Laboratory. Until then, she’d brewed several additional four-star potions with the ingredients the Blackgorge Tribe had on hand. Sava took one potion herself, and another went to Meldrik.

Yorik had been trying to help her grandfather repair his cultivation base from the damage he did by forcing a premature advancement to the Bronze realm, using the knowledge she’d gained from our studies of the World Titan Fiendbody.

She hadn’t had any success and Meldrik was merely entertaining her efforts. I was certain she’d make progress eventually, especially if the four-star potion Sava was brewing to help her worked as well at healing the body as Sava claimed it would. I wasn't sure about Meldrik, but I hoped for the best.

We reclaimed the Blackgorge Valley, and each day orcs made pilgrimages to gaze upon the statues there. I penned down what Yorik and I had figured out for Bronze Bone and some of what we had theorized about the Bronze Marrow stage and combined it with the tattered remains of the manual we'd found in the chief's hut. I wasn't sure if we'd ever be able to recreate the original Blackgorge Fiendbody, but we wouldn't leave the Blackgorge Tribe without a body cultivation art that reached the peak of the Bronze realm. The Silver, Gold, and Diamond realms would need to wait until I made it back to the Cultivation Chamber.

With the Star of Destiny in hand and the future of my body cultivation art within reach, I only had one task left to accomplish as we waited for the planetary convergence that would let us teleport home. While Yorik, the elves, and the Blackgorge tribe saw to their own tasks, I toyed with Chief Blackgorge’s token.

The real token wasn’t any fancier than the one he’d tossed Yorik to lure the Six Tribe Alliance Chiefs away. It was a circular disk with a hole punched in the center and a string run through it. It seemed a little grimy and was even worn around the edges from being pinched between orc fingers.

But Meldrik had assured me that this was the Wargod’s token. It was a physical sign of the favor he’d promised the Blackgorge Tribe. As the chief, the token was mine to bear, as it had been for Chief Blackgorge before me.

My predecessor had sat here daily in his hut, funneling zeal into the token, whispering words and prayers into it hoping the Wargod would show himself and grant Chief Blackgorge’s most fervent wish.

Why had the Wargod never answered? Was the token fake? Did the Wargod never acknowledge Chief Blackgorge as a true chief? Or maybe he found Chief Blackgorge’s wish to reach the Silver realm an unworthy favor to grant? Raising up one orc to Silver Skin was a smaller gain than the loss of a Gold and three Silver orcs, but if that was the favor the Blackgorge Tribe was requesting...

After a few hours of attempting to funnel zeal into the token and finding it to be no more special than an ordinary coin, I tucked it away in my Dimensional Storage with a note for Mac and Argona. Perhaps they could examine it in greater detail and tell me how to activate the token.

I was pleased to discover that the chief got the largest share of tribute from the surrounding villages and towns back when the Blackgorge Tribe still controlled a sizable territory, and he hadn't yet gone through everything. Thanks to that, I had no shortage of body cultivation supplies. When combined with what I was eating from the Hydroponic Farm, I could feel myself filling out the Bronze Bones realm and preparing for Bronze Marrow.

Overhead, I watched the World of Sanctuary and Serenity grow larger in the sky as it drew closer. Princess Tivana was there, waiting and hoping I could solve her orc problem while she was neck deep in troubles of her own. I wondered what she was doing back in the capital, and if she ever took time like this to think about me.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










MY ROUTINE WAS disturbed by Meldrik pounding on my door in the early hours of the morning. I was awake, busily giving the rest of my women the attention I’d showed Yorik the night I became the Blackgorge Tribe’s chief.

“What is it, Meldrik?” I asked through the gap in the curtain.

“I can see you’re busy, chief, and I wouldn’t disturb you unless it was an emergency.” Meldrik said. “Please put on some pants and step outside.”

I did as Meldrik asked, to the protests of my women. The old warrior and I talked before the entrance to my hut.

“Chief,” Meldrik began, “it seems like the Six Tribe Alliance has received your message.”

“Did they send anything in reply?” I cocked my head.

Meldrik shook his head. “No words in reply, though our messenger is safe. I suspect Belrar intends to answer with his actions.”

“When will he arrive?”

“At the speed he’s moving? By the end of the day.”

I scratched my chin. “That seems a little slow for a Silver Muscle orc, even if he doesn’t use any teleportation arrays at all.”

“He’s not traveling alone.” Meldrik replied. “He’s bringing all the warriors from the Six Tribe Alliance, along with several Bronze Marrow orcs from his own Yellow Mountain tribe and warriors he’s coerced from the surrounding villages. All told, it’s an army three times as strong as the one that nearly crushed us the last time the Six Tribe Alliance was here!”

My nails dug into my palms. That was the worst case scenario for us. This would be difficult to deal with, and I feared taking care of it would require me to do something that might give me a few sleepless nights in the future. I gave Meldrik’s shoulder a squeeze. “That was before you had me as your chief. If they come tonight, then they will die tonight. If Belrar brings thrice the army, then thrice the army will be defeated. I’ve schemed against greater odds with less to work with and still come out on top. Put your trust in your chief.”

Meldrik looked at me, thoughtful but nervous. I saw that there was enough tension behind his eyes that I couldn’t resolve his worries with a few words. I would need proof.

“By the end of the day, you’ll be wondering why you were ever worried.” I assured the white-bearded orc. “Now tell me, do you think your teleportation array can reach into space? I have something hovering above us in geosynchronous orbit. I’m hoping I can teleport there.”

“How close?” Meldrik combed his fingers through his beard.

“Close enough that I was able to teleport from there down to an array in a destroyed city. Yorik gave me the coordinates.”

Meldrik’s face turned dark. “That was the previous seat of the Blackgorge Tribe. I’m glad Yorik still remembered it. But yes, if you could reach that teleportation array from whatever you have floating in the void, you should be able to reach it with our teleportation array here in our refuge as well.”

“Good. If I disappear for a few hours, that’s where I’ll be.”



***


I gave Meldrik orders to prepare for a lengthy battle. He knew what to do, as preparations were nearly exactly the same as they had been for Blackgorge Tribe’s last confrontation with the Six Tribe Alliance.

Except this time everyone knew the army they were facing would be led by Belrar of the Yellowmountain Tribe. He was a powerful Silver Muscle orc, and he had many subordinates at the Bronze realm. His presence and the new recruits he’d gathered had built up a horde far stronger than what the Blackgorge Tribe had faced before, and everyone knew it.

"We won the last battle. Do you remember how?" I asked a jittery orc woman who was polishing her axe with a dazed look on her face."

"Uh... because all the Six Tribe Alliance Chiefs died. You killed them all.” The orc woman answered.

"That's right. I delivered victory to you against incredible odds before, and I'll do so again." I gave the orc a pat on the shoulder. "So don't look too nervous. Put your trust in me, and I'll see you through."

The orcs eyes brightened, and her shoulders heaved. "Yes, chief!"

All over the settlement, young orcs prepped themselves for battle. After Meldrik’s disruption, I didn’t head back to bed, to the disappointment of my women. Instead, I headed to the Blackgorge Tribe’s teleportation array and dialed in the coordinates for my space station still in orbit above us.

I stashed a large supply of oxygen in my Dimensional Storage in case the atmosphere aboard had leaked out, but I needn’t have bothered. At most, the air was slightly thinner than it had been when we left.

I threw down the enchantments Argona had made after copying the ship in the Hearthwood and what I’d given her from samples of the ship Meldrik had crash-landed next to the Blackgorge Tribe. Between the two, Argona had already characterized and implemented a number of life support enhancements that made a long-term stay aboard our space station perfectly viable. Those marauding aliens seemed to have an excellent understanding of space and how to use magic to keep themselves safe up there, and that knowledge would help plant the Hearthwood among the stars.

After installing the new systems Argona had prepared for me, I checked the gravity traps on the outside of the station. Sure enough, there was an enormous amount of iron-bearing asteroids sticking to the outside of the station.

I used my earth magic to crush them all into a dozen neat spheres with their iron payloads in the center. Most were as wide around as a building, and every one had enough raw ore to build everything I’d constructed in the Hearthwood three times over. It certainly would be nice to have these massive rocks transported somewhere they’d be easier to work with...

I glanced out the window and drew a map of the Blackgorge Tribe’s territory in my mind. There was enough desert around the settlement that I had no problem picking it out from space, and Blackgorge Valley was enough of a landmark that I could see where it was even without my enhanced eyesight. With it, I could just faintly make out a couple of dots that represented the Blackgorge Tribe itself.

I arranged several asteroids of appropriate size and shape. The best meteor was a small piece of nickel and iron, nearly perfectly spherical and incredibly dense, about the size of a wagon. After using Sword Storm to position the asteroids against the sides of my space station in such a way that I could move them at a moment’s notice, I reentered the teleportation array and headed back to the ground.

Orcs were hustling left and right, carrying supplies to and from the walls. A few orcs were hastily hauling the broken remains of a few stone huts and using them to build an extra set of stairs along the middle of the wall to provide faster repositioning of troops. The walls were taller now across their entire length, thanks to the labor of the pair of elves I’d enhanced and my own personal efforts. They were also twice as thick too and filled with zeal, so even a Bronze realm orc would have to hammer on them undisturbed for nearly half an hour before they started knocking chips off.

At this point, our defenses looked less like something we’d constructed and more like a natural cliff face. If not for the fact that we’d smoothed the outside of the walls to remove any handholds, it might have been mistaken for one.

“How do our defenses look, Meldrik?” I asked Yorik’s grandfather.

“Well enough, Chief Theo.” Meldrik said. “We’re putting your fallback positions to use.” He leaned forward and cupped his hands around his mouth as he whispered in my ear, “Along with those escape tunnels you carved. If things go downhill, we’ll slip away before they realize we’re gone.”

“Glad to hear it.” I grinned. “I’ve done this sort of thing before. However, today I doubt we’ll be needing those safety measures. It’s time to show the world that the Blackgorge Tribe is going to return stronger than ever.”

Meldrik barely had time to get into the details with me when our forwards scouts spotted Belrar and the Six Tribe Alliance army approaching from the distance.

“There are so many of them this time!” An orc cried, despairing at the size of the dust cloud the massive orc army was kicking out over the horizon.

“I nearly lost my leg during the last battle.” Another orc said in despair. “Maybe I’ll lose it for real this time.”

“I never even had the chance to lay with an elf.” A third orc wiped a tear off his cheek. “Was my life wasted?”

I looked around and found a large platform to stand upon. I hopped up there in one leap and addressed my tribe.

“Orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe! Today will go down in history as our most glorious victory! Towards our walls, an army a hundred thousand strong marches, hearts filled with ill-intent. They want to burn your homes and slaughter our families! They want to crush the long and noble history of the Blackgorge Tribe and turn it into a tribe of conquered slaves.”

The orcs hesitantly lifted their weapons at my speech, wondering if they should cheer or clap. Meldrik broke the uneasy silence by cupping his hands and yelling, “We won’t let them!”

A few more orcs joined in his call, and soon they joined their voices in a mighty chant that shook the surrounding stone.

“That’s right!” I agreed once the chanting finally died down. “We won’t let them! We won’t let them set one foot inside the Blackgorge Tribe! I promise you that before the night is through, Belrar’s head will be mounted on a spear before our gates, and all hundred thousand orcs before us will be crushed!”

They met my bold claims with silence at first.

Take the head of a Silver realm orc? Crush an army of a hundred thousand? This new chief is too inexperienced to know when death is staring him in the face.

But as before, Meldrik broke the silence with a cheer and a round of applause. Soon the entire Blackgorge Tribe was chanting my name and trying to believe my words, no matter how impossible they seemed. There were still a few among the crowd who didn’t seem convinced, but with so many orcs roaring their approval an air of certainty was spreading through the tribe.

The battle would be hard fought, but I assured them our victory was certain. Our enemies were fools for attacking us and together we would annihilate them and reconquer all the territory the Blackgorge Tribe held before and more that they didn’t. There would be wine, wealth, and women for all who followed me beyond anything they ever dreamed of.

My speech was so loud and so bold, that some orcs in the army across from us had begun to catch snippets of it as they approached. One orc had sharper hearing than the rest and had been chuckling the entire time. Now that his army was settled, he amplified his amused laughter with volume only a Silver Muscle orc could muster.

“Ha! Is this the pathetic new excuse for a chief the Blackgorge Tribe has elected?” The orc said. Looking him over, I realized he stood half a head taller than any other orc. His shoulders were nearly as broad as he was tall, and the muscles on his body looked like they belonged on a bull.

“And who might you be?” I asked, already having a pretty good guess.

“Belrar of the Yellowmountain!” The orc shouted as he gave me a feral grin. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

“You can’t be Belrar.” I shouted back. “He’s much taller."

Belrar’s face darkened before I’d even had the chance call him ugly and overcompensating for the small blade between his legs with the massive bone axe on his back.

Belrar pulled out a flying platform and stepped on it, soaring into the sky until he was level with the top of the wall.

“Perhaps you had a bad angle.” Belrar said. “Now that I’ve appeared, I expect all of you to fall to your knees. I’ll have your chief’s head, of course, as I need his position. But the rest of you should kneel. I’ll inspect your belongings and women to take my tribute, then let my army behind me take what I promised them. If you save them the trouble of knocking down your wall, I’m certain they’ll be much nicer to you while they’re looting your settlement and plundering your elves."

“You’ll never rule over the Blackgorge Tribe, Belrar!” Meldrik shouted. “Our legacy is every bit as lofty and proud as the Yellowmountain Tribes, and we won’t let it be sullied by you!”

Belrar chuckled. “If you don’t let me sully whatever and however I please, you won’t have a tribe left by the time I’m done.

“Aren’t you forgetting about something?” I asked as I held up the token around my neck. “We still have the Wargod’s favor. That’s not something you should take lightly.”

Belrar snorted. “Don’t think you can fool me with that trinket any longer. Your previous chief used that threat one time too many. Now I know there’s something wrong with it, otherwise you would have long since saved yourselves. Perhaps I’ll leave one member of the Blackgorge Tribe alive so they can declare me their chief. That should fit the token’s requirements. My guess is the Wargod simply doesn’t recognize you pitiful bunch of misfits as a tribe worthy of his words, token or not.”

Behind me, Meldrik balled his hands into fists. On my other side, Yorik did the same. She was her grandfather’s mirror image, and her glare matched his exactly.

“So you only showed your ugly mug to shout threats and hurl insults.” I said to Belrar as I motioned him along with my hand. “Get it over with. As the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, my days are quite busy.”

Belrar looked at Meldrik. “This is the fool you made your chief!? Ha! I don’t think he quite understands the situation he’s in.” Belrar laughed heartily.

I crossed my arms. “Care to put me to the test, Belrar? Let’s elect a pair of champions. One from my tribe and one from yours. Whoever’s champion wins is the victor, and the loser has to head home and hang his head in disgrace.”

Belrar considered that. “Matching champions with you might be entertaining. Truthfully, I’d worried I’d hauled this entire army here only to have to do all the work myself! It might be nice to see a show. Very well! Choose your champion, and I’ll choose mine.”

Belrar descended back to his army without another word. Upon touching the ground, he hollered something to his commanders, and they quickly presented themselves for him to choose from.

“Theo!” Yorik offered herself as a champion the moment I turned around.

I planted a kiss on her cheek. “I’m afraid not, Yorik. And I won’t be doing it myself either, as I’ve had enough time to shine as of late. I think it’s about time we let the elves play.”

I called out to Amisra, who I’d had following me around wearing a plain brown robe. That wasn’t so unusual, as many powerful orc chiefs took pride in having an elf or two trailing along behind them. She was dressed like the heartwielders I’d helped, or any of the other elves in the settlement. Just looking at the army outside our walls, I could spot a handful of elves wearing outfits indistinguishable from Amisra’s current garb. Only her long red hair trailing over her shoulders made her seem remarkable at all, and I had her keep her hood pulled up to cover that as we walked.

“Amisra!” I said. “What do you say we embarrass a few orcs?”

“Gladly.” Amisra smiled.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










WE OPENED THE gates at the base of the wall just a crack. That was all that was needed to let one waifish elf slip through a passage built for orcs.

Amisra glided across the packed earth and sand outside the walls. Before her, a hulking giant of an orc stood, wearing armor and wielding a weapon adorned with the spine of a giant snake.

When Amisra stepped out into the open, confusion spread throughout both forces. I heard hushed voices muttering beside me, and more than a few orcs eyed my companion curiously.

The orcs in Belrar’s army were more obvious about their confusion.

“Is... that their champion?” An orc snorted.

“Bwahaha!” Another orc fell to his knees in laughter. “I bet she’s going to try to seduce our champion into giving up!”

“Maybe the Blackgorge Tribe plans to win on a technicality by helping her wisp escape?”

Debate raged among our enemies, and Amisra’s face darkened as she heard the theories flying about her. Most involved her falling to her knees and offering herself up to her enemy and satiating his battle lust with her elven body. Not one of them seemed to even consider the notion that she might really be there to fight.

“Ha!” Belrar laughed louder than anyone else. “Is this the best the Blackgorge Tribe could manage? An... elf?” He wiped a tear away from under his eye as he smiled so wide he looked like he was in pain. “Truth be told, she is rather pretty. I don’t think I’ve ever seen hair so red. It’s settled then! She can be the one Blackgorge Tribe member I’ll leave alive.” Belrar waved a hand at his champion, who stepped forward and swung his snake spine sword experimentally.

Yellowmountain Tribe Warrior (Bronze Marrow, Level 29)

“Don’t cut any of her limbs off!” Belrar warned. “I want her intact. However, feel free to show the Blackgorge Tribe that we don’t take kindly to jokes like this.”

The Yellowmountain warrior hefted his bone sword and swung it again, lining up the jagged points with Amisra’s neck like he intended to behead her with the weapon despite his leader’s orders.

“Kick some ass, Amisra!” I shouted down from the top of the wall. Nobody else repeated my words of encouragement.

“Begin!” Belrar declared without waiting for any further input from anyone. He was clearly someone accustomed to getting his way.

But no matter who gave the signal to start the fight, there was no way this orc had any chance at coming out on top against Amisra. She was a wizard-realm elf, which made her just as strong as Belrar himself. In fact, she was stronger than Belrar, considering Amisra was close to hitting Sorcerer, whereas Belrar was far from reaching Gold.

The Yellowmountain warrior reacted, sending the point of his weapon hurtling towards Amisra's throat, turning it as he swung so the flat part of it would bash against her skull. Had Amisra been an elven heartwielder, that alone would still smash her skull apart.

The orc’s weapon whipped through the air, but just as it was about to strike Amisra, she flickered and sparks trailed up and down her body. Faster than anyone could follow, she was on the other side of the sword, standing unharmed as the Yellowmountain warrior completed his swing.

There was a moment of silence from both sides of the crowd. They were all wondering how the orc could have missed such an obvious strike. Amisra moved too quickly for most of them to notice. She stood there, only slightly distant from where she’d been before. To most, it didn't look like she'd moved at all.

Sparks danced between Amisra’s fingers, growing slowly in intensity from moment to moment.

Amisra grabbed the hem of her brown robes and tore them off her. Beneath those plain clothes she wore her chitinous blue armor and an ironwood sword. The sparks dancing between her fingers jumped from her hand to the handle of her sword. Like a flash of lightning, she moved from in front of the orc to behind him. Just as suddenly, lightning trailed up the orc’s body.

“Still confident your champion can beat mine, Belrar?” I taunted from the top of the walls.

“He just missed is all.” Belrar waved his hand. “And so what if your elf is a bit fast? My man will... he’ll...”

Belrar trailed off as his he realized his champion was sliding apart. With a heavy thump, the orc’s upper body hit the ground, separated by a cut so clean it left his legs standing before they collapsed as well. Lingering lines of electricity jumped up and down his body before they too faded. After a long moment, the corpse at last began to bleed.

The orcs on the wall with me stared at Amisra in awe. Even Meldrik, who I’d told of Amisra’s power beforehand, stood there slack-jawed and bucket-eyed. His tongue hung out of his mouth and he glanced between me and the elf who’d just killed a Bronze Marrow orc from the Yellowmountain Tribe with a single strike.

A few orcs on the walls adjusted their pants. The sight of Amisra had aroused some attention, but the sight of her killing so efficiently was like a bucket of ice water on the interested orcs. Despite their preconceptions about elves, orcs knew power when they saw it. I was certain Amisra would be getting a little more respect from the Blackgorge Tribe in the future.

If my people were shocked, Belrar and his army reacted like they’d seen a premonition of the end times. Their shock was so great they stood frozen and in silence, unable to process what they’d just seen.

My people were already coming to terms with their new respect for Amisra, and elves in general, when an enemy orc raised a hand and pointed at her. “Impossible!” He shrieked, taking a small step back and stumbling into his comrades.

“T-that was... just lucky!” Belrar said. “She probably had a single use item or something. You!” He shouted to one of his other subordinates. “Show this Blackgorge wench that they can’t humiliate us with this little trick!”

The unfortunate orc Belrar had singled out took his weapon in hand and believed in his leader’s words. He loomed over Amisra, tall and strong. He flexed his arms and moved his hips, as though trying to impress Amisra somehow.

Amisra shook her head in disgust, much to the orc's fury.

“Begin!” Belrar shouted.

As soon as he had said the words, a bolt of lightning tore through the orc’s chest. He toppled backwards, unable to do anything more than twitch as he breathed his last gasp on the barren sand.

I started a long slow clap and the Blackgorge Tribe joined me. The clap quickly turned into full-throated cheers, and soon the Blackgorge Tribe was celebrating as happily as if Amisra had been born an orc from their tribe.

“What’s that elf’s name?” Meldrik whispered.

“Amisra.” I said. “She’s Amisra Copperguard, the captain of the royal guard of the elven nation of Deania.”

“Amisra!” Meldrik shouted as a cheer. Soon other orcs took up her name in chant as well.

“Amisra! Amisra!” The Blackgorge Tribe hollered from the walls.

Our cheers were met with silence from the enemy army. Faced with irrefutable evidence a second time, they simply stared and trembled.

“But... I thought elves only knew healing and support spells?” An orc muttered from the enemy line.

Belrar pounded his fist against his armored thigh. He’d been standing at the moment with an orc holding a serving platter before him, so his thump crushed the serving platter, splattered the wine on it, and sent the orc serving him the wine slamming into the ground with two broken arms.

“Again!” Belrar demanded.

I cleared my throat and looked down at Belrar. “We only agreed to one duel.” I said. “The second one shouldn’t have happened.”

Belrar grabbed one of the broken wine cups from the hands of his bleeding cup bearer and hurled it up the walls at my head. Despite the vast distance, the cup flew with great speed towards my face. Fortunately the crenelations had been built to block heftier projectiles than dinnerware, and I ducked behind one to let the cup clatter harmlessly against the walls.

“To hell with your rules!” Belrar roared. “I’ll kill this elf myself. Then my army will sweep over the rest of you and kill you as well!”

The army behind Belrar hefted their weapons and tried to match our chant with their own.

“Kill the elf! Kill the elf!” They chanted as they glanced at each other warily. They had greater numbers than us and were an army a hundred thousand strong. But somehow, they sounded a bit timid.

Belrar approached Amisra, weapon in hand. He hefted a mighty axe with a head as big as a shield. It was made from black obsidian and its edge was nicked from the bodies his weapon had sliced through. I knew that the axe Belrar was holding was a deadly weapon in the orc’s hands, capable of cutting all but the mightiest foes to pieces.

Amisra bent down to the puddles of blood around the two bodies before her. Zeal streamed off in thin rivulets, and she dipped her finger in the warm wet redness. I wondered what she was doing. She was a lightning aspect cultivator, so why would she be interested in blood?

The puddles shrunk as I stared, but as quickly as she bent over, Amisra stood up.

Belrar didn’t bother with announcing a fight. he simply took his obsidian axe and swung it at Amisra’s tiny frame. The axe was nearly as large as Amisra’s entire body, and the oversized weapon bore down on her with incredible force.

Belrar was in a different league from his subordinates. Amisra couldn’t play around with him, nor could she slay him in a single blow. This would be a real fight between individuals of great power.

Amisra held the advantage in cultivation base, so despite the enormous size difference between her and the orc, she used magic to dodge the blow. Wizards were physically far stronger than true mages, but a spirit art did not enhance the body to the degree a body art could. Though Amisra had the zeal of a wizard coursing through her meridians, she didn’t dare try to block a blow from a Silver orc.

Instead she used her magic to dodge, staying out of Belrar’s range as she shot him with a bolt of electric power.

This was the same attack that had shocked his subordinate to death in an instant. Against Belrar himself, the lightning bolt dissipated, leaving no more damage than a scorched circle on his skin.

Amisra ran her fingers down the length of her ironwood blade. As she did so, lightning zeal passed from her into it. Then she inverted her sword and buried it in the ground facing away from her.

“When I have you between my fingers, I’ll...” Belrar huffed, but he didn’t seem like he had the brainpower to threaten and fight at the same time.

He swung his axe at the ground, splitting open a fissure wide enough to swallow a person. Amisra avoided being caught over the fissure, which was smart of her because an instant later a geyser of churning earth shot out of it.

The two danced like cat and mouse as Amisra avoided Belrar’s potent but imprecise techniques, never straying close enough that Belrar could hit her with his axe. Eventually, Amisra led Belrar to the sword she’d stabbed into the ground. Upon his approach, the sword let loose a massive blast of lightning that enveloped Belrar completely.

After completely enveloping the orc, the lightning did not dissipate. Instead, it continued to swirl around him until it took the form of a living lightning elemental that buzzed around Belrar’s ears.

The elemental was losing strength by the second, but while it functioned it attacked Belrar with speed and ferocity, slicing into his skin with bursts of energy.

Belrar howled and fell back on the defensive. He slammed his axe blade first into the ground and clawed at his face with his hands to squish the elemental, which by now had shrunk until it was no bigger than one of his fists.

Amisra used that opportunity to retrieve her sword and score a long cut across the orc’s stomach. I could tell with the strength she’d put behind the swing that she’d intended to attack with a blow that would slice her enemy in half, but Belrar survived with nothing more than a small scratch.

The elf and orc continued to fight, but as the conflict ticked on it became clear that Belrar hadn’t even come close to landing a hit on Amisra, whereas the tiny elf had managed to inflict several wounds on the large orc leader.

"What are you all staring at!" Belrar shouted at his army, who until now had been watching the fight. "Attack! Kill the Blackgorge Tribe!"

“I’ll be right back, Meldrik’s in charge while I’m away.” I stepped off the platform.

“Chief?” Meldrik asked in panic. “You're leaving now? They're about to attack!”

Behind Belrar, his army stirred into action. They glanced between their leader, who was shockingly losing a duel to an elf of all things. Then they glanced at the mighty walls of the Blackgorge Tribe. I watched them consider their options, but bit by bit they rallied themselves and prepared to scale our walls.

“Just on a brief trip to see the stars.” I said as I slid down the back side of the wall. I sprinted to the teleportation array and activated it. I wouldn't have much time to get this done. An instant after activating the teleportation array I found myself in space, hovering above the World of Struggle and Strife from orbit.

I gave one of the massive stones I had hovering around my space station a little nudge and prompted it to head downwards. I’d taken a good gauge of the wind direction while I was on the ground, and my aim was excellent these days after hurling so many rock spikes with earth magic for so long. Still... I’d thrown nothing quite so heavy before, nor thrown anything quite so far.

Altogether I nudged six asteroids, one for each of the Six Tribe Alliance factions. I’d warned them against coming for the Blackgorge Tribe, and I’d told them exactly what would happen if they came after us anyway. Since they didn’t listen, it was time to make good on my promise.

The final asteroid was the hardest, as I would need to aim it for the field just beyond the Blackgorge Tribe’s walls. I saved the smallest but best-shaped asteroid for this target. The weaker orcs and elves among the Blackgorge Tribe were already tucked away in the holes I’d made tucked beneath mountains. With a bit of warning for my more durable orcs to duck behind the walls, my people would be unharmed. Assuming I hit I hit where I was aiming.

I pushed the asteroid with exacting precision, guiding its path downward for as long as I could still get a grip on it with my Sword Storm spell. When it left my grip I could only pray it was on the right course.

As soon as my task was complete, I headed back to the teleportation array and ran to the wall where Meldrik was standing on the pedestal I’d occupied just moments before. He vacated the position upon my return and told me what had been happening while I glanced up at the sky, looking for any sign of death descending from above in the form of giant boulders from space.

I spared a glance to see how things with Amisra were going and noticed she was getting the upper hand.

Belrar howled and clutched his eye as the now tiny lightning elemental stabbed him there just before it faded out of existence. “Fools! Don’t just stand there, attack the Blackgorge Tribe!” He bellowed to his army, who were only now bringing their ladders and grappling hooks forward.

They were not quick to obey their leader’s words. They glanced at their leader, who'd lost his commanding presence after becoming covered in cuts, scrapes, and dripping blood.

I leaned over the walls, ignoring Belrar and directing my next words at his army. “I warned you what I’d do if you didn’t cease this!” I yelled. “And you did not listen! Well, listen to me now! Break ranks and flee. Run from this place! If you remain here, before our walls, you will all die!”

Some orcs glanced at their leader and their commanders. After a moment’s hesitation, some did just that. These were likely the villagers with no loyalty to either the Six Tribe Alliance or Belrar of the Yellowmountain Tribe. But most orcs stayed. Their commanders rallied them closer together as they prepared for the assault. They hoisted their weapons and siege equipment in the air and chanted.

"Death to the Blackgorge Tribe!"

"Kill their Chief!"

"Sieze their women!"

“They plan to attack us.” I said, shaking my head. "And I'm all out of mercy to give them."

“Stone Skin orcs, the first wave is yours!” Meldrik shouted. I silenced him before he could speak any further.

“Not so fast!” I yelled. “Off the walls, all of you!”

The orcs looked at each other in confusion, but I pointed them to safety behind the mountains. “Run! Go! Those at the Bronze realm shall defend the walls at my side. I want everyone else taking cover, now!”

The Bronze realm orcs looked at each other in confusion, but moved to the front of the walls.

The Stone realm orcs in Belrar’s army, who had been rushing forward as part of the first wave, doubled back when they saw they’d be fighting Bronze orcs. I’d broken the unspoken rules of fighting on the World of Struggle and Strife, and it took their commanders a little while to reorganize themselves to head forward themselves and meet our Bronze realm fighters with their own.

“When I give the order,” I commanded the Bronze realm orcs, “everyone is to follow me and duck behind the walls.”

"I thought we were defending them?" One of the Blackgorge Tribe elders said.

"You're following my orders." I corrected. "And following them exactly if you want to live."

There were less than fifty orcs at the Bronze realm, so I no longer had to speak to be heard. They looked at me cautiously, but Yorik saluted eagerly. When Meldrik appeared ready to do as I commanded as well, the rest of them hesitantly followed suit.

I glanced up at the sky again. Sure enough, there was a cluster of black dots nobody had noticed yet. They were growing bigger by the second, unceasing in their deadly descent. There was already a faint glow along their edges as they lost mass to the atmosphere through friction. The air was quite thick on this world, but I’d dropped some very big rocks. I was certain each and every one of them would strike with enough force to reduce a city to ruin.

Nobody had noticed the meteors as they were directly over us, heading down in a straight line. One felt so close to me I was afraid I might have aimed it too close to the walls. 

The Bronze realm orcs from Belrar’s army flew towards the walls, but I activated the fire enchantment almost as soon as they engaged, driving them back off while the flames ranged. The commanders of the army scratched their head in confusion at my apparent unwillingness to engage them, and the fact that I'd wasted one of our most powerful defensive enchantments at the first sign of battle.

“Amisra!” I shouted as the black spots in the sky grew nearer. “Pull back!”

My read-headed guard captain didn’t have time to spare me a glance. Belrar seemed worse for wear and was being chipped down to size, but he was still standing. He’d activated a few defensive and healing items, and Amisra had been waiting for them to wear off. Her instincts told her she had her enemy on the ropes and fleeing now would waste her efforts now that she’d nearly killed him.

Despite those feelings, she bit down those thoughts and sprinted towards the doors to heed my orders. The doors opened a crack, just wide enough for her to slip through.

When Belrar realized his opponent was fleeing the field, he roared victoriously and tried to tear the door open the rest of the way, despite the fire the defensive enchantments on the walls directed at his face. Amisra fired a few bolts of lightning to drive Belrar back, then Meldrik slammed the door shut and sealed the Silver orc out. With a growl, he turned back to his army.

“Take the walls! Move it!” Balrar snarled, grabbing one of his Bronze realm orcs and throwing him bodily at the towering walls. The orc almost made it to the top, but Belrar's throwing arm came up a little short and he smashed face-first against the cold stone. "Commanders! I gave you an order!"

His commanders didn’t listen to him, they were too busy looking up.

A giant meteor smashed into the ground in the distance. striking the earth with a boom that sent tremors running underground for leagues.

“That looked like the headquarters of the Skyfalcon Tribe! One of the members of the Six Tribe Alliance!” An orc shouted.

“Look! There are five more coming! One for each member of the Six Tribe Alliance!” Another orc said.

An instant later, five more meteors hit the ground. They tore through earth, sending clouds of dust and debris that would be visible around the world.

“Everyone, behind the wall, now!” I bellowed before jumping over the ledge and sliding down the wall. The Bronze realm orcs at my side abandoned their defensive stance and dove for cover as fast as their enhanced bodies would allow. They’d seen some evidence that something big was happening, and nobody questioned my orders in the slightest. A few of them even looked up and spotted the black dot in the sky approaching us with alarming speed.

“There was a reason I built these walls so tall and strong!” I told Meldrik as we ducked in the shadow of our defenses.

I crouched low, casting one last glance upward as the final meteor passed the lip of the wall and collided with the ground just outside the settlement. Exactly where I'd aimed it.

Boom!

The earth shook, and the world trembled. The top of the wall shattered and would have come raining down on top of us if Sava hadn’t already erected a shell of plant vines overhead. Most of the buildings throughout the settlement collapsed as the shock waves from the meteor's impact so close to us shattered the surface of the earth.

The falling space rock had produced incredible heat, and despite what I'd done to harden the asteroids into dense spheres, some chips had flaked off upon entry. Those little chips wreaked havoc, making craters in the ground and lighting debris aflame. They rained down on the settlement, crushing buildings to rubble wherever they fell. I watched one of them shatter the chief's hut I was just starting to call home and reduce it to a pile of splintered sticks and broken stones. Chaos was everywhere, and through it all the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe were staring at me in awe.

“That was the last one.” I said. “Let’s see who’s still standing.”

Enemies Slain! +50,000 points.










CHAPTER THIRTY










OF ALL THE orcs in Belrar’s grand army, Belrar himself was the only one left alive. He hovered on the verge of life and death, grasping his obsidian axe as though he’d been trying to hack at the meteor descending on his head. The handle had a long crack running through it, and it looked like it might fall to pieces if it was used to strike one more blow.

I finished him with one quick stab of Spell Eater, netting myself a handsome sum of points and more earth zeal for my aura fragment to work with.

Enemy slain! +600 points.

My elves and I took in the sight of the devastated field before us. I had reduced the earth to ruin and left a crater as tall as a mountain. There were orc bodies everywhere, though most had been so pulverized under the force of the devastating meteor attack they were dissipating into floating dots of white light. They did so far slower than elves, but with so many dead orcs here, I knew they would fill the skies tonight with white light.

“Loot whatever is of value.” I instructed the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe. “We’ll need as many resources as we can get to rebuild the Blackgorge Tribe.”

“Chief... is it over?” Meldrik asked in wonder. “We didn’t even fight...”

I grinned and clapped Meldrik on the back. “I’m afraid you'll need to get used to that with me. I prefer to avoid fighting when I can. It’s much easier to get someone else to win your battles for you. Especially if that someone is a big rock who’s willing to leave all the valuables behind for you!”

Meldrik and I hunted down the Bronze Marrow orcs Belrar had brought with him. We knew they would have the most valuable items on them. We also dug through Belrar’s own bag of holding. I added many of the cultivation supplies he had to my Dimensional Storage. The plants and fruits the Silver orc had tucked away would be enough to get me to Bronze Marrow, and I intended to make use of them.

As we cleaned up the battlefield, I understood what I’d done. A hundred thousand was just a number, but seeing the mountains of empty armor and discarded weapons the Blackgorge Tribe orcs were stacking up was another thing entirely.

And this had resulted from just one meteor. The other six had landed on the Six Tribe Alliance’s home.

I was certain that their cities looked much the same as the barren wasteland that we'd first teleported to. Those crumbling ruins that were all that remained of Yorik's childhood home. And now there were six new sets of ruins to match them. I’d destroyed much with my actions today, and it would take years to rebuild.

The Hearthwood was greater than ever though, and I knew I could do the same with the Blackgorge Tribe, given time. They had taken me as their leader and I would do right by them. The deaths of today were a tragic loss, but I could ensure a brighter future for my people because of them.

“Meldrik.” I began. “There will be a fire pit meeting tonight.”

“Understood.” Meldrik said. “There was already one scheduled anyhow, but I'll remind everyone."

I was already shaking my head. “This fire pit will be different. Tonight I want to invite everyone.”

“You mean the women? And the elves as well?” Meldrik’s eyes shot up in surprise. “But they can’t! The Book of the True Man does not look kindly upon those who share its contents with orc women, let alone with elves!”

“Then we won’t read from the book.” I shrugged. “Nor will we call it a fire pit. Simply organize it like one. I will not always be here in the Blackgorge Tribe to lead as chief, which is why I wish to appoint a council and create a legislative body to govern the tribe, its holdings, and manage the internal affairs I do not have time to concern myself with.”

Meldrik nodded slowly. “I suppose I could sell it like that. Very well, Chief Theo. Tonight’s fire pit... er... council meeting... will be done as you order.”

I helped the orcs clean up. Thanks to my Dimensional Storage, I could haul as much loot as a team of a hundred scurrying across the battlefield. Even so, it was tough work that took all day. We piled the orc remains in the center of the crater that I’d bury as soon as we were done, though I expected them to be mostly bones by then.

Even with my help and the labor of the entire tribe, it took most of the rest of the day to haul off all the valuables and move the bodies.

I headed to the center of the crater when we needed more space in the pit. The meteor lay there, looking smaller than I expected for the amount of devastation it had caused.

Most of the outer shell of rock had burned off, leaving an enormous ball of iron. It was only slightly shorter than I was and was far wider than I could hope to stretch my arms around. It was far too big to fit in my Dimensional Storage as it was, but I could haul it by hand for now.

Despite the size of the lump of iron, it only felt moderately heavy in my arms. The Bronze Bone realm had enhanced my physical strength again and now hauling nearly a thousand kilograms over my head against the gravitational pull of a very large planet meant nothing more than a bit of exercise.

I hefted my burden to a secluded cavern down by the entrance to the Blackgorge Valley. As they finished their work, orcs were entering the valley to glimpse the ancient statues that had given their founder the inspiration to create the Blackgorge Fiendbody in the first place. I knew I’d be heading there as well to scan a few more statues, but that could wait until the following day.

I made my way to the night’s fire pit discussion, which Meldrik was calling a council meeting. To his shock and nobody else’s, I appointed him my lieutenant and second in command. The orcs essentially listened to my orders through him as it was, so he was the obvious choice.

I also gave Yorik a position of power. I expected more push back from the male orcs when I gave her the power to police the tribe and see that they carried out my orders, but they were surprisingly accepting. Perhaps that wasn’t an uncommon job for one of the chief’s women. Or perhaps Yorik had trampled on their pride enough in the past that they didn't want to humiliate themselves again.

There were a few other orcs I’d gotten to know during my stay, and I happily divided up my burdens as chief and foisted them off on them. Then we got to the business of the Six Tribe Alliance.

“They should be mostly gone.” I said. “I’d hoped Belrar would pack them all together in one big army, and it seems like that’s what he did. Without their fighters we should be able to claim all the villages and towns the Blackgorge Tribe once held with little trouble.”

“Then we’ll split up into five parties of ten.” Meldrik suggested. “Even if a few enemies survived, there won’t be enough in any one town or village to take us on.”

“A sound plan, Meldrik.” I agreed. “Though I think we’ll be able to sway most without fighting. We’re the strongest power in the region once again, remember? If I were a survivor from the Six Tribe Alliance, I’d be running for the hills. I doubt they want to stick around these parts.”

Meldrik murmured in agreement. “I hope you are right. It will certainly make retaking our old territory far quicker and easier.”

Meldrik and I hashed out a reintegration plan for the newly acquired territories, and I spoke with my other new tribal governors about a policy for assessing the damage they’d suffered and what we could ask for in tribute from them. In most cases, I suggested we ask for labor instead of wealth, and a few villages were in dire enough straights that the Blackgorge Tribe would be sending aid and resources to them instead of the other way around. There was also a lot of inter-village and town infrastructure destroyed by all the recent fighting, and rebuilding roads and bridges would boost the economic output of the entire region.

When that was settled, I headed for Blackgorge Valley. There I found the thousand statues sitting and waiting for my return. I followed the line until I encountered the first one I hadn’t seen, then scanned it and all the statues that followed it.

Identify with Universal Analyzer?

Cost to identify 875 statues: 43750

Purchase?

Statues identified.

You have collected all 1000 fragments of the World Titan Fiendbody. The complete World Titan Fiendbody is now available in the Cultivation Chamber.

Remaining points: 6850

With the World Titan Fiendbody under my belt, I headed back to the Blackgorge Tribe to see if my women were still hanging around my hut, which was among the number that had been flattened during the meteor strike.

Sure enough, there they were. They’d already busied themselves with the reconstruction, and based on the size of the pillars Sava was making, she planned for this chief’s hut to be far larger.

“You’re putting the walls all the way out there?” I asked Sava curiously.

Sava waved her hand and shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Theo. This is just going to be the walls for the master bedroom. The outer walls are where Illiel, Korra, and Yorik are working.”

Sava pointed halfway across the settlement, where the three women were drawing a line in the sand and heatedly debating with one another.

“By the heavens!” I choked out. “That’ll leave half the settlement inside the chief’s personal home. You realize we won’t be here that often, right?” I asked Sava. “I still plan to live in the Hearthwood, and I have a promise to live in the capital with Princess Tivana when this mission is over.”

“I think the chief of the Blackgorge Tribe deserves a little room to stretch his legs.” Sava said. “Besides, us matriarchs need places to work as well. And I'll need a spare laboratory if I'm going to be here for any length of time. In fact, I've got a whole list of potions to brew the moment I have a chance.”

In the end, I conceded to my women's wishes. We were building a second palace for me, nearly as big as Castle Mac. I convinced them to not make the foundation quite so wide, but in exchange I spent a few hours digging downward so we could have a few floors underground. Sava liked the idea of our new palace stretching both upwards and downwards, with a large bedroom on every floor, including one right next to her alchemy chamber.

When my women heard Sava was getting an alchemy chamber, Yorik and Assyrus requested a training room. Then Illiel wanted a study, and Eltiana wanted a bathhouse and her own guillotine, of all things.

“You realize this thing won’t even behead an orc, right?” I explained to Eltiana. “The weight of the blade is what brings it down. That won’t generate anywhere near enough force to behead even an orc at the Stone Skin realm.”

“It’s more about the symbol and the imagery, Theo! Mac described the concept to me and I can’t help but imagine our enemies locked in manacles watching a blade dangling over their heads, knowing that at the slightest twitch we could bring it crashing down!” Eltiana giggled to herself.

I sighed. “And the bathhouse?”

“Oh, that’s for sex, Theo. I figured you’d have guessed that.” Eltiana said.

Since I was making custom rooms for everyone else, I asked Korra and Amisra what they wanted as well.

“You want us to live here too?” Korra asked in surprise. “I mean... I understand wanting to recruit Amisra, she’s your type, being an elf and all... but me as well?”

“Yes.” I agreed. “You as well, Korra. Now tell me both what you want. We won’t be here for long, just until the planetary alignment comes. But until then I want everyone to be comfortable.”

Korra asked for a fur-lined box of appropriate size to fit in, and I promised her as many as she wanted. Amisra wanted a guard tower and an interrogation chamber. A heated blush came over her face when she suggested a few of the interrogation implements, and I suggested that I might have to test them out on her to make sure I made them right.

As a true mage of the earth aspect, raising the walls and digging out the ground took hardly any time at all. Instead of raising walls in the traditional manner, I just made rows and rows of Stone Obelisks. Those were both faster to build and enhanced my control over the earth zeal in the area, making further construction a simple task. 

With all the girls working, we had the place livable by nightfall when the rest of the orc settlement was still sleeping on blankets under the open air. I told the girls I was opening up the newly constructed rooms for any members of the tribe who wanted a roof over their heads, and they hesitantly agreed, so long as I made sure to complete a master bedroom for us to keep to ourselves.

“What do you say we break in the new master bedroom?” Sava said coyly as we finished supper. “It’s the most finished room in the palace for a reason.”

“Aww.” Eltiana pouted. “I wanted to test out my guillotine.”

“I suppose I owe the rest of you girls since I spent last time exclusively with Yorik.” I laughed. “I’m sure every one of you could use the vitality boost to keep you progressing through the true mage ranks. Speaking of, how are you all doing on that front? I ran the scanner over every one of them. I’d been focused on my training, but I’d noticed the girls had never slacked on their own progression.

Eltiana Violet (Early True Mage, level 21)

Eltiana perked up. “I broke through the first layer of true mage by cultivating that stuff you got poisoned with! That was great stuff, Theo! If you ever get hurt like that again, I might break through to mid true mage!”

Assyrus Waterbeetle (Early True Mage, level 20)

“I admit I could use the vitality.” Assyrus said. “I’ve been focusing on learning a few new spells.”

Yorik Blackgorge (Bronze Bone, level 26), (Mid Mage Acolyte, level 16)

“Still working on mind magic.” Yorik shrugged. Even with as many zeal crystals and pills as she could use and a body tough enough to explode them inside her without a hint of caution, Yorik was having trouble wrapping her head around elvish cultivation. I’d worried she was taking things too slow, but Sava told me Yorik was making progress much faster than anyone expected considering she knew so little about elvish cultivation recently. Thanks to the Cultivation Chamber, I’d simply set too high a standard and made her look slow in comparison.

Sava Greenstem (Mid True mage, level 26)

“Baroness Jynna gave me a few tips on using space-aspect zeal when she saw me flash through space. Apparently I was hit with just enough of Dean the Destroyer’s leftover space zeal while advancing to mage acolyte that I might pick up a few of the Deanian Royal Family’s tricks.”

Nela Songstone (Early True mage, level 23)

“I’ve almost broken through to mid true mage.” Nela shrugged. “Like Assyrus, I’ve been focusing on picking up new spells recently.”

Illiel Frostweaver (Early True Mage, level 22)

“I spent a bit of time trying to cultivate my frost spellheart again.” Illiel said. “I’ll get it to mage acolyte eventually. Until then, I’ve been trying to develop more offensive abilities. I’m afraid I have been little use in a fight, even after reaching true mage. I haven’t figured out what my aura fragment from Archreaver Tim does, either.”

“I'll need your help reaching true mage with my own mind magic sooner or later." I said to Illiel.

Illiel promised she'd help me in whatever way she could, though both of us knew I had a lot on my plate with both orcish body cultivation and my own unruly aura. Besides, I had a new body art I was dying to learn.

“What about you two?” I turned to Korra and Amisra.

Korra, previously of the Burning Heavens Guild (Cultivation System not yet unlocked, level 19)

“I’m still only about as strong as a mage acolyte.” Korra blushed. “I’ve been trying to pick up a spellheart of my own through. I’ve got a wind-aspect one, but I haven’t cultivated it very far yet.”

“Don’t be afraid to ask for a spellheart enhancement from Sava.” I suggested. “You’ll be more useful to me that way. Also, you’ll have to explain your people’s magic to me sometime.”

Korra promised to do just that, and so I turned to Amisra and asked her how her cultivation was doing.

Amisra Copperguard (Late Wizard, level 39)

Amisra blushed. “I’ve been stuck at the peak of the wizard ranks for years.” she said. “I just can’t break through to the sorcerer realm. Even if I’d used the vitality you gave me for myself instead of putting it towards an egg, it would have gone to waste.”

I rubbed the back of Amisra’s neck a bit more possessively than a friend would. “You’ll get there someday, I’m certain of it. Until then, I’ll have a nice new egg from you. I can hardly wait to meet her.”

The thought of Amisra’s egg growing inside her reminded me of the ones I already had. Princess Tivana told me the batch I had in the palace had hatched into wisps and were breathing in the capital's air as they matured. Once they manifested, I’d have twelve new children steeped in the lore and intrigue of the capital, already well-learned in skills the Hearthwood would need. For all I knew, they’d already manifested and were missing their parents dearly.

“That reminds me.” I said, rounding on the Hearthwood’s matriarchs. “Didn’t I plant a third clutch of eggs in you all?”

I remember that shortly after our arrival to the capital, I’d figured out how to extract an elf’s unlaid eggs once they were developed. The process was intimate, and incredibly pleasurable for the elf, though embarrassing for them with how helpless it left them.

“Uh...” Sava blushed. “They’re still... baking in the oven, so to speak.”

I narrowed my eyes as my women turned away from me, refusing to meet my eyes. “I don’t think so. The time should be right about now. You girls aren’t holding out on me, are you? The Hearthwood head family needs its next generation.”

Out of all the girls, Assyrus was the first to break. “I admit it, Theo! I’ve got two eggs I’ve been hanging on to until we made it back to the Hearthwood.” She bowed her head.

I pulled Assyrus into my arms. “That’s more like it, Assyrus! But truth be told, I’d like to have some children with a good understanding of the orcs as well. Plenty of orcs died here, so there should be no shortage of memories to grab. The fact that orcs disperse slower than elves should mean there’ll be plenty for our children to grow big, healthy and smart in no time at all. I think a batch here on the World of Struggle and Strife will do well.”

“Aren’t you afraid the orcs will try to...” Amisra touched her fingers together, looking more like a shy schoolgirl than a powerful wizard and commander of the royal guard, “...you know... make them into thralls?”

My expression darkened and I let out a brief chuckle. “Ha! If any man wants to touch one of my daughters, he’ll need more than an army of a hundred thousand men to do it." I jerked my thumb back to the pile of corpses outside the Blackgorge Tribe's gates.

Minutes later I had Assyrus spread atop my workbench, designed and cushioned for this purpose. It was inclined at the front, so the work area behind her was at waist height for me. There was a pillow for Assyrus to shove her face against at one end, and her arms and legs were close enough to the edge of the workspace that my assistants could hold her still. I stripped her clothes off her and had the girls hold Assyrus’ limbs down.

“Is he really going to take her egg out?” Amisra whispered, flush filling her cheeks. “I’ve never laid an egg before but...”

“Sometimes you elves need a little help.” I said as I squeezed the cheeks of Assyrus’ butt. “I had a problem with my matriarchs here treating my children a little too carelessly when they laid their first batch. So now I’m taking charge of their eggs. After all, I can’t grow the Hearthwood Clan into something mighty and powerful with only twelve descendants. Thirteen if you count Segolas.”

I felt around Assyrus’ abdomen, finding the little hard bump I knew to indicate the presence of an egg. There were two of them in there, and I touched each one, keeping careful track of their size and location.

“Forceps?” I requested, as that seemed like the right thing to ask for at the moment.

Nobody had any forceps on them, and frankly, I wasn’t even sure I needed them.

Eventually, Illiel handed me an ironwood tool that seemed like it would hold Assyrus open for me. “I think this is what you wanted.”

I thanked Illiel and used the tool on Assyrus. I used them to open Assyrus’ lower lips so I could look inside her, but ended up abandoning them in favor of using my fingers, which were a far more familiar tool for this task. I caught only a tiny bit of shell, but that was enough of a view for me to use mage sight and examine the eggs for a healthy measure of zeal flow inside them.

“Two healthy eggs.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “You’ve done well, Assyrus.” I rubbed her rear fondly. “Now for my favorite part, the extraction process!”

“Uh... you’re welcome?” Assyrus said awkwardly. “Wait, we’re starting now? I’m not... muummffff...”

Assyrus’ voice deteriorated into muffled moans as I rubbed and pressed in just the right spot to encourage her eggs to dislodge. Laying an egg was an erotic and pleasurable process for an elf. It was so pleasurable that doing it left the elf virtually helpless for a long while afterwards, which was one reason elves went off to a private place to lay their eggs.

Of course, the safest place for any of my women to be helpless was right by my side and with each other. So for their own good they’d have to overcome their embarrassment and lay their eggs when and where I decided.

“Hello? Assyrus?” Eltiana poked her friend in the nose. Assyrus lay on the bed, tongue hanging out as she lay limp. “Anybody home?” Eltiana poked Assyrus again.

“Shh. I’m almost done.” I hushed as I continued pushing and prodding Assyrus in just the right places. I was getting a feel for this now and could judge how well I was doing by looking at Assyrus’ dazed face.

My patient’s legs trembled and her body twitched as the erotic sensations filled her from head to toe.

Yorik responded by gripping Assyrus’ arm and leg on her side and grabbing her before pushing both limbs in the bed and trapping them.

On Assyrus’ other side, Korra did the same with Assyrus’ two remaining limbs and pushed aside the elves who’d been half-heartedly doing the task before.

“Ha! Let’s line up the rest of these elves, Yorik! This seems like fun.” Korra giggled.

The pair of non-elven women seemed to take great pleasure in holding Assyrus down and seemed eager to do the same with the rest of my women. The rest of the elves looked at the two of them nervously, knowing their time would come before the night was through.

With surprising ease, two little eggs the size of a chicken’s popped out of Assyrus’ body and fell into my waiting hand. They were the same shade of blue as Assyrus’ hair, and I caressed them gently, inspecting them for any sign of ill health.

Both eggs were rounded and perfectly formed, without a blemish across their entire surface. I kept them warm in my hands as I had Illiel scribble Assyrus’ name and the day’s date on a slip of paper.

I produced a cushioned box from my Dimensional Storage built for this purpose and stuck both eggs inside it. The box was lined with enchantments, both for defense and to maintain a perfect level of warmth and humidity in them. Elven eggs were surprisingly durable and would hatch just fine in all but the most extreme conditions, but I built this box to for optimal hatching frequency and speed.

Satisfied that the eggs were healthy, and I’d extracted all Assyrus had to offer, I picked my Waterbeetle matriarch off my worktable and placed her between a set of bed sheets, already warm and waiting for her. I tucked her between the sheets and gave her a kiss on the cheek before pulling the covers over her and wishing her happy dreams.

I turned towards Yorik and Korra, who’d become my most enthusiastic assistants. “Alright, prep the next one for me!”

Of my women, Illiel was the least able to resist the cajoling of her peers, and she soon found herself stripped by her fellow matriarchs and laying across my workbench.

It took a bit more coaxing to get her to squeeze her eggs out, as she was especially shy. I spent more time rubbing her head and putting her at ease than I did extracting her eggs, but when she was calm enough, I slipped my hand inside, and encouraged her eggs to come out. Two plump and healthy eggs rolled into my palm. Yorik and Korra cheered as they happily hauled away another helpless elf and tucked her in beside Assyrus before grabbing Eltiana before she could get away.

Yorik was too slow to catch the little purple-haired elf ninja, but not Korra. Soon they were stripping my ninja’s clothes off bit by bit.

“How many daggers do you keep stashed away in here?” Korra said as she tipped Eltiana’s shirt upside down, only for a pile of thrown projectiles to cascade out onto the floor.

“A significant number.” Eltiana refused to give us anything more specific than that. Upon examining her clothes, I found several pockets were actually bags of holding, so I told Korra to give up counting because she’d be at it all night, knowing Eltiana.

“Fine.” Korra grumbled. “I can’t figure out how to get this thing back into her pockets though.” Korra held up a ring of sharpened iron with a gloved hand. The ring was as wide around as her head and was sharp on all sides. I knew that without testing the edge, because that ring was something I made myself to be used for my Sword Storm spell.

“Hey!” I accused. “That thing’s mine. How’d it end up in your pocket, Eltiana?”

A very guilty expression ran across Eltiana’s face as she refused to meet my eyes. I sighed, pocketed the iron ring-shaped blade, then had Yorik and Korra strap Eltiana down on the table.

After extracting Eltiana’s eggs and stowing away what would likely become Argona’s three younger sisters, I made a point of ruthlessly tickling her while she was helpless, dazed, and pinned down to my table. In her dazed, mind-addled state she could do nothing to resist but giggle in confusion and twitch. Satisfied that I’d gotten revenge for my stolen blade, I tucked her into bed alongside Assyrus and Illiel.

Sava and Nela were both edging backwards, as both knew one of them would be next. Yorik and Korra snatched out at random and found they’d grabbed ahold of Nela as Sava shifted through space to appear on the other side of the room. Yorik and Korra happily tore Nela’s clothes off and propped her up for me. I was getting the swing of things and stuck my hands between Nela’ legs and rummaged around inside her until I felt the bit of hard shell I was looking for.

“Ah, I see you didn’t skimp out on me this time, Nela.” I said as I felt three eggs inside her. “Before I got only one out of you.”

Nela was already turning into an incoherent mess, and my stimulation only encouraged that. Soon she was a mumbling, trembling puddle as I worked at her abdominal area and extracted more future leaders of the Hearthwood Clan.

When I tucked Nela under the covers, Yorik and Korra already had their arms around Sava’s wrists.

“I hope you weren’t trying to run on us, Sava?” I laughed, then jerked my head up on the table. “Go ahead now. Your turn has come.”

Sava hung her head in resignation as Yorik and Korra pinned her down. She bit her lip, glancing at Yorik in particular as she did so. Eventually, they had her stripped and on the table just like the others. Of all my women, I knew Sava’s body best of all. Thanks to my detailed knowledge, stimulating her in just the right ways to pop an egg out was as easy as working with a favorite tool. I pressed and prodded and before I knew it I had an emerald green egg in the palm of my hand.

“You doing alright there, Sava?” I asked as I finished up.

“Ba... baaaffff...” Sava blubbered through half-lidded eyes. She had a dopey grin on her face and she seemed to lose energy by the second. I put the two eggs she’d laid away and tucked her into my arms and carried her to the bed, tucking her between the sheets just as she fell asleep.

“So...” Amisra began. I noticed she had a nervous red blush on her face and she shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “...will my egg be laid the same way?”

“Certainly so!” I grinned. “I wouldn’t want to see one of my future kids just laying about in the open. What if somebody stole the egg? Or cast a spell on it or something? I want to take the egg fresh from the source so I can tuck it away in my special little stash.” I gave the box next to me a fond pat.

The four of us who were still awake tided up before slipping into bed with my sleeping women. Korra offered a repeat of her previous efforts to stimulate me with her hand and mouth, while Amisra and Yorik assisted her. I accepted, and after we meditated and cultivated for a while longer, while most of my women slept. I didn’t need much sleep these days and an hour or two every couple of days was plenty, so I spent most of my time cultivating and working on my various projects.

One such project was the ongoing rebuilding of the palace that was fulfilling the role of my old chief’s hut. Part of doing that meant cleaning up the remains of my old hut so I could continue to build over its ruins.

After cultivating enough that I wanted to give the energy time to settle before pushing for more, I spent an hour or two cleaning up scraps.

Once again, I used my Dimensional Storage to sort debris from valuables. Broken chairs from whole ones. Bed sheets from tattered fabric. Candles from smashed clumps of wax. The Dimensional Storage identified and sorted everything I put into it, though a fair bit of that feature was thanks to Mac.

Most of the trash went into an enormous bonfire I had outside, billowing smoke as I burned off the debris. There were similar fires all over the Blackgorge settlement as orcs cleaned up their own residences. Slowly but surely, we cleaned up the wreckage from the meteor strike.

The entire process was all quite routine, interspersed with the occasional interesting find like a box of gold coins or a few battered old weapons. There was even a book on orcish enchantment that I was happy to tuck away. I hadn’t pictured the old Chief Blackgorge as the type to devote time to such crafts, but perhaps he’d inherited it from Yorik’s father.

Then I ran into the Wargod’s Token. I must have swept it up with the broken remains of my table. Knowing it was valuable, I saved it from the fire and was about to tuck it into my pocket when I realized something was different about it.

The Wargod’s token was glowing.

I shot it a second glance once I realized that fact. I tapped my finger against the surface of the token, looking for any sight of a light potion drizzled over the surface.

Dry to the touch.

I looked at the token again through mage sight. At first there seemed to be nothing strange about it at all, but after squinting and staring at it with all my might I just barely caught a glimpse of something happening within the coin.

I checked it for spells or enchantments, but whatever was there was on a level of power far beyond my own.

There was no denying it. The Wargod’s Token had activated.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










I EXAMINED THE Wargod’s Token, wondering if my eyes were deceiving me. After coming to terms with the fact that they were not, I knew I had to get Meldrik.

Fortunately, Meldrik had been as sleepless as I’d been that night. He was busy surveying the remains of his own home and had even gotten around to restacking a few stones. He wasn’t anywhere near as far along as my new palace was, but with his superhuman strength he already had a sturdy wall constructed.

“Ah, Chief Theo! Here to lend an old orc a hand?” Meldrik asked as he gestured to the wall. The stones of his new house were loosely stacked upon one another, as were most of the orc homes at this point. Every few so often, one of the earth aspect elves came along and blended the stones together. Constructing the wall outside the settlement had followed the same method, so I wasn’t surprised to see the orcs using the same technique for their own homes.

I waved a hand and cemented the stones together far faster than one of the elven heartwielders could have as I fetched the Wargod’s Token from around my neck. As my spell finished working, I held the Wargod’s Token up and Meldrik examined it, eyes going wide as he realized it was glowing.

“The Wargod’s Token has been activated!” Meldrik shouted. “You activated it!? How?”

“I didn’t.” I said. “I just found it in the rubble after the battle and it was already activated.”

Meldrik considered that, stroking his long beard as he held the token in his hand. “Then perhaps we were wrong about the token this whole time. We weren’t meant to use it to contact the Wargod. He made it so he could contact us.”

“You’ll be able to make a better guess than I could at what that means for us.” I said, waiting for Meldrik to explain.

“It means you need to go to him, with all haste. Wargod Grognak is not one to be kept waiting.”

“I’ll get my women.” I said. “We’ll leave at first light.”

“No!” Meldrik warned. “You’ll be heading into the oldest lands of the orcs. The body cultivators who dwell there are both ancient and powerful, on top of being some of the firmest adherents to the Book of the True Man. Your elves are safe enough here, but if they were to head to our holiest site, they might prove either offensive or overly tempting to the orcs who dwell there. Besides that, the temple guards encourage those who gain an audience with the Wargod to take it alone. The Wargod prefers a more personal experience with those who are granted the opportunity to speak with him.”

I nodded. From the rumors I’d heard, this Wargod was both incredibly powerful and a ruthless defender of orc-kind. “My women won’t be happy.” I said. “But then again, they wouldn’t be happy that I’m about to meet with someone as strong as this Wargod Grognak is supposed to be. It’s tough having them fret over me all the time.”

“Forgive me if I don’t weep over your troubles, chief.” Meldrik said dryly.

Meldrik and I shared a hearty laugh. If only he knew the burdens I had to bear to keep so many women happy.

“They can all handle themselves.” I said. “But please look out for them. And keep knowledge of their existence within the tribe until I return.”

“Understood.” Meldrik nodded. “The planetary convergence will be upon us soon, so I imagine they won’t need to stick around here much longer. They'll be off before the rest of us if that box you’ve got floating in space can bridge the teleportation network between worlds."

“Hopefully, I’ll be back by then. If not, that will be something for my women to investigate on their own.”

Confident my women would be safe until my return, I decided to head off and accept Wargod Grognak’s invitation immediately. Meldrik gave me a long series of teleportation coordinates which would allow me to jump from major city to major city many times in quick succession. The teleports would take me nearly halfway across the planet to the Wargod’s temple and allow me to present myself before the Wargod himself in as little as a day’s travel. Teleportation was certainly a convenient, if expensive, way to travel.

I dialed in the first set of coordinates at the teleportation array and found myself in a small, unremarkable outpost. The terrain had changed from desert to mountains, and the teleportation array I appeared in was little more than a nook carved into a cave. My sudden appearance startled a large bear-like creature, but it scampered off as soon as I struck it with a punch.

Not wanting to waste too much time, I headed back to the teleportation array, dialed in the next set of coordinates, and set new zeal crystals into the array. I was gone in another flash of light and reappeared in a small orc down. Like back in Deania, there was a guard standing by the teleportation array. He was at the Bronze realm, just a little weaker than I was.

“Get travelers often?” I asked the orc.

“Every couple of days.” The orc said. “Usually orcs though. Excuse my poor manners, but what race are you?”

“Human.” I replied. “Ever get any of my kind around here?”

The orc considered that for a moment, but shrugged. “Never heard of your kind before, so I wouldn’t know.”

This time, I ended up paying a toll for passage before heading off to my next set of coordinates. The orc guard took most of the zeal crystals I paid him with and used them to activate the teleportation array on my behalf. When I reappeared, I was at the top of a tall tower overlooking an orc city.

“Nice view, isn’t it?” The guard in this new location said. “Look over there too. Some dwarves came along and built that contraption.” He pointed to an extensive set of tracks clearly meant for a locomotive. As I watched, a large train laden with goods rolled by.

“They built a working train?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

The guard shrugged. “Seems like a lot of work when you can just shove a bunch of stuff in a bag of holding and have somebody teleport or ferry it over on flying sword, but the Stone realm orcs seem to enjoy it.”

I exchanged a few more pleasantries with the orc before paying my toll and heading on my way again.

I had a few more stops to make, and they went much the same. I noticed a steady trend with the cities getting larger and more sophisticated with each stop. It wasn’t long before I ran into a city the size of the Capital of Deania, and soon after that I was finding cities with populations I estimated to be in the millions.

Towering buildings stretched as far as the eye could see. Airships filled the skies, and I saw billboards around the city. Many depicted elves advertising axes or holding tankards of ale, challenging any orc to prove their manhood by buying one product or another. Apartment complexes rose to my right and left, filled with well-dressed orcs going about their business. A few of the taller buildings were made of glass, and I could just barely make out orcs hunched over enchantment boxes while tucked away in their own little cubicles.

My final stop was the largest city to date, and it sprawled endlessly into the distance. Towers rose into the sky and pierced the clouds, reminding me of a city from the earth I’d left. This city wasn’t as technologically advanced, but it also made no effort to conceal its magical nature, and wondrous marvels of enchantment and spellcraft were every bit as common as the markings of bustling commerce. There was everything I’d seen in the previous cities, only more of them, larger and better. Beyond that, many of the buildings carried an air of age and prestige, like they’d been constructed hundreds of years ago but stood strong despite passage of time. When I realized Meldrik had no further coordinates for me, I realized this was my destination and left the teleportation array.

“Where can I find the Wargod?” I asked a Stone Skin orc milling around just outside the teleportation array. He looked me up and down but made no comment on the fact that I wasn’t an orc. Glancing around the city, I spotted a few non orcish species on sight, so I suspected orcs had more visitors from other worlds than elves did, especially here in what appeared to be the capital of their entire world.

“Ten bonechits.” The orc asked.

I didn’t know what a bonechit was, but I talked the orc into accepting gold. He didn’t like Macmarks with my face on them, but he was keen to accept a few Queensmarks from Deania. I left him happily staring at the elvish faces imprinted upon them, caressing the cheeks of the elf they depicted with an infatuated flush in his cheeks.

At the end of the transaction I felt I overpaid, because all my guide did was point at the most memorable structure in the city, a massive statue of an orc.

It was so massive that it towered over the sprawling metropolis like a giant reaching into space. The pedestal upon which it stood was a building on its own and towered fifty stories tall. The statue apparently depicted the Wargod himself, and it was the shrine before which all those invited to meet with the Wargod would present themselves.

It struck me as a little vain to build a giant statue of yourself above your home. There were statues of me in the Hearthwood, but I’d commissioned none of them. But perhaps it had been the same for this Wargod Grognak. Maybe the world grew around him and worshiped him for his deeds, like how the elves back in Deania worshiped Sam and Dean. And how some in the Hearthwood were starting to worship me. The thought that someday the Hearthwood might come to resemble this teeming metropolis was strange.

I made my way to what the locals called the Wargod’s temple. I thought explaining my presence at this sacred place for orcs would be difficult, but upon my arrival I merely displayed the glowing Wargod’s token and the way was promptly cleared.

“Theo, Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe.” A guard at the gates to the temple announced. His body rippled with muscle and his physique made him look like a looming titan. He towered twice as tall as an ordinary orc, which struck me as a conscious choice based on the way he carried himself.

The other orc was normal sized and much leaner, but his cold gaze gave me the same feeling as the giant who’d just spoken to me.

Temple Guard (Gold Skin, level 40)

Both these guards had reached the gold realm, and would be powerful enough to flatten the Blackgorge Tribe. I straightened my back and donned my charming diplomat hat. 

“I am Theo. Judging by this token, I suspect the Wargod would like to meet with me.” I held up the glowing token once again.

The pair of guards gave me hard, steely eyed stares.

“We’ve been expecting you for some time now.” the large guard said. “Any longer and we might have gone to get you ourselves.”

“My apologies if I’ve kept the Wargod waiting. The Blackgorge Tribe is quite far from here and I left as soon as I was able. Our teleportation array can only reach so far.”

“Yes, we’ve heard of the Blackgorge Tribe’s recent... troubles.” The smaller guard said. “Along with the trouble you’ve personally caused.”

I thought back to my recent meteor strike. “I’m surprised you heard about that little skirmish we had all the way over here.”

The large guard snorted. “We’re not elves, blind to the workings of the worlds beyond our own. We have eyes to the sky, constantly watching for attacks or invasions. You are fortunate that the dragons destroyed most of our automated defensive wards.”

The pair of guards would say nothing more to me about the purpose of my visit, but they opened the doors and let me into the chamber they were guarding. I followed close behind.

The area beneath the statue was mostly one large sprawling hall, far larger than the Deanian Royal Palace. There was a gap in the ceiling in the center of the room so I could catch a glimpse at the huge stone figure standing above the structure. More massive statues lined the room, all of the same orc. Though not as large as the one above, the features matched those of the giant statue above the building, so I knew these were depictions of the Wargod as well.

The Wargod was no ordinary man. The orcs had such worship and respect for him one would think he was a divine being. Perhaps he was, considering the power he was rumored to have. By now, I’d heard whispered legends of the Wargod’s deeds, many of which were inscribed in the Book of the True Man. Some orcs even believed that the Wargod had achieved the peak of what it meant to be a True Man, and that mimicking him would pave the way for their own journey to perfect manhood.

I had done my best to judge the Wargod’s character based on these stories. I expected to meet with a man of many accomplishments, justly proud for his years of tireless toil and stanch defense of the orcish people. Without him, this world would have fallen long ago. From dragons, to trolls, to alien raiders, all of them were kept at bay only by the Wargod’s personal power. Many believed that he alone was the pillar that held the up the current height of orcish civilization and achievements.

“Stand tall.” The large guard warned me. “The Wargod has graced you with an audience. Do not insult him by showing weakness.”

I squashed the smile and friendly demeanor I’d adopted as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. Right now, I was the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe. That meant square shoulders and a stern expression, paired with steely eyes ready for battle at a moment’s notice.

The guard nodded, and for a moment his scornful look eased slightly in approval. He opened the door and he and his partner led me into the chamber beyond to meet Wargod Grognak.

Before entering, I’d expected something akin to a throne room. Instead, I found myself in a long hall decorated only by statues. There were four main pedestals, each with lesser figures surrounding one powerfully built orc man.

“The Wargod is dealing with a minor invasion on one of our colony worlds.” The small guard explained. “He will greet you when he is able to spare the attention. We will await his arrival here. Use this time to prepare yourself to meet him.”

“Are we talking minutes, hours, or days?” I asked the small guard.

He merely snorted in reply and ignored me, so I took that to mean he didn’t know himself.

I took the time to examine the four sets of statues around the chamber.

Over in the far back corner of the room was the first of the four sets of statues with a painted backdrop behind each. On this display, the broken bodies of orcs and monsters alike lay strewn about upon the pedestal. Both still had fearsome scowls on their faces, and the stone was so lifelike that the blood leaking from their corpses looked like it would spill over the platform at any moment.

The set had only one living thing upon it. The orc who was depicted in all the statues. He could be none other than the Wargod himself, though this image of him looked younger and more battle-worn than the others, as though these were the last foes to present a true challenge to him. Grognak himself ignored the bodies around him as their lives faded away. Instead, he gave all of his attention to an open book in his hands, reveling in the words written there. I read the inscription beneath the statues.

Wargod Grognak unites the feuding tribes and spreads the Book of the True Man to all orc-kind.

The next set of statues depicted the Wargod planting a banner in a world painted far greener and lusher than anything I’d seen on the World of Struggle and Strife. He surveyed the land with the eyes of a conqueror, claiming everything before him by right of indomitable power.

Wargod Grognak establishes the first off-world orcish colony in living memory.

The third set of statues were raunchier than I would have expected from a holy site, but considering what the Book of the True Man was about, I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised to find a shrine honoring the Wargod’s sexual conquests with just as much praise as his other victories.

In these statues, the Wargod stood bare-chested before a cluster of six women who must have been dryads. The dryads looked much like elves in form, though the clothes they wore were made entirely of green leaves and living flowers. They knelt at the Wargod’s feet, tilting their heads to the ground in quiet submission to the orc who stood over them. Their eyes were full of adoration, and each had eager and begging looks of anticipation on their faces. I read the words beneath the pedestal.

Wargod Grognak tames the feral dryads and earns the name ‘Treegirth’.

The forth and final set of statues were the most intriguing to me. In it, Wargod Grognak had an air of wisdom about him unlike the others. This was the most lonely of the statues, containing only Grognak, the painted forest background behind him, and a small stone sphere enchanted to glow like an elven wisp.

Wargod Grognak obtains the first elven wisp and sets it free on a wild world.

Looking at it now, I realized the forest behind Grognak had trees that looked just like the ones we had in the Hearthwood. I was just considering the significance of this when my reverie was disturbed by the pounding of a spear against the floor.

“Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe!” The larger of the two Gold skin orc guards bellowed. “You have been granted the honor of an audience with the Wargod! Rejoice, for this privilege shall outlast your life and bring honor to your tribe long after your death.”

I took that to mean the Wargod was about to arrive, and I hastily made my way to the center of the chamber.

“Still your heart!” The smaller of the two Gold skin orcs put his hand on my shoulder. “Fall to your knees in veneration! Prepare yourself for the Wargod’s wisdom and the glory of his presence!”

The two Gold skin orcs fell to their knees, but I remained standing as I glanced around. There was no one here.

But then, a voice suddenly echoed throughout the chamber. “So, you are the new chief of The Blackgorge tribe.” The voice was filled with a powerful presence, as though the weight of a mountain hung behind every word. I could imagine that same voice leading a charge into battle, or commanding the destruction of a city.

“I am.” I confirmed. The two Gold skin orcs glared at me as they knelt on the floor, as though appalled that I’d spoken before being granted permission.

“You’re looking pale, Chief Blackgorge. Not nearly green enough. Perhaps you should eat more vegetables.” The Wargod said.

I burst out laughing, and some of the tension flowed out of me at the Wargod’s joke. Perhaps he wouldn’t be as uptight as I feared.

“Your supreme exalted divinity.” The smaller of the Gold skin orcs stood from his kneeling position, only to fall immediately into a deep bow. “This lowly supplicant that has presented himself before your everlasting glory is not an orc. This sickly complexion is his species’ normal coloration.”

“...Yes, thank you, guard.” The Wargod said as his joke flew completely over his guard’s head.

The small guard fell back to his knees, face full of joy at hearing Wargod Grognak address him directly.

An awkward silence followed, and I continued to look around the room for the source of the voice.

“It’s an honor and a pleasure to meet you, Wargod. I have your token.” I said as I retrieved the glowing coin and held it up in the air.

As I held the token, the light inside it winked out as though it had never lit in the first place.

“Keep it.” The Wargod said.

I shrugged and tucked the unlit token into my pocket.

The small Gold skin orc lifted his head in shock and surprise. “The Wargod grants you the honor of ten lifetimes! No, a hundred lifetimes! Quickly, kneel now and show him your gratitude! Prostrate yourself and--“

“Guards.” The Wargod interrupted. “Leave us.”

“...As you wish, honored Wargod.” The small Gold skin orc guard said as he bowed to the empty hall and scurried out the door with his partner in tow.

“Forgive me. They can be quite a handful from time to time.” The Wargod said, and this time his voice no longer echoed through the chamber. Instead, it came from right behind me.

I turned, and it was like one of the statues had come to life. The very orc they depicted stood behind me, in the flesh.

“I should be the one thanking you.” I said. This Wargod struck me as far warmer than I would have expected from someone with his reputation. I looked down and noticed he held his hand out.

“Unless someone has been playing a bad joke on me all these years, this is a customary human greeting.” The Wargod said as he offered his hand.

And so I shook the hand of the most powerful man I’d ever met. His grip was firm, but not uncomfortably so. From the stories, he could turn coal into diamonds merely by squeezing his hands, so I was glad he knew just how much strength to put in a handshake to avoid breaking my wrist. In fact, his handshake seemed perfectly calibrated for someone at my exact level of body cultivation.

“Most of my visitors are a little more startled when I suddenly appear behind them like that.” The Wargod said.

“I have a... friend who often does the same thing.” It had been one of Tivana’s bad habits.

This seemed like the appropriate time for small talk, so I nodded in the direction of the most interesting set of statues. The one where Wargod Grognak released the elven wisp.

“I heard you were the one who brought the elves to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. I should thank you for that, as I’m sure every elf would if they knew.”

Wargod Grognak waved off my praise. “That was nothing more than a passing whim. I saw a neutral world controlled by no one, filled with strange monsters and protected by ancient magic. I simply thought it would be nice for it to have something beautiful. Truth be told, I feel a bit bad for leaving them there. The ones we bring to this world or our colonies live better lives." He let out a long sigh. "But I suppose it's too late to change things now. My people have grown used to their pilgrimages. It’s hard to believe it has been thousands of years already."

The Wargod’s eyes shone with an ancient light, and for an instant he appeared far older than his young and handsome face suggested. But the moment passed and the thoughtful look was replaced by a shrug and a wry grin.

I wasn’t sure I entirely agreed with the Wargod about elves being better off living among orcs than being independent, but I wasn’t about to contradict the Wargod. Instead, I had another question.

“Ancient magic?” I asked curiously. “I saw no such things when I left that world to come to this one.”

“You wouldn’t have.” Grognak waved his hand. “The world-makers were quite clever and had their creations build defenses outside of space and time. But rest assured the World of Sanctuary and Serenity is protected. It has to be with how often our neighbors seem to take joy throwing things at me. For the past hundred years, I’ve had to spend nearly every month playing catch with a troll a few worlds over. He keeps trying to smash my world to bits with a couple of small moons.”

“The world of elves would be destroyed in an instant if something the size of a moon hit it.” I said as I glanced at the sky nervously. They reminded me of my own asteroid-based attack. Scaled up a little that kind of attack could easily shatter a planet into oblivion.

“You’d think so, but every time a rock floats close enough, it just disappears.” Wargod Grognak explained. “Neutral worlds are mysterious like that.”

“If the elven world is neutral, I take it that this one is not?”

Wargod Grognak shrugged. “There are factions all throughout the Ten Thousand Worlds. Alliances are made and broken with every rotation. By virtue of their world’s protection, the elves do not need knowledge of such things. But I know you aren’t here to learn the secrets of our universe from me. You’re here because I owe the Blackgorge Tribe a favor.”

I straightened. “Yes, I’d heard that was what your token represented. Truthfully, I likely wouldn’t have considered becoming the Chieftain of the Blackgorge Tribe if not for that fact. The orcs on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity are preparing a massive invasion of the country known as Deania. The situation is precarious as it is, and an invasion from the orcs would mean Deania would be facing attacks on all almost all sides.”

Wargod Grognak nodded thoughtfully. “And I suppose you want me to stop it?”

“That is how I wish to make use of this favor, yes.” I said. “Princess Tivana is counting on me.”

The Wargod sadly shook his head. “I could, but I won’t. I heard the prayers of your last chief, begging for me to heal him so he could make another attempt at the Silver realm. I could have done that, but I did not. Do you know why?”

I hid my disappointment, but I sensed the discussion was not yet over, so I waited.

“Because I owe my favor to the Blackgorge Tribe, not its chief alone. Helping one orc reach the Silver realm would be a poor use of my favor. Saving one elvish nation would help your needs, but not those of the Blackgorge Tribe.” The Wargod explained.

“The Blackgorge Tribe would have been wiped out not long after I arrived had I not intervened.” I protested. “You could have stepped in before that.”

“But then you would not be here, and that would be a tragic loss to our cause.” Wargod Grognak said cryptically.

“I’m getting the feeling you have something to tell me.” I perked up in interest.

“Take your clan of elves and move them to the Blackgorge Tribe.” The Wargod suggested. “I’m not precisely sure what you can do, but I know you can bring great benefits to your friends. I would like to have such boons for my people. With everyone you care about safely on this world, you won’t have to worry about what happens on the other one. Trust me, it would be for the best that you moved everything here.”

“You seem to know much about me, Wargod.” I said cautiously.

Wargod Grognak laughed. “I haven’t been spying on you, if that’s what you’re afraid of. But I’ve met humans before, and they always bring great change with them. Some good, some bad, but always change. You seem like one of the more stable types though, so I’d like to hope for the best.”

“I’m thrilled to hear you hold me in such esteem, Wargod.” I said. “I would be honored to be called a friend of orc-kind. Regrettably, I cannot relocate my clan of elves. It isn’t a matter of wanting to or not wanting to, it simply cannot be done.”

It might have been possible to move The Wanderer, but doing so meant slinging it over my back and hauling it some place new. Moving to a new planet would be troublesome, to say the least. I doubted my women would be very happy with me if I made that decision, and I’d prefer to upset the Wargod than make all of them cross with me.

I braced myself for the Wargod’s anger, but he took my refusal good naturedly. “Ah, it’s one of those kinds of powers then. Interesting. I won’t stop my people’s pilgrimage while getting so little in return, I will lend you a hand at solving this problem for yourself.”

“How?” I asked eagerly. “A secret weapon? A technique? Is there someone I can speak to?”

“Ha! Ordinarily I’d give you your choice of body cultivation arts from my hall as a token of friendship. But I sense in you a greater power than I have the ability to bestow. You gained enlightenment of these old statues the Blackgorge Tribe’s been collecting. Tell me, how many spilled their secrets to you?”

“A handful.” I shrugged. Truthfully, I’d gained access to all one thousand of them. I simply hadn’t applied that knowledge yet. But I wasn’t about to admit that if I didn’t have to.

Wargod Grognak nodded in approval. “Good. With a hundred and twenty eight particles making up your Blackgorge Fiendbody, you should have no trouble reaching the Diamond realm in another thousand years. By that time we’ll have the chance to speak again. Until then, let me give you my hint!”

Wargod Grognak drew himself to his full height, and an air of gravitas seemed to cloak his previously casual demeanor. “The Patriarch of the Hearthwood cannot save Deania. But the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe can.”

I pondered those words a moment. Did he mean I’d need to think like an orc again? Or perhaps he was referring to some role or bureaucratic process?

“Pardon me, Wargod, but I must ask for a little further aid in parsing your wisdom. How can the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe save Deania?” I asked. “A small explanation is all that I ask.”

Wargod Grognak looked at me, scratched his chin, and then pointed towards the center of the large hall. There was a hole there that let sunlight stream down from overhead, shaded only by the statue standing above us.

“What am I looking at here?” I asked as I examined the ceiling where Wargod Grognak pointed.

“You’ll need to return before I open the portals during the planetary alignment, otherwise your home will be destroyed before you even get the chance to see it again.” Wargod Grognak said. “This will be faster than a void ship. You shouldn’t have much trouble surviving this, though I do suggest you take a few deep breaths while you can.”

A bad feeling welled up in the pit of my stomach. An instant later, something huge and massive lunged down and scooped me up through the hole in the roof. It took a massive clump of the hall’s stone floor as it swept me up. I greedily gulped down air while siphoning even more to my Dimensional Storage as I started to realize what was about to happen.

Through the broken shards of floor I saw a set of five massive orcish fingers. The hand was identical to Wargod Grognak’s, but many times larger and made entirely of stone. The statue on top of the temple had moved to pick me up in its towering hand. I’d seen this statue from outer space and it had been truly gigantic, but only now that I was cupped in its hand it dawned on me how massive it was. The hand alone was the size of a building, and the small stone folds in which I’d been scooped were large enough to hold three wagons abreast.

“I’ll let the Blackgorge Tribe know where you went!” Wargod Grognak shouted as the massive statue of him hauled me into the sky. “And remember, it isn’t the fall that kills you, it’s hitting the ground!”

I didn’t have time to say anything in reply as tremendous forces pinned me to the giant hand as the statue drew its limb back, winding me up for a massive throw.

The statue set its sights on the elven world, and I felt my stomach drop as I realized I really was about to be thrown from one planet to another.

After an instant of concentration that I hoped meant it took its timing aiming well, the massive statue flung its hand forward.

The acceleration from its throw would have turned a normal human into a fine paste. Even a mage acolyte would have been squished flat. I funneled power through the particles of the Blackgorge Fiendbody in my skin, muscles, and bone. They held me together as I was pressed against the hand and rubble beneath me.

Then the acceleration slowed. The force pressing me against the hand turned to nothing more than a gentle brush, and soon even that left me. An instant later the air turned too thin to breathe, so I held one hand over my mouth to breathe from my Dimensional Storage instead. With the other hand, I gathered up all the stones the Wargod had flung with me into a sort of space shield and maneuvered myself behind them.

The Wargod had likely taken a good measure of my body’s natural strength and my defenses, but that didn’t mean I’d arrive at my destination unscathed. I hastily cast Layered Durability around both me and my rock shield to protect myself while simultaneously scanning the area around me for any micrometeorites and keeping an eye on my destination. Right now I was trusting in the Wargod’s good aim, but if I needed to perform a course correction, I wanted to do so early enough to land me on the right planet.

I soared through empty space and caught a glimpse of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. It seemed small compared to the orcish world, but I found I liked it better despite its diminutive size. Something about the vast oceans, the open land, and the wide spans of greenery seemed to remind me of earth.

As I approached the world I was hurtling towards, I noticed something I hadn’t when leaving. Perhaps it was only visible from the outside, or perhaps I simply hadn’t noticed it when I was gazing out from a small porthole in the side of a space ship. But now, with the world sprawling out before me, I could see a shimmering barrier just beyond the edge of sight.

I braced myself for whatever that light was or represented. It washed over me and as it did so I felt the immense speed and momentum of the mass of stone and I carried flow away like it was fuel in a tank with a hole punched in it. There was no feeling of slowing down or any sense of a change in speed, but suddenly the planet before me was approaching much slower.

The mystical force also reduced the size of the meteor. It went from a mass of condensed rubble the size of a building to barely enough to fill a vehicle. Whatever that shimmering barrier was, it didn’t like the speed and mass that was hurtling towards the planet it was protecting and had decided to reduce both to reasonable levels.

I didn’t have the slightest idea how the shimmering barrier did that, and that frightened me. What secrets was the World of Sanctuary and Serenity hiding?

Once it was apparent I would no longer be shrunken or slowed myself and the shimmering barrier faded from view, I reached out with my earth magic and grabbed some objects in low orbit around the planet. There wasn’t much stone, but there was plenty of iron and scrap, which seemed curious for a world of swords and spells.

Their nature became apparent soon after hauling them close enough for me to examine. These were the remains of contraptions, machines, and space vessels from ages past. They were destroyed now and did nothing more than drift through space, but they retained enough of their shape to clearly be components of some type. I would have liked to know who made them, but all I had were broken and battered fragments. Most were made of a composite of multiple materials, but there was enough iron in the scrap that I could pull it towards me to work with. I used these piles of scrap to reinforce my depleted stone barrier. I had just enough time to restore it to its previous size when I realized I was about to enter the planet’s atmosphere.

I shaped my shield appropriately for entry, encasing myself in stone and metal to protect my skin from being scorched. By now I’d reshaped the rubble from a blob into an egg, with most of the material clustered in the front. The stronger and larger bits of space scrap went in the nose while I tucked a few thinner pieces behind me. I even found something transparent enough to use as a window, and I hoped to use it to figure out when I was getting close enough to the ground to jump free of my metal box.

The sensation of weightlessness was slowly replaced by a faint tug, pulling me down towards the planet below. That sensation heightened as I drew closer, and I began to feel as though I was slowly falling.

I fell faster and faster, accelerating downward with greater velocity. It wasn’t quite as traumatic as when I’d been thrown off the World of Struggle and Strife, but knowing I was hurtling towards the surface of a planet was a disconcerting feeling.

Through my tiny porthole I saw the sky above me turning from empty black to a light blue. The familiar color felt welcoming after staying so long under the red sky of the orcs.

I saw several continents below through my porthole. It took me a moment to match the sprawling masses to maps of continents I’d seen. I realized I was headed for the one I called home and silently thanked the Wargod for his good aim.

I noticed the air getting thicker around me, and soon I didn’t need to use my Dimensional Storage to breathe. That was nice, though the friction was making my chamber increasingly warm.

The air on my skin felt hot, but a bit of mild warmth couldn’t hope to scorch a body that had just survived a trip between planets. It was a welcome change after being in the void of space, and I kept my eyes glued on the rapidly approaching ground.

My acceleration increased, and bits of my landing craft were breaking off with the force of my descent. The ground was drawing nearer, and I had no intention of making my final touchdown locked inside a stone and metal box.

I unleashed a punch towards the back end of my contraption, which was the weakest part of my creation. The back easily burst open and the sound of air rapidly whistling past filled my ears.

I deployed my flying sword and pointed it and myself backwards out of the rear end of my landing craft. Wishing all the iron in my makeshift life pod a happy landing, I filled my flying sword with zeal and took off.

I slowly brought my descent to a standstill over the next minute. When I was finally hovering instead of falling, my interplanetary trip turned into nothing more than a normal flight. I stabilized myself just in time to see the rest of my landing craft slam into the ground in a fiery explosion nearly as big as the crater I’d left in front of the Blackgorge Tribe.

There was plenty of iron in that shuttle, so I flew down and tucked it into my Dimensional Storage. Then I took back to the air to get a good survey of where I was.

Based on the direction of my fall, I knew I was somewhere in southern Deania, very close to the border with the orcs. Or ex-border, now that the orcs were encroaching northward. For all I knew, I was currently behind enemy lines.

The Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan was back. And he’d brought the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe with him.









The End.
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That was book five, Chief of the Blackgorge. But Theo’s adventures aren’t over yet. Stay tuned for book six, coming soon.
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