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The Story So Far…


My friends and I were as close as we could be, but desired something more than working all day on Earth. Sam, Dean, and I all made the most of life on Earth, but when we discovered a peculiar establishment staffed entirely by elves, we couldn’t help but investigate.

Little did we know, the mystery went far deeper than body mods or animatronics. The store was run by a strange otherworldly being, and that being had a ship that could go all the way to a place called the Ten Thousand Worlds.

When the store was attacked, he sent us there. Sam and Dean went on ahead to explore and set up camp while I remained behind with the ship for over four hundred years.

When I awoke, my friends were gone. I had only Mac, my former assistant AI, for company. I made the best of things for a while, but soon realized this world wasn’t empty. There were elves on this planet, like the ones I’d seen in the store back on Earth. Their creator was long gone and the elves were a shadow of their former glory, but they were still here.

One, Sava, a green-haired alchemist and nature cultivator, captured me. From her, I learned that the elves of this world cultivated the power of the elements to grow their power and increase their lifespans. I could do the same.

I learned from Sava and the others who tried to take me from her that humans were precious to the elves here. Our innate vitality could allow an elf to reach far greater heights than her talent would normally allow. I spent my early days learning about the world being passed from one elven cultivator clan to another. But soon, I grew tired of being passed around and decided that maybe I could lead these elves better than their current matriarchs could. So, I created a new title for myself. Patriarch.

Through wit, need, and growing power, I seduced, cajoled, and bribed my way to unified leadership over every tribe in the Hearthwood. The former tribal matriarchs became my harem. They were:

Eltiana, of the Hidden Serpent Tribe.

Nela, of the Songstone Tribe.

Assyrus, of the Waterbeetle Tribe.

Melise, of the Songstone Clan.

Illiel, formerly of Deania’s royal family.

Yorik, an orc far from home.

Sava, of the Riverweed Tribe.

Through my adventures and conquests across the Groveguard Continent, I came to know other women as well, including:

Korra, a catgirl from another world.

Tivana, a princess of the Deanian Queendom.

Amisra, Captain of the Royal Guards of Deania.

Yavilla and Tavilla, a pair of women made twins by the magic they practiced.

Through them, I had many children. Comela and Dulik both became strong warriors. Argona became a genius inventor. Segolas was determined to be the best at whatever he set his mind. And there were eight hundred others with just as much drive. I had to build new wings to my castle every couple of months. Those kids were lucky I’d recently come home from conquering several nations. Keeping eight hundred kids fed, armed, and trained to cultivate wasn’t cheap.

In my conquests, my name grew so feared and admired that powerful sect leaders, matriarchs, and heroes of the realm were desperate to throw themselves at me hoping to gain my attention. I never thought I’d have to spend my days dodging beautiful women desperate to be with me. Still, stranger things have happened after my arrival to the Ten Thousand Worlds.

But not all is right in the Ten Thousand Worlds, and my troubles are far from over. I’ve defeated the Satyr King who tried to steal Sava from me and destroy my city. But his allies in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye still haven’t given up. Time and time again, they’d attacked me, each time promising peace afterward.

Well now, I knew peace wasn’t an option. Sooner or later, they’d come for me again. But this time, I planned to come for them first. Then, just maybe, I’d finally figure out why we’d been sent here. And what the Ten Thousand Worlds was really about.


Chapter
One



“Come on, Theo. It’s just a little party,” Dean said over a board game.

My old friends and I sat at a table in the newly reconstructed Castle Mac playing a board game. Something still wasn’t quite right about the pieces, but we’d gotten as close as we could remember.

Sam was winning, but he often excelled at this one in particular. Dean and I had few armies left on the board and desperately fought over the gold mine. Obtaining it would be our last chance to oppose Sam’s burgeoning trade empire.

“A little party that will include the entire leadership of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye...” I grumbled. “You know as well as I did that I just killed four of their members.”

“They will be sworn to uphold the peace,” Sam muttered, gaze fixed intently on his cards. “There will be lots of elven Demigods there to ensure they don’t cause trouble. And don’t forget about us. We’ll be there too.”

“It would mean a lot to my daughter,” Dean added. “If you don’t come, she’ll be the only new Demigod there. She was always a shy girl.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

The Queen Lyanva I knew drank, danced, and sang with her citizens. Not just the nobility, but random elves off the street.

She was also no stranger to playing pranks of all manner on them. Her pranks could range anywhere from stealing your underwear to ‘accidentally’ strapping you down in her dungeon.

In short, the innocent young elf Dean imagined when he thought of his daughter had probably vanished long ago as she came into her own as a tricky and pervy queen. I couldn’t imagine her being embarrassed about anything, let alone a simple party.

But Sam and Dean seemed quite intent on me going with them, and though I didn’t want to go, I couldn’t deny that the idea of meeting most of the world’s Demigods all in one place was rather intriguing.

I had some rather hard questions for them if they would all show up at once.

Starting with why hadn’t they done anything about the Planetary Defense Array? The part the Elven Star Dominion constructed was clearly faulty and in dire need of repairs, modifications, or just a general shutdown until they could get it to stop harvesting people for their souls.

Even simply disabling it and just leaving the original shield portion gifted by their creator would be fine. We could do without the armies of automated war golems if it meant our towns and cities wouldn’t get attacked every few centuries. The shield was enough to fend off things like a Dragonswarm, which was all we really needed.

Also, why had they not acted when the Witch of Frozen Blood had attacked the planet with the intent of claiming it? Saving the world had fallen to me, a humble Sorcerer at the time. If any of the other Demigods had stepped in, that climactic fight with Illiel as the Witch of Frozen Blood’s avatar would have been a lot easier.

The entire Deanian Queendom was in shambles thanks to an orc invasion, followed by an army from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, a vampire infestation, and then finally a massive golem attack.

It was a wonder the nation was still standing at all. The only reason the royal family hadn’t been attacked during their time of weakness was because I’d traveled to every neighboring country and conquered them all to make them into my vassals.

The situation in Deania was so bad that Dean and his daughter attempted to close down the kingdom entirely and reduce the royal family to a small family of elites and their retainers without the restrictions of rulership. Sam had done the same thing when he converted his faction into the Fateweaver Society.

“There will be free food,” Sam offered helpfully.

I figured there was no more point thinking it over. “Alright, fine, I’ll come. But I can’t promise I won’t have some choice words for everyone there. Especially the members of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They’ve attacked the Hearthwood for the last time.”

“Don’t worry, buddy, we’ll be there to back you up whatever happens. Just try not to pick a fight with every Demigod there. If you break the rules of the conclave, we’ll have to find another planet to live on, and I suspect that’ll be a major pain in the rear.” Dean grinned.

“I’ll restrict myself to just words. Within the conclave, at least...”

The time would come when the Cult of the Unblinking Eye paid for their betrayal. But that time would have to wait until I’d realized the full power of The Wanderer’s upgraded abilities provided by the QCA.

Now that I was a Demigod I could at least match the power of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s most powerful members. But I’d feel safer if a few of my matriarchs were Demigods too.

Some, like Korra, were far from that level, even with my recent new advancements in Dual Cultivation theory.

But others like Tivana had been at Sorcerer long enough that it might not be impossible for me to push them over the rest of the way and make them full-fledged Demigods themselves. Any additional backup would be appreciated, but loyal backup that I could trust, like Sam and Dean, would only come from my existing companions.

“How long do I have before this conclave?” I asked, looking at Sam. Dean also looked at him.

“We haven’t agreed on a date yet,” Sam replied. “But I wouldn’t expect it for at least six months. Demigods move slowly. We can afford to when our lifespans stretch into thousands of years. While most Demigods free themselves of the responsibilities of rulership so they can focus on adventure, cultivation, or simply leisure, the various tasks we get up to often take considerable time to break away from.”

I nodded. “So I’ve got six months to come up with some backup...”

Could I do it? Could my women do it?

We’d have to push hard, but somehow I was pretty okay with that.

“I want to get to the Mid Demigod realm before the conclave. It wouldn’t do to show up and be the weakest Demigod there. What do you guys recommend?” I asked.

Sam’s eyebrows rose. “Besides greater patience?”

“Training in the Primordial World!” Dean grinned. “Hell yeah! Let’s kick some giant monster ass. This will be great. I could use somebody else on the front lines. Sam’s always in the back playing support.”

“My power set isn’t exactly conducive to punching a giant sky whale whose poop turns into islands,” Sam replied.

“Well, gentlemen, seems like we have a plan.” I moved one of my last pieces on the board over to Dean’s gold mine. “Also, Dean, your gold mine is mine.”

“Damn it! You distracted me from the fighting with your talk of fighting...” Dean grumbled.
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Sam, Dean, and I made a plan for another adventure into the Primordial World. In the meantime, we had a lot of work to do ourselves.

With the normal infrastructure of Deania in shambles, it fell to Dean to ensure Deania was clear of monsters. Unfortunately for the people of Deania, Dean saw anything beneath the wizard realm as nothing more than a pest, so I ended up lending him some of my forces to help clean the place up. If I hadn’t, there would have been who knew how many giant village-destroying monsters still wandering the countryside who were too weak for him to hunt down.

Sam and the entire Fateweaver Society were busy using their Fate magic to heal the wounded and reverse time on destroyed infrastructure to restore it to its proper place. With their unique ability to reverse the flow of time, they were best suited to fixing broken things.

Few were powerful enough to reverse death like Sam could, but reversing the crumbling of a stone wall was much easier. They were also doing an admirable job of peering into the future to see where there might be a major famine or monster attack, allowing us to deal with issues before they cropped up.

I would certainly not want to be a criminal with the Fateweaver Society on patrol. I’d seen more than one aspiring criminal hoping to take advantage of the chaos find themselves in a cell the moment they made the decision.

“You know, isn’t that a bit unethical? You’re arresting people who haven’t done anything wrong yet. They just thought about committing a crime, not actually doing it.” I turned to Sam for an explanation.

“Well, our perception of the future doesn’t firm up until there’s a high probability of an event happening. Seeing every future is impossible.” Sam shrugged. “But I guess technically it isn’t fair.”

“Technically, we’re absolute rulers and can do whatever we want!” Dean took a swig from an entire barrel of ale he carried over his shoulder. More than a little spilled and trickled down his shirt in the process. “I, Dean, hereby declare that deciding to commit a crime is a crime!”

“Thrilling.” I rolled my eyes. “Just don’t come to the Hearthwood with that kind of half-assed justice.”

Earth magic was second only to the Fateweaver Society’s fate magic in terms of pulling civilization out of the ashes. While Sam and his companions could repair what was broken, they could only build something that had been built before and since been broken. They were helpless to create something that was actually new.

And that’s just what I planned on doing. Having so many of Deania’s cities ruined was actually an opportunity. Under most circumstances, it was hard to get any sort of large-scale civil works project done.

Nobody wants a coal plant in their backyard. The leather working facility smells awful. Building a dam will cut down on the local fish population. It’s always something.

But when most of the nation has nothing left but a smoldering ruin, people are desperate for anything. So I diverted a few rivers, made some dams, built some roads, replenished some aquifers, made a couple harbors, built some irrigation canals, flattened some mountains, dug up some mines, and generally improved the state of things in Deania. If Sam and Dean were thrusting the responsibility of running this nation into my lap, I wanted it to be a good nation.

So that meant making getting things in place to run themselves. Famines were entirely preventable. I just needed to ensure there was more than enough usable land to go around. Besides, more cheap food usually meant more subjects. And more subjects would mean greater prosperity for the entire nation, assuming I kept the food and goods flowing to them.

One problem at a time, though. I could modernize Deania’s social structure when I was properly settled on a throne. For now, establishing extra waterways would be a job well done.

Now that I thought about it, maybe I could expand some of them into rivers. Most low-level rebels were confined to marching their armies around the surrounding terrain, since only powerful elves could fly.

Hell, the orcs had a massive army and still had to march on foot. I could prevent such a rebellion and invasion from happening again with a few more rivers and strategic, well-guarded bridges and fortresses. Just a few here and there...

When I started, I just wanted to get the elves here back on their feet, but as I got into the project, there always seemed to be one little extra thing I could do to improve the productivity of the local land or fortify it against rebels, criminals, or invaders.

Becoming an emperor wasn’t supposed to bring such simple pleasures into my life, but I found them anyway.


Chapter
Two



Ireturned home after a long day of work and figured that as long as I was building for the rest of Deania, the Hearthwood deserved some attention as well. And where better to practice than on the grounds of my own castle complex?

There were a lot of buildings in that area now, with more cropping up all the time. I suppose it might even qualify as a palace these days, especially with all the extra buildings.

“Mac, I want to practice some architecture stuff. Bridges, columns, that sort of thing,” I announced to the empty air.

After a long stretch of silence, Mac answered me. Normally he was quicker than that, but with so much to monitor in the city and the dungeon below these days, his processors were at capacity.

[Understood. I will catch any shoddy attempts at masonry before they crumble on top of anyone’s head.]

Mac was not only my AI companion, he was also a dungeon core. His powers had grown all the greater after we gathered up more dungeon cores from the expansive tunnel network beneath the Hearthwood and gave them to him. He’d quickly subjugated their wills and integrated them into himself as additional processing units.

Now, those dungeon cores allowed him to make whatever he wanted, and in truth, he’d probably be even better than I was at constructing things while within the Hearthwood.

But his presence only extended so far, so I was going to use my time here to practice with him. With his help, I’d be able to push my earth magic to build things I wouldn’t dare attempt for the first time in the rest of Deania.

I flew over to an empty patch of ground and decided to start with a tower. Sometimes I got into a particularly wizard-ish mood, and that kind of thing would call for a tower.

[This tower is stable, but one big earthquake and it will crumble,] Mac replied when I finished a basic tower.

“Alright, I’ll stiffen the walls and make them a little deeper.” I waved my hands, making it wider and deeper. The top sloped, and now it looked more like a cone.

[Better, but the rooms aren’t going to be much use toward the top with so much of the walls sloped inward.]

I frowned. “Okay, how about a bunch of roofs like this?”

I vaguely remembered buildings from Earth with a bunch of circular roofs, and I tried my best to replicate the half-remembered image.

[That would be called a pagoda, and it works, though it doesn’t quite match the Renaissance-esque architectural style I’m transitioning the Hearthwood to...]

“I came here for engineering advice, not style criticism...” I grumbled, but as I did so, I waved my hand, and the roofs vanished and were replaced with something that matched the wood and bright white stone of the nearby structures.

[Appearances are important. They are everyone’s first impression of you and your settlement. A clean and orderly settlement will lighten the spirits of all those who live there.]

“Alright, alright. Say, you think I could go underground with this thing?” I asked curiously. I knew the castle went as far underground as it did above ground. It led directly into the underground half of the city, full to the brim with weapon crafters and adventurers.

[Certainly. Extending your foundations a little deeper will make your tower more stable as well. The exact structure you’ll need will depend on what you’re building though.]

“Hmm... how about a dungeon?” I muttered as I did as Mac said. Earth zeal flowed around me. This part of the build was a little harder because I couldn’t see what I was working with, but the earth zeal was still there for my senses so long as I reached out with my mind. It was a bit like building a sandcastle by feeling alone, but being underground, this part of the structure didn’t have to look quite as pretty as what could be seen.

[A dungeon, hmm... we have a few of those already. Some are filled with the soldiers of the Rakaren Queendom and a few other enemies we’ve fought. We even have a few members of the Corpse Collector Company in storage.]

“Ah, crap. I forgot about those people. Are they alright?” I asked, brows furrowed. I could have sworn this had come up a few times, but I’d never had time to deal with it.

[Of course. I believe your orders were to turn them into power sources, so that’s what they are being used for. You never gave the orders to let them go, so they’re still being fed and cared for.]

“Well, we should probably let them go now that the Corpse Collector Company is long destroyed.”

[That might not be the best idea. If we released them, we wouldn’t be able to power the street lamps, fountains, or the public cultivation chambers.]

“You mean to tell me we’re powering a good chunk of the city off prisoners I forgot about?” I shook my head. “Why hasn’t this made it to my desk?”

[It has. Several times. Anyway, we can release them if you wish, but--]

I waved him away. “Just remind me again later. I won’t deprive my citizens of valuable public resources. When I think of a replacement, we can let them go.”

[Okay. When should I remind you?]

“Anyway--“ I began, promptly clearing my mind for more important subjects, “I’m building a dungeon, but not the kind of dungeon we already have. It needs to be comfortable, with good ventilation and able to hold a warm and steady temperature. Thick walls so it’s quiet and undisturbed. It needs to be able to fit plenty of furniture.”

[Ah, I see. You’re building a sex dungeon.]

“What? No... the thick walls are so the screams don’t get out. And the furniture could be torture equipment.”

[And the good ventilation? The warm temperature?] Mac asked.

I grumbled under my breath even as I extended the tower several more stories downward. The area under the tower would actually be considerably larger than the area above it, complete with room for a swimming pool and hot tub on the lower floors. I’d have to bend ley lines a bit and recruit Argona to make some enchantments for the temperature...

No, on second thought, this was the sort of thing that needed a personal touch. I’d have to craft those enchantments myself. I would have to hire out the odds and ends though.

“Please tell the Whitewood Clan I need more flooring. Stone just doesn’t feel right underfoot.”

[I want you to know that I won’t be responsible for cleaning your sex dungeon, Theo.]

“Don’t call it a sex dungeon!”

[Giant tower of Debauchery, then? What’s wrong with your sex dungeon in the castle? Why do you need another one?] Mac asked.

I sighed. “Don’t let me catch you sharing this with anyone, but the truth of the matter is that the castle and its surrounding grounds are getting a little crowded. I’ve got so many kids these days that it feels like a campus for a women’s college. We’ve got daily classes for training up new members of the family, for crying out loud! We had a commencement ceremony for the latest birthday party! And worst of all--“ I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I overheard somebody asking if it was possible to book the room for a few hours. I don’t know who it was, and I don’t want to know, but it’s not a damn public facility! Nobody uses my sex dungeon but me!”

[...So it is a sex dungeon?]

I sagged in place. “Yes, Mac. It’s a sex dungeon. Don’t spoil the surprise.”
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After building my sex dungeon, I went on to construct several more buildings throughout the Hearthwood. The chaos from before allowed the city to sprawl quite a bit compared to its original dimensions, but after all the battles, few dared build things as tall as they once had.

A considerable amount of budget-residences were going underground so they could avoid getting caught in the crossfire of the constant apocalyptic battles that plagued the city. It made the city lose some of its charm, but I couldn’t blame them.

If I owned real estate in the Hearthwood, I would also be nervous about random Demigods showing up to flatten the place every couple of months. How many times did that make this? Two? Three? The fact that I’d lost count was a bad sign.

Since few others would be willing to risk building the city’s new landmarks, the burden fell to me.

I always wanted a nice clock tower, and I had plenty of practice from building my wizard’s tower just moments ago. I went to the center of town where everybody would be able to see and hear it and erected a tall and sturdy building. There were no bells or machinery inside it for now, but making some of my kids figure out how to build a mechanical clock seemed like a good test of their physics skills. Magic was all well and grand, but I credited many of my early accomplishments with magic to my understanding of science rather than cultivation.

With a clock tower built, I figured I might as well expand the train system too. Before, it had mainly been used for getting between settlements, but at this point the city was large enough it justified cheap and affordable transportation for getting around the settlement itself.

True, anyone using a flying sword would be able to get around faster on their own, but not everyone owned a flying sword. Unlike most rulers on this world, I planned to lend a helping hand to the newly manifested heartwielders. Touring Deania, their situation always seemed a bit sad to me.

Despite having by far the greatest numbers, they were often overlooked in terms of policy and public works. The higher-tiered members of society monopolized all the power and influence. Many of them were even alright with their lot, each content in the belief that someday they would rise in cultivation and gain access to all the privileges that entailed.

The trouble was the lack of care limited opportunities to make such advancements. A heartwielder could only work as far as they could walk from where they lived. And they were just as likely to die on their first dungeon dive as they were to use the dungeon to reach mage acolyte. Nobody bothered to train or transport them.

I planned to make the Hearthwood different. From the rumors I’d heard of the Elven Star Dominion, they’d been different. While arrogant and overconfident to a fault, they raised up their entire civilization so that reaching the wizard realm for them was like what reaching mage acolyte was for most of Deania. Just a stepping stone.

That all boiled down to trains running around the city at regular intervals, as well as lifts to reach the top of the towering trees or to take prospective dungeoneers to the dungeons in the undercity without the need for an hours-long hike down natural caves or a lengthy climb up a rickety rope ladder.

My previous projects were still bearing fruit as well. I’d built a small dam downriver for a constant water source and energy for the city, should anyone figure out how to use it. That was still a work in progress, but I got the turbine and walls back in order. Maybe some belts or pulleys could tug the new trolleys and elevators around. That’d be another assignment for my kids to figure out.

Maybe having an entire college campus’ worth of children on my property wasn’t so bad. By the time everything was settled, the Hearthwood was going to look positively steampunk.

That would be a day worth bragging about. Sam and Dean had been active for more than four hundred years and hadn’t managed to bring more than a few scarce parts of Deania out of the Middle Ages. And the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s territories looked like they were from the classical period. Here in the Hearthwood, we had a space program and everything.

After finishing up with the city, I doubled back home. While I wasn’t about to do any dual cultivation in the castle, it was still a nice place to stay. Plus, it had most of my private entrances to The Wanderer. That magic ship was the only reason I was still around to this day.

“So, how’s The Wanderer doing, Mac?” I asked, hoping he hadn’t shared the news of my new dungeon with my women yet.

[She is doing wonderfully! Especially now that you’ve given her that special treat,] Mac replied.

I smiled. “Ah, the cellphone with the QCA on it. How could I forget? I hope she’s got something worthwhile for me from it.”

[She’s nearly done implementing the QCA’s features into her own systems. You should be able to access them now.]

I focused my mind on seeing my stats. Nothing happened.

“Status,” I said. Still nothing.

I waved my hands in front of me, but nothing happened.

[We’re still working out the kinks. For now, you can activate them with a simple command!]

“And that command is?”

[Mac, you devilishly handsome and incredibly clean robot, please bring up my status window.]

“Mac, bring up my status window.”

[Spoilsport...] Mac grumbled.

A moment later, a modified form of the screen I’d seen on the phone appeared before me.

Welcome to the Quantum Cultivation Assistant, user!

Cultivation Insights:

Body Cultivation: World Titan Fiendbody (Diamond Skin)

Progress to Diamond Muscle: 38%

Tip: Crossing the threshold to Diamond Muscle will require deepening the nodes of power dispersed throughout your body, which will require substantial Earth-aspect zeal and potentially the assistance of an exotic cultivation material to facilitate the process.

Spirit Cultivation, Earth Aspect: Early Demigod

Progress to Mid Demigod: 24%

Tip: Your Spirit and Body Cultivation are in resonance, and you possess several unique techniques to enhance this process. Consider using your spirit cultivation to fuel your body cultivation.

Spirit Cultivation, Mind Aspect: Mid Sorcerer

Progress to Late Sorcerer: 25%

Tip: Your body and comprehension have already reached the Demigod realm. The right items and a source of raw power are all you need to bring your mind cultivation up to par.

Elemental Symbiote Cultivation: Mid Sorcerer

Progress to Late Sorcerer: 57%

Tip: Minerva, the Death-aspect spirit that dwells within you, can be enhanced by providing her with resources and assisted with additional insights provided by you. Bringing your connection to a higher level will facilitate the sharing of knowledge. Consider additional dual cultivation sessions with her included.

“Not bad. The QCA didn’t recognize Minerva last time,” I said as I inspected the screen before me. The tips were also quite handy. Sam and Dean had shared most of these ideas with me before, but having them all spelled out for me was nice. I had planned on doing a little dual cultivation sooner or later anyway, but now I had the perfect excuse.

“What about the other features The Wanderer promised me?” I asked. “Like that Merit Shop? And sharing these tips with my women?”

[Access to missions and cultivation tips will both have to happen from your throne room. You’ll find your follower limitations have dramatically increased, even though you haven’t improved the room. As for the Merit Shop, I’ll bring that up in a moment.]

Welcome to the Merit Shop!

You have 2.5 million points to spend!

There are over 4000 unique items available for purchase in the Merit Shop. The four most suitable items for you have been sorted for ease of viewing.

Apple of the Celestial Titan [200,000 points]

This fruit is a legendary item on the orcish home world and is famous for its amazing effects on body cultivators. It is said to be able to raise a normal orc all the way to Bronze Skin with a single bite and can even improve the cultivation of Diamond Skin cultivators.

Essence of Gaia’s Touch [175,000 points]

This Earth-aspect treasure comes from the recently destroyed remains of a nature-aspect world. It has a strong affinity for both life and Earth and can be consumed to enhance the probability of Earth-aspect concept insights.

Ashes of an Immortal [300,000 points]

These ashes contain a small fraction of the remains of an Immortal Ascendant. They emit enormous quantities of death zeal and contain insights into death itself, creating dramatic improvements for all Sorcerer-realm death aspect cultivators.

Will-Tempering Crown [125,000 points]

This crown contains a hostile spirit of the mind aspect that will constantly attack the wearer. The constant mental struggle will hone the user’s mental defenses over time.

“Not a bad haul. I’ll take them all.” I quickly swiped through some menus. Each of these items seemed perfectly suited for continuing my cultivation. This was perfect. I had that Demigod party coming up, and I didn’t want to look like a mediocre Demigod.

I was already pretty strong as far as Demigods went, with many victories as proof. But it was one thing to know I could fight. It would be another for the other Demigods to feel it in my aura. I read over the description of Essence of Gaia’s Touch again, curious.

“Hey, do you think this thing came from the World of Woods and Wilds? You know, the planet we just blew up?”

[Do you really want to know the answer to that?] Mac asked.

I frowned. “No, I guess not. It would just make me feel bad when using it. I’ll take it anyway, though.]

[The items have been moved to the Dimensional Storage. You can inspect and utilize them at your convenience,] Mac announced. [You’ll notice you have quite a few points.]

“Yeah, it’s nice to be rich. Hey, I remember one of the other upgrades The Wanderer proposed was the ability to assign quests to followers, generating more points for me. We should set that up. Brainstorm some quests I can send my matriarchs out on. As for the points, I want us to take our defenses for the city as high as The Wanderer can support.”

[We are currently at maximum capacity for Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, but we may gain more capacity by upgrading the Mana Generator several times, as well as the walls.]

“Then we shall do so,” I replied. “Every time I think the Hearthwood is more than strong enough to ward off any foe, some far greater challenger beyond my comprehension shows up to threaten it. No more. We’re going to extend the Hearthwood’s protection as much as we can.”

[Very well. I will continue the upgrades until we reach some natural limit.]

“Let me know if we run out of points. I can get more fairly quickly now. As can my matriarchs once they start completing those quests.”

Mac made a throat-clearing sound, though he had no throat to clear, being an AI. [I’ll do it. But there is a chance we will have more points than we need. What I wanted to talk about was that there was a very, very nice car wash in The Wanderer’s schematics. I’m sure you remember me pointing it out to you way back when. It was very expensive for us at the time, I know that, but now..."

I chuckled. “Fine, Mac. You can build the car wash, assuming you first max out our defenses. I’m not sure what we’re going to do with it, though. The best we can send through it is wagons.”

[That won’t be a problem!] Mac said, fighting to keep his excitement down. [And I’ve notified all of your matriarchs that they’ve been assigned a series of quests! Now... I’ll be back later. Bye!]


Chapter
Three



Not long after, I was sitting in my throne room. The place seemed the same as ever. Tall walls, red tapestries, imposing throne up many flights of brilliant stairs.

Perhaps I was biased, but in my eyes, it looked even better than Dean’s daughter’s throne in the capital of Deania. This was good because going forward, I would be in charge of not just Deania but all the surrounding nations that had pledged their vassalage to me. My throne damn well better be imposing if I was to be some sort of high king.

But more important than the looks were the new features. Especially access to the QCA’s new abilities. I flipped through the menus to experiment, and there was a lot I could give my followers access to.

Most interesting of all, though, was the new settlement menu. The Wanderer failed to mention it, but she must have discovered a method to copy the status window intended for me and utilized it to create one for the entire Hearthwood.

Settlement Status: Hearthwood City

Population: 856,394

Median Cultivation rank: Mid Zeal Accumulation

Current sentiment: Relieved.

Tip: Your settlement is expanding rapidly and will soon require additional housing!

It wasn’t nearly as comprehensive as my personal status screen, but if The Wanderer could make it in just a few days, I was certain there’d be much more for me to unlock in the coming days. I was also happy that my citizens weren’t as worried as I initially believed. Perhaps they’d learned to trust me.

My women streamed in one at a time. Sava was in the Alchemist’s Laboratory not far down the street, so she was the first to arrive. It was fitting that she arrived first, since she was the first of my companions and the one who really introduced me to this world of magic and cultivation.

Admittedly, our meeting had been more like a kidnapping on her part, but I’d gotten my revenge for that a long time ago, and now we were happy together.

“Dear, I just received some magical floating lights that fill my vision! They remind me of the interfaces on The Wanderer. Look!” Sava pointed to the air in front of me. Naturally, there was nothing there. Her status menu was for her eyes only. Then again...

I flipped through several menus and made her status visible to me. She was looking at her own stat window and her quests.

“Ah, good. It worked. See these? This is cultivation advice.”

Sava squinted to follow my hand. “Tip: Utilize another Bloodline Origin Awakening potion, combined with frequent dual cultivation with a demigod, to maximize your cultivation results. An interesting proposal.”

I laughed. “Mac, remind me to thank The Wanderer. Hopefully, she made them all like that.”

I received no response, which meant Mac was likely still busy building his new car wash.

Just as I finished explaining things to Sava, another of my women arrived. Eltiana, the purple-haired ninja of the family. She was a fierce little bundle of trouble if ever there was one, but her fun and playful demeanor had held the clan together through tough times.

“The power is mine, Theo! Now, I have the status screens. Through its guidance, I shall grow to untold heights of power. The next time we fuck, you will be the one tied up,” Eltiana cackled as she held her arms wide.

“Oh yeah?” I chuckled as I quickly revoked access to the status screens for her. Eltiana fell to her knees, eyes wide.

“No! The power was almost mine. I take it all back...” She dropped to her hands and knees before my throne, slowly crawling forward until she grabbed my ankle and hauled herself up with wide eyes and long lashes. “I’ll do anything you want.”

“Pfft. As if you wouldn’t let me do anything I wanted already.” I laughed as I restored her access to the status screen interface.

I decided to hold off on a full explanation and wait for everyone to show up. That way, I could tell everybody how these things worked all at once and save myself a little time.

Nela was the next to arrive. She bore the long blonde locks of the Songstone Clan. It had been destroyed long ago, and its remains absorbed into the Hearthwood Clan. Nela was the best thing they had to a matriarch, though, and even now she held a substantial leadership position in the Hearthwood Clan.

“It’s good to see you’re back, Theo. The Hearthwood feels empty without you, but already rumors of your good deeds abroad are filtering back to us.” Nela smiled at me.

I beckoned her forward toward my throne. Imposing as it was, as far as family went, it was just a chair.

“Where’s my welcome home kiss?” I asked.

Nela set her spear down beside my chair and leaned in to kiss me. “There you go. Now, where’s mine?”

I quickly returned the favor.

After Nela came Melise, another member of the Songstone Clan, though her lineage was far more mysterious. She’d been adopted into the clan as a wisp, but in truth, she was a distant relative of my own friend Sam. She’d inherited his faction’s propensity for Fate zeal, allowing her to manipulate time in limited ways.

She was also a diligent healer, so when she discovered that pursuing fate magic would allow her to reverse time and heal otherwise incurable wounds, she jumped at the opportunity. She had been working even harder than I had lately, and without her, many people of the Hearthwood and the surrounding cities would still be dead. She had single-handedly reversed time to undo massive amounts of destruction across the land.

“Theo. The thing said to come here...” she said as she staggered in. She made it to the throne but took one look at the stairs and must have decided that was just as good a place to rest her head as anywhere else.

She fell forward with her eyes closed, but I rushed forward to grab her before her face struck stone. Then I hauled her up by my side and pulled her into my arms with her head resting between my shoulder and my cheek.

“No fair. She fell asleep and gets the best seat in the throne room...” Eltiana muttered. She cast the others a sly look, then yawned. “Oh no, I’m feeling tired. Maybe I’ll take a nap right here...”

She leaned forward as though suddenly falling unconscious. I let her fall on her face.

I nudged her with my foot. “Eltiana, I saw you napping earlier. You’re not tired.”

“Damn it...” She pushed herself back to her feet.

Illiel arrived next, right on time as well. My bookish matriarch ran half the city on her own. Once upon a time, she was a member of my enemies, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They sure as hell had been using her wrong. She was the perfect administrator for the city, but she’d been a very mediocre assassin.

“This seems like it will be rather useful,” Illiel said as she tucked a quill behind her ear and a clipboard beneath her arm.

“Oh, if you like the stat screen, you’ll love the city screen...” I flipped through several menus and quickly granted Illiel access. She didn’t seem to need any instruction on using the interface at all.

“How is it you can use these things so well?” I asked her.

“Oh, these?” Illiel shrugged as she combed back her distinctive silvery hair. “They’re not too different from this game I played years ago. It was called Computers and Cubicles. You roleplay as something called an office worker with friends.” She blushed. “It’s a bit nerdy, but it was fun.”

I laughed. “Perhaps for you. I’m not going to poke fun at you, though. You’ve seen me playing sillier games with Sam and Dean.”

Assyrus and Yorik arrived together, each fashionably late by just a minute. The two of them both looked tired and had a thin sheen of sweat on them.

“Yorik has gotten stronger.” Assyrus smiled at what likely was her training partner. “And these fancy screen things even say so!”

“Assyrus has gotten more skilled,” Yorik added, hefting her bulky hammer over her shoulder.

“I’m glad the two of you are already putting these things to work. The tips are good, mind you. So if they tell you that you need to do some dual cultivation, we should definitely get started on that as soon as we can. It’ll be tough to fit into my busy schedule, but I’ll make it happen.”

Assyrus was tall and toned for an elf with blue hair and wooden armor dangling over her shoulders. Yorik next to her was an even larger woman. But that was because she was the sole orc among my lovers. She and my son by her were the only other people in the Hearthwood who practiced body cultivation.

I waved Assyrus and Yorik forward to join us. With that, my original matriarchs were all assembled, but I wasn’t done yet.

Next to arrive were Tivana and Amisra. Tivana was the princess of Deania, at least until her mother had given her to me as a reward. On the promise that she and I made one hundred grandchildren, that is. That was a project we were still working on. Tivana technically wasn’t supposed to return to the capital until we were done, but in difficult times like this, I’m sure exceptions could be made.

By her side was Amisra, captain of the royal guard in the capital. She still held a position of influence and responsibility in Deania, so I wasn’t surprised to find her busy until now. Amisra had dark red hair, which would seem odd to most people since, the majority of elves had their hair colors match their elemental preference.

Amisra seemed different at first glance, but I knew her secret. Her hair color came from her blood magic, an art she seldom spoke of.

“I’m here, Theo. Or should I say, King Theo? Or do you fancy yourself more of an emperor?” Tivana asked.

“Do I want to be High King or Emperor? Hmm... a good question, Tivana.”

“All will bow before you either way,” Amisra promised.

I chuckled. “You most of all, I take it?”

Amisra dropped to her knees, genuflecting before my throne. “Yes.”

“What about Jynna? Is she coming?” I asked.

“Bronzeridge suffered heavy casualties due to recent golem attacks. She will be busy for a while longer. I’m sure she’ll come to visit soon, though,” Amisra added.

We had three more residents of the Hearthwood, all of them late. And without the good excuse of a long trip or teleport, like Tivana and Amisra.

“There you are, Korra,” I chuckled as my catgirl lover rubbed her fuzzy hair and yawned. Like Eltiana, she could be a handful. She was a little less playful though and a little more fierce. She was also a capable warrior in her own right and had been one of the leaders of a mercenary company that attacked the Hearthwood in our early days.

“Don’t think you can finish your nap on his lap! I won’t let you!” Eltiana jumped to her feet and spread her arms wide to stop Korra from curling up next to me.

Korra scanned the room, found Amisra kneeling nearby, and must have decided she was good enough. Soon, she was back to sleep.

Yavilla and Tavilla were the last to arrive. The two sisters-by-magic had a bit of sawdust on their aprons but were otherwise dressed like dutiful maids. They must have been installing the floors I asked for in the new tower.

“I heard you two working earlier. You’re quick to jump to obey.”

“It’s rare we get a request from you, sir. Of course, we’d be eager to complete it,” Yavilla replied. “We took the liberty of moving some of your... inventions into the room once the talking Dungeon Core told us what it would be used for.”

“Perfect. You two have done wonderfully. Have you both sworn yourselves to me? If not, I want to give the two of you a little present.”

We quickly got everything squared away, and soon, everyone who I currently thought should get access to the status screens would get it. Truth be told, I had plenty of other lovers. Some, like Mayatania, the alchemist, had been very supportive.

Others, like Sharian, were defeated enemies who’d thrown themselves at my feet for mercy and some innate sense of submission in the face of defeat.

Perhaps someday, they’d earn the opportunity to utilize these assets, but before that day came to pass, I wanted my matriarchs to advance a bit ahead of the curve.

“Alright, ladies. Let me show you how this stuff works. These are your stats. They basically quantify your abilities. There should be no surprises here. As I was telling Sava earlier, the tips below are pretty useful. But even more important are the points you can earn for me. Now, you all remember how I get points when you kill stuff for me, but now we’ve got something else to spend them on. Rare items from other worlds like these...”

I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew one of the items I’d purchased earlier.

I withdrew the Apple of the Celestial Titan. It looked just like a golden apple to the eye, but there was a weight to it beyond the physical. The moment it appeared, all eyes locked upon it. It reminded me of how my matriarchs and I had looked at the Bloodline Origin Awakening potions we’d consumed when we were just Mage Acolytes. The apple in my hand was just as great a boon for the current version of me.

For my matriarchs, who were still only Sorcerers and wizards, this thing had to feel like it held the weight of an entire world. After they all got a good look, I tucked the apple away.

“This is just one of thousands of items I can procure. The apple is for me, but I’m sure there’s something for each of you. Let’s discuss these quests and how many points we can get out of completing them...”


Chapter
Four



“These rewards are amazing!” Sava said as she went through the full and unabridged list. “There’s so many potions here I’ve never even heard of! But thanks to the Substance Analyzer, we could reverse engineer copies out of them...”

“Ha, I suppose you’re right. I don’t think this merit shop was meant to be combined with The Wanderer. We can get all sorts of rare and exotic alchemical creations without even trying now.” I gave Sava an approving smile. “But that’s for later, first--“

“Quick! Assign me more quests!” Sava said hurriedly. “We need those potions.”

I placed a hand on her shoulders. “We have time, Sava. We really should address your cultivation going forward. For all of you.”

“Wait, this Blood of a Stellar Titan sounds amazing!” Assyrus gushed. “It could give me the effects of body cultivation even though I’m a spirit cultivator! I need to have it.”

“And you will. But first, some cultivation,” I replied, holding up a hand.

A torrent of other requests came next.

“Oh! I see something I want!” Eltiana shouted.

“Me too!” Korra jumped back up, no longer sleepy. “I want these claws!”

I waved them down and attempted to grab hold of the conversation again. “Yes, yes, I’m sure there’s something all of you want. And all of you will get what you want sooner or later. But it’s important to remember that better items exist for people of increasingly high cultivation levels. And what better way to raise your cultivation levels quickly than with a quick session of dual cultivation?”

“We’re so close to being filthy rich!” Eltiana explained, eyes sparkling. “I found the perfect item for me! Divine Kidnapper’s Rope! Supposedly it’s strong enough to even hold a Demigod! These shop treasures won’t be around forever. What if we miss them?”

I rubbed my temples, feeling a mix of anxious frustration. “You don’t understand. There’s... um...” I thought quickly. I didn’t want to spoil my surprise, and another serious dual cultivation session would do them all good. But I wasn’t about to ask for it. It was for them, after all. Not me. I was perfectly fine, really.

“Uh...” I said, still buying time to think. “There’s a terrible disease spreading through the land. Very dangerous. And I just learned that dual cultivation is the only way to protect you all from it. So let’s get to it quick!”

Sava raised an eyebrow. “A disease? I never noticed such a thing. If that’s true, I need to start working on a cure right away. After all, it isn’t feasible for you to dual cultivate with every elf on the continent to protect them. There must be an alchemical solution.”

“No, no, you don’t get it,” I insisted. “This is a special kind of disease that only affects naughty girls who are supposed to be training hard for their next breakthrough. They’ll all be fine, but you ladies need my help immediately.”

I was greeted by faces of skeptical amusement. Apparently, I wasn’t quite as convincing as I thought. Grumbling to myself, I fiddled with my throne. Where was that quest screen?

There. I quickly typed in a new quest and issued it to all of them.

Quest Available!

Beg to engage in dual cultivation with your wise and generous Patriarch to save the world from certain destruction.

Reward: 4000 points.

I watched their faces go blank one at a time as they each received the new quest. I was impressed that I was able to give such a quest a point reward at all. This seemed like a very easy way to generate infinite points. Perhaps that would have been the better cover story to lead with.

“Four thousand points!” Sava turned expectant eyes toward me. The others soon followed suit.

“Can we?” Assyrus asked, eyes wide.

I relaxed back into my throne. Now, this was more like it.

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m awfully busy today...” I flipped through my throne room’s menus, trying to look hard at work.

“Please, Theo?” Sava insisted. “We’d do anything for a little dual cultivation time with you?”

“Anything?” I raised an eyebrow and closed my menu.

“Yes, anything!” Eltiana rocked back and forth on her heels. The others nodded in agreement.

“Alright. I suppose I can take a little time out of my busy day to help you all since you’re asking so nicely...”
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I flew out of the Throne Room fast enough to break the sound barrier, sending a sonic book across the Hearthwood. I grabbed three women at a time and dropped them off in front of my new tower.

“Surprise!” I smiled as I spread my arms wide before my new tower.

“Very nice. It’s a lot better than the mud wall you started with...” Sava said as she stared up at the tower. “What’s it for, anyway?”

“That is the real surprise.” I swung the door wide. That was brand new, placed there by the Whitewood Clan mere hours ago. The same was true for the wooden floors just beyond the doorway.

“Did you build a clubhouse?” Eltiana asked with a coy smile on her face. “A secret base for us to hide from all the kids?”

I laughed. “Ha! Maybe up top. But as you’ll soon realize, the tower’s a lot bigger below than it is above. Come this way...”

I beckoned them inside with a flourish, and they followed. The stairs were somewhere around here, and most of the interior of the tower was as new to me as it was to them. One thing about the Whitewood Clan was they worked really fast.

Just hours ago, this place had been a series of chambers made of bare stone. Now there were wooden dividing walls to break everything up into its own rooms. Most of the rooms were even fully furnished.

“It looks lovely, Theo.” Tivana rested a hand on my shoulder from behind. “Is this where we’ll all be dual cultivating?”

“Soon, dear. I just need to find the stairs...” We went through a few rooms, and eventually, I found them. The first floor downward soon revealed chambers three times as large as each of the ones above. “Here we are! Let’s go straight to the bottom and then work our way up.”

I’d made most of this lower level myself and was proud to showcase my handiwork. I’d harnessed the geothermal energy in the ley lines beneath the Hearthwood to build hot springs. All in all, it would be a good place to relax after a long session of what I had planned upstairs.

“Wonderful. It’s like a resort from the eastern island states.” Tivana smiled at the water as I showed off my creations.

“But wait, there’s more!” I took them up a floor. Here, we had an indoor sparring arena, an obstacle course, and several other recreational facilities. There were murmurs of approval all around as I showed them off. “The Whitewood Clan isn’t quite done with these since the room above was the priority. Let me know if you have any special requests for the empty chambers.”

Finally, I took my women up to the place I’d long been waiting to show off. “And this, Tivana, is the real reason I brought you all here. Behold, our brand new private dual cultivation area.”

The Whitewood Clan had done an excellent job of moving my inventions in. There were plates with light enchantments lining the walls, but right now the illumination throughout the series of chambers was mostly from the endless rows of candles lining the walls and dangling from the ceiling. It would have been an impossible number of candles to light without fire magic, and I wondered who the Whitewood Clan had recruited for the job.

Within the room were all sorts of chairs, restraints, paddles, cages, and toys. A patriarch of my proclivities could deal with any number of naughty, disobedient matriarchs in a room like this one.

“Hey Theo, why do you have such a funny look on your face while stroking that paddle?” Eltiana poked me in the side, chin tilted up in a teasing smirk. My little ninja knew exactly what she was doing as she shifted her shoulders and let the corners of her robe droop a bit lower than they would under normal circumstances.

I shook myself out of my meandering thoughts and locked eyes on Eltiana. “Oh, Eltiana. If anyone’s earned the answer to that question, it’s you.” A wide smile spread across my face.
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A few minutes later, I was in my happy place. Eltiana’s clothes were scattered on the floor, a fluffy leather paddle was in my hand, and she rubbed her naked and reddened ass with a slightly upturned lip. It was absolutely adorable, and seeing it again made me remember why I let her get away with so much. If she caused trouble, it just meant I’d have another opportunity to have her make that face again.

“Ah. What a great way to christen this room! Now that my arm’s all warmed up, let’s see...” I reached out and grabbed another matriarch at random. I probably should have used someone who actually needed punishment for something, but I was getting into the zone. Besides, I was sure Assyrus would do something bad at some point. I was just getting ahead of the curve.

More importantly, all the vigorous sparring she did every day had done delightful things to her ass. It was the sort of thing I needed to toss aside the paddle for and really get in there with bare fingers.

“Wait, wait. What’d I do?” Assyrus asked as she squirmed on my lap.

“Uh... hmm...” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Clothes! That’s it! These are sacred halls, and all of you are desecrating them! I have decreed just now that no woman of mine may enter this private space fully dressed! You were all supposed to leave your clothes by the door. That’s a new rule, and I’m imposing it retroactively, so you’re all guilty!”

My women quickly scrambled out of their clothes, but it was too late.

Sometimes, it was good to be the Patriarch.

On the outside, I was known as a fair and wise ruler. But that was only possible because I got all my unfair moments out behind closed doors. In a way, my lovely companions were sacrificing themselves to me here to ensure justice would always be carried out beyond these walls. Or at least, that was the story I told them in the moment.

Once upon a time, I’d considered myself no hornier than the average man. Yes, I had my urges, but nothing particularly sinful. I was certainly no pervert.

It was all these pretty elves with their blushing faces, tight asses, and bouncing breasts that had made me this way. They were all so constantly aroused, desperate, and needy that if I didn’t give them what they wanted regularly, they’d come after me to take it.

It had taken a lot of getting used to, but now I was starting to feel like I truly belonged on this world. After years of careful cultivation and effort, I’d crafted a body that was man enough for all the many women I found eager to be mine. And I loved it.

If I ever found a way back to Earth, I probably wouldn’t last a day or two without having three or four of my women by my side. It was like I’d gone years with just a spoonful of honey every few months, but now I’d come to a world where everything was sweet. It was too late to go back.

“Oh, by the heavens above!” Tivana moaned as I slid my thick cock into her dripping pussy.

The one saving grace of my current affliction was that my companions were even more sex-addicted than I was. I’d spotted plenty of hard nipples and wet crotches as I paddled Eltiana. And after asking them to disrobe, there were a dozen wet and slippery patches of ground where they’d all been standing. If the horny juices of powerful elven matriarchs were worth anything as alchemy ingredients, I could be the world’s biggest supplier.

Kneeling, standing, sitting, upside down, and suspended in the air. We did it all. There were a million ways to have sex, especially with someone as flexible as my lovely elven companions. Dean had taught me that, but by this point, I’d pushed far beyond the bounds of his so-called research. I would have to send him some corrections in the future since he covered a few topics in his book that could benefit from my expertise.

“Who’s your patriarch?” I demanded of Nela. “Who rules over the Songstone Clan as master and overlord?”

“You do!” Nela eagerly replied from her knees as she licked my seed from her lips. “T-the Songstone Clan is privileged to serve the Patriarch. Me especially.”

I laughed and ran my fingers possessively through her hair. “Good. Very good. I trust you share the sentiment, Melise?”

Melise nodded eagerly.

“Good. Now, do that time reversal thing again. Let’s see if you can put a little more of that passion into your blowjob technique...” I waved to Melise, and she used her fate zeal to reverse time on my cock. The feeling of my seed flowing back into me was a strange one, but it would come out again soon enough.

“All done!” Melise said proudly.

I ran my hands through her hair as well. “I think I’ve finally found the perfect use for time manipulation magic...”

Our fun continued for several more hours before I remembered that I wasn’t here strictly for my own enjoyment. This was supposed to be a dual cultivation session.

Thankfully, the bulk of the work was already done. Putting my women into a blissful and submissive state where I could reach into the deepest parts of their soul without resistance was half the battle.

At the heights of pleasure, when both their bodies and their magic were willing to do absolutely anything I asked of them, I could take control of their cultivation. With that control, I could use my own understanding of their cultivation to push them to new heights.

That was my big breakthrough with the royal family’s ancient dual cultivation technique, and it would let me beat the very thing that frightened Sam and Dean so much about getting with Heartwielders.

I wouldn’t have to fear any lover of mine dying before me. As long as they gave me their complete trust, I could reshape them into someone powerful enough to stand before me for all time.

And when I’d broken through to the Demigod realm, I’d done just that. All my matriarchs who’d been stuck in the Wizard realm had broken through to the Sorcerer realm through the sheer force of my will. Tivana had made it to Sorcerer on her own before her progress slowed, but with my help she’d pushed herself to new heights.

Out of all my companions, she was closest to Demigod. It sure would be nice to have her hanging on my arm when we went to that Demigod party, so that’s exactly what I planned to make happen.

I went through all my women individually, giving each fine-tuning and stabilization. They’d all fought a tough battle, and doing that right after a big breakthrough was rough. Since they hadn’t reached their current heights of cultivation on their own, their respective willpower wasn’t quite up to par in terms of keeping their cultivation in working order.

But that was alright because I was more than up for the task. I couldn’t have any of them backsliding, so these regular tune-ups would be increasingly important as I pushed each of them beyond what their respective talents would ordinarily allow.

In time, the right combinations of items and insights would bolster them to the point where they could hold on to the full scope of their cultivation on their own. But I had no interest in telling them exactly when that point would come to pass. It would be better to ensure they got regular tune-ups regardless.

“Oh maker, Theo! So... much... zeal!” Tivana panted as I filled her with energy that moments ago had flowed through my body. As my seed spilled into her, so too did my power. My spirit cultivation guided her own spirit cultivation, soothing and stabilizing it. Teaching it how to be more than it was. Her power could grow thicker, dense, nimbler, and more eager to do Tivana’s bidding. All it had to do was learn to do mine as well.

As an experiment, I borrowed a little of Tivana’s power. Sure enough, I could use it to manipulate spatial zeal. I wasn’t as skilled as the woman herself, but that might come in handy someday if I didn’t have Tivana herself close at hand.

My body cultivation did even more for her. As the World Titan Fiendbody flowed through her, it turned elven flesh into something stronger than her zeal could ever make on her own. I left behind a shadow of my body cultivation within her. She wouldn’t be able to improve it, and with time, it would fall apart. But as long as this little gift of mine remained, she would be a bit sturdier than any normal spirit cultivator had any right to be.

“See what that does for you, Tivana. It’s about time we start thinking about the Demigod realm for you.”

I gave her stomach a little pat. My seed oozed out of her as she lay on the bed and let out short panting breaths.

“Alright, who’s up next?” I turned to the rest of the room. I’d just made several new discoveries, and it wouldn’t be fair to give them to Tivana alone.

We were in for a long, long night. Probably several long nights.


Chapter
Five



By the time we finished several days later, I felt an exquisite sense of exhaustion. It was the tired feeling of a job well done and a life well lived. My hips ached, which was a hard thing to happen for a Demigod.

I probably could have focused my zeal on them and made the feeling disappear, but I didn’t want to. There was something satisfying about feeling tired in this manner that I didn’t want to give up. It was the few remaining vestiges left from when I’d been a mere man, instead of the quasi-godlike magical being I was now.

So I lay there, surrounded by a pile of naked flesh as I relaxed and basked in the afterglow. I figured I might as well catch a bit of shut-eye. I didn’t sleep too often these days, but like with my aching hips, there were times when a quick nap was warranted.

When I woke up, I heard the faint sounds of screaming outside. My eyes shot open immediately.

What was happening? Was the Hearthwood under attack?

“Mac, give me a status update. What’s going on out there?”

[Ah, you’re done, I hope? Good. You can deal with this,] Mac replied. He sounded as exhausted as I felt.

“Is this an emergency?”

[No. It’s civil unrest. Your current policy for the Hearthwood allows peaceful protests, and many of your vassals are here to do just that.]

“Wait, really? I thought we were doing a good job.”

[Just... look for yourself,] Mac sighed wearily.

Okay, so we weren’t under attack. But what was going on? Were there rumors of rebellion I’d missed? I thought my tour-building infrastructure for Deania and the surrounding nations would have made me well-liked abroad. I’d basically done decades of work in mere days. They should love me! Why were they protesting?

“Do you hear that?” Tivana asked me curiously.

“Shh... go back to bed. I’ll check it out.” As I wiggled out from between them, I urged Tivana and the others to return to sleep. I soon found my discarded clothes and squirmed back into them.

I ran up the stairs as soon as I was dressed. The noises got louder. This part of the tower was not nearly as soundproofed as the chambers below.

As I approached the window, I started to hear the demands being shouted.

“Where is the Patriarch?”

“Open these doors!”

“We demand to see him now!”

I pulled the shutters open just a tiny crack and grimaced at what I saw. Many of my most powerful vassals were protesting in the Hearthwood. There was the leader of the Golden Sword Sect, a powerful sorcerer. Yillinarena, Sovereign of the Auqualian isles, and many of her wizard-realm subordinates. Xoreda and many members of the Circle of Necromancers. Even Teilinith and Feilinith were there, the two leaf-covered elven Sorcerers of the Ancient Tree Temple. And I thought I saw the Sunspire Princess, Tivana’s friend.

This was a terrifyingly powerful force to have arrayed outside my city, let alone my tower. I’d be terrified if I wasn’t already a Demigod and hadn’t already pushed most of my companions into the Sorcerer realm. The only thing keeping me calm now was Mac said they were peacefully protesting.

But what could they possibly be upset about? I thought they all liked me!

There was only one way I was going to find out. I steadied my resolve, smoothed the wrinkles out of my clothes, and opened the doors. Time to hear what had frustrated so many people all at once.

Before me stood an array of nearly a thousand elves. I recognized many of them, and most were quite powerful as far as the average cultivator went. A single wizard was strong enough to build and lead a mighty clan of elves, and here they were by the hundreds. All the sorcerers I’d spotted earlier were at the front of the line as well, with the others keeping a respectful distance behind them.

Further back were rows of True Mages, Mage Acolytes, and even a few heartwielders all the way to the rear.

Many people were holding picket signs aloft, most adorned with the simple words, ‘Let us in!’, ‘Equality for all Matriarchs’, ‘We demand reproductive rights!’ and much more.

I still couldn’t figure out what these people were protesting for the life of me.

Were my laws unfair? Some of these issues seemed, unfortunately, familiar to me. I thought I’d left Earth and its problems behind. Frankly, I didn’t understand how they could follow me here because elves had always been matriarchal and mostly women, but perhaps I’d need to put on my best politician’s smile anyway.

“Everyone, everyone! I understand there are some social issues causing concern. Rest assured, your voices will be heard, but only if you talk to me in an orderly fashion. You, what is it you want?” I pointed, seemingly at random, into the crowd. In reality, I’d singled out the Golden Sword Sect Leader.

I had defeated her before, and she was no match for me now, but she certainly wasn’t weak. She was likely a figurehead in this protest and a symbol for others to rally behind. If I could pry her away from the other protestors by satisfying whatever her issues were, things would start getting easier.

The sect leader tossed her sign demanding reproductive rights aside and pointed a finger at me. “I demand only one thing, Patriarch! I insist that you impregnate me immediately!”

Huh?

“Wait wait...” I held up my hands. “What kind of reproductive rights are you protesting for, exactly?”

The sect leader pointed a thumb at herself and then pointed a finger at me. “With all due respect, Patriarch, I thought we had an understanding. Sooner or later, you would pin me down and plant your warm, delicious seed deep in me, and I would bear at least one, preferably many, children on your behalf. Normally, I’m a patient woman, and I was content to wait however many centuries it takes for your schedule to open up for me. But here you are, giving the gift of life to the same women repeatedly, leaving the rest of us with nothing!”

“It’s unfair!” an elven wizard protested. “We demand equal rights to your dick!”

“Yeah, we’re all matriarchs serving under you! Why do they get a monopoly on you? Just because they were here first?” Yillinarena asked. Beside her, Teilinith and Feilinith nodded in unison.

“We demand entrance to your sex dungeon!” Xoreda said.

“Let us in! Let us in!” Another elven wizard held up her sign, and as she began chanting, others joined in. Soon, the crowd demanded entry into my quiet and isolated little slice of heaven.

“Well...” The calm and cool demeanor I’d carefully prepared for myself evaporated instantly. Whatever I’d been prepared for, it certainly wasn’t this. And how the hell did everybody already know about my new sex dungeon? It was supposed to be a secret!

“I’m not leaving the Hearthwood unless I’m leaving filled with your seed!” the Golden Sword Sect Leader swore.

Suddenly, my aching hips weren’t feeling like such a well-earned boon anymore. Suddenly, we had a big problem I wasn’t at all prepared for.

“Okay... okay... I’ll get back to you in a second. Let me discuss this with my... er... team.”

I closed the door, wiped the sweat from my brow, and then figured out what to do. Perhaps the first move was to call for reinforcements.

“Hey, Mac? Are Sam and Dean busy? Maybe I can invite them over to help with something real quick.”

Surely the two of them could get some of these desperate women off my back? Otherwise, there were too many for even me, at least in the state I was in currently. This challenge had come at the worst possible time.

[No can do,] Mac instantly replied. [I took the liberty of contacting them when you were busy. Apparently, the two of them have each dealt with similar incidents to this one in the past, though not quite to this scale. They both made it clear that their days of running around were over, and they’d settled down. They said that it would be a lesson you’d learn for yourself soon.]

“Crap...” I placed my head in my hands. “So I’ve got no reinforcements incoming.”

[Sam asked me to tell you that you are on your own for this one.]

“I’m sure he did.” I found a nearby chair and let myself flop into it.

[Dean was quite impressed. He said that back in the day, his mob only consisted of Mage Acolytes and a few True Mages. You’ve truly outdone yourself by getting the ruling Matriarchs of a dozen nations beating down your door. But I suppose that’s only to be expected from a man who anointed himself the Patriarch.]

“I thought it was a cool title when I came up with it...” I grumbled. “But now it seems to come with unexpected responsibility.”

[Elven males are few and short-lived. It’s no surprise that those at higher levels are sexually deprived.]

I sighed. It made sense. More powerful elves would have difficulty finding a male elf they were attracted to. Really, it was the same problem Sam and Dean had with picking up new women with the genders reversed. Potential male lovers for them would die in the blink of an eye, so what was the point? And most of them would be hundreds of years younger, at the least, with far less live experience.

But not me. At my current cultivation level, I would be around for a long time. Not to mention all the other benefits my high cultivation could bring to a potential partner...

I wasn’t just stroking my own ego when I realized I wasn’t surprised they were interested in me. I was a prestigious local authority figure and powerful enough to surpass them in abilities.

If we truly had to, I was confident I was man enough to satisfy them all. It would be the easy solution, really. The gifts I could share were powerful though. In some ways, my cock was the Hearthwood's most precious cultivation resource. Sharing it wasn't a decision I could make without serious political ramifications. This wasn't the sort of decision I could make on my own. I’d need my companions to figure this out.

I returned to our room, where they were just starting to stir. Apparently, my departure had roused a few of them, who’d then roused the others, and after a few quick showers, they were all pulling themselves together again after a long and energetic series of nights.

“Gather everyone. We need to have a bit of a talk. There’s quite a protest outside.”

At my warning, the others scurried a little faster. We gathered upstairs in one of the more mundane portions of the tower. There was a fireplace surrounded by enough plush cushions for everyone to sit and chat all at once. Despite my many companions, I still didn’t have a fire cultivator with me. But Amisra could throw out a few sparks and get it lit anyway.

Once the fire was going, we settled in for a chat. The voices were louder here, and a few of my companions had already taken a peek out the windows to see what was going on. I had Tivana share the news with everyone else.

“There’s a large-scale protest outside. It includes the leadership of many of the surrounding nations.”

“What do they want?” Eltiana asked. She leaned against my shoulder and rubbed at her eyes.

“Well...” Tivana shrugged, a red flush on her cheeks. “Apparently, word got around about what we were doing in here over the last few days. And they want in.”

“Seriously?” Eltiana sat up straighter. “Maybe if I show them the state of my butt, they’d reconsider. They’ve definitely earned some punishment themselves for waking me up early.”

Tivana shook her head. “They already know. Apparently, that just makes it all the more alluring."

“So...” I began, thinking my women would want to figure out how to solve this problem. “What do we do?”

“It’s pretty clear what we have to do...” Sava sighed as she shot a glance at the others. They nodded back at her.

“That’s right.” Illiel adjusted her spectacles. “We need to set up a schedule.”

“Wait, what?” I asked, surprised once again.

“Obviously, they know a good thing when they see it. Our man is the greatest specimen in the Ten Thousand Worlds, and the world leaders are smart enough to want a piece of him for themselves.” Assyrus stroked her chin in contemplation. “I bet they’re already dreaming about what powerful warriors their children by you will be.”

“Immune to orcish pheromones and with more vitality,” Yorik added.

“I can see that...” My children would have some of the many advantages of being human in a place like this. The original creators of the Ten Thousand Worlds had been humans like me, so they’d naturally rigged some aspects of cultivation to their own advantage.

“So it’s settled. It seems we have little choice but to share a little of our man if we want to keep the vassals in line.” Sava ran her fingers along my chest as she stood behind me, elbows on the cushion and arms draped over me as she rested her chin on my shoulder. “But we should control the distribution of his seed. It is probably the most valuable resource the Hearthwood has at its disposal, even including The Wanderer.”

“Agreed. Perhaps we can award single droplets worth of it? Truth be told, with as much concentrated vitality he has, a Mage Acolyte who isn’t properly prepared would probably die from exposure to more than that,” Nela added.

“Wait, we’re going to sell it?” I choked back a laugh. “Really?”

“Why not?” Sava shrugged. “Those vitality potions are already a delicacy in the Hearthwood. People drink them recreationally. I had to put purchase limits in place, otherwise higher-level cultivators would drive their value beyond the price of heartwielders aspiring to transform to Mage Acolyte.”

“Damn. I had no idea...” I adjusted myself in my seat. It was startling to think I was producing a substance that had the power to change the lives of so many aspiring elven cultivators. How much of it had I wasted over the last few days? Maybe I should feel guilty about that. But at the same time, perhaps I could do more.

“I might be able to produce a little more of it,” I shrugged. A few times now, I’d released a barrel’s worth of seed in one go. That was an effect of my increased body cultivation. I’d played around with those physical features a bit, but now that I was a Diamond Skin body cultivator, it might be possible to push myself to far greater limits than before. If I could go from a couple of barrels to an oil-tanker’s worth, it might not be so scarce a resource.

“Perhaps...” Sava frowned. “But I would actually prefer if you go in the other direction. Concentrate it. You’re a Demigod. No one will be surprised if your undiluted seed is powerful enough to kill them without precautions. And we can always dilute it for the vitality potions."

We chatted a bit more about how we were going to fairly distribute my sexual activities. The seed was one thing, and technically, that was all I needed to do to satisfy most requests. In such cases, the kids wouldn’t really be mine, I’d just be something like a sperm donor. I wasn’t fully satisfied with that, but considering how many children I already had in the Hearthwood, I wasn’t sure we had the space for a few hundred or thousand more.

Of greater difficulty was the matter of the women who wanted the full treatment, so to speak. Many of the people outside weren’t just asking to be impregnated by me. They wanted into my sex dungeon.

“How did word about the dungeon get around so fast, anyway?” I asked my companions.

“It was pretty obvious when the Whitewood Clan was hurrying into the tower with armloads of furniture,” Yavilla replied. “Besides, your proclivities aren’t exactly a secret.”

“Damn. Alright...” I sighed. “How about this. We’ll add some special time with me to the clan rewards board. Make it really expensive, and mandate anyone who earns it needs to swear their eternal loyalty to me and the Hearthwood now and forever. That will ensure only the most fanatically loyal vassals ever earn that opportunity.”

Illiel scribbled something down on her clipboard. “Understood. We shall make the points requirement so steep that only a true masochist could accumulate so many points.”

“Ha!” Eltiana laughed. “I see the look in the eyes of those girls outside. You might have more people making the cut than you think.”

“Maybe so, but the matter is settled. We’ve now established the Bureau of Submission and Breeding,” Illiel declared with a note of finality.

This was certainly among the strangest of everything I’d done since establishing the Hearthwood.


Chapter
Six



After settling the matter with the protesters and convincing them to disperse, I invited them all to hang around the Hearthwood a little longer. Mac was about ready with a Mana Generator upgrade, which would bolster the zeal distribution throughout the area. The Mana Generator upgrade would hopefully enable the creation of more Level-Reducing Sentry Towers.

Those things had saved my rear more times than I could count, so as far as I was concerned, the more of them we had, the better. For all I knew, an Immortal Ascendant planned to drop from the sky and wreck all my stuff again. I wanted to be prepared for just that sort of catastrophe.

“I missed this feeling,” Assyrus said as she sat next to me, cross-legged and eyes closed.

“Me too,” I chuckled. Though I was beyond the need for ordinary zeal, the sudden rush of cleaner and fresher energy was like a breath of fresh air. Plus, the power of the Mana Generator was something beyond normal zeal, and the more I exposed myself to it, the more I understood exactly what made it different.

I embraced the pulse of energy as all the others in the Hearthwood did. This one was stronger than any upgrades to the Mana Generator before it, and it might even be felt in neighboring countries. I gathered a few sparks of The Wanderer’s strange energy and saved them for later. Perhaps they’d come in handy when contemplating my concepts a little more.

Until then, I admired the Hearthwood. My new clock tower was complete, and my kids had done a remarkable job putting together something to tell time. It looked similar enough to a clock tower on Earth that I suspected either Mac or Sam gave them a few hints. While technically cheating, at the end of the day, a clock tower was what I wanted, and a clock tower was what I got.

Massive and intricate solid bronze gears spun in the open air. The pendulum swinging toward the bottom had a weight of solid gold as wide as my entire body outstretched. Each swing seemed to take a little longer than a second, but I hadn’t demanded any specifications for timing. Just having the clock tower was a massive improvement, and it meant all the city workers could mark the times of their shifts from start to end.

The elevators and trolleys were both also a success. The mechanical systems whirred to life, chugging along in a never-ending circuit. Neither was seeing particularly heavy use, but I hadn’t gone out of my way to tell people what they were. Perhaps once people got used to the things they grow brave enough to use them.

Down by the river, several mills and factories were churning away. Apparently, my attempt at harnessing hydroelectric power had gone over better than I thought.

But most apparent were the effects of all the street lights. They’d been an afterthought to me. Heck, most of them hadn’t even been put up by me, except for casting my Stone Obelisk spell a few times in quick succession.

Now, shining crystals of light lit the streets in the early morning. With lighting like this, it was clear we were a city that never sleeps.

I was proud of the Hearthwood. It seemed only yesterday it was a tiny band of struggling survivors. We’d been through hell repeatedly, and yet we were still here, now stronger than ever.

I sensed several breakthroughs around the city. The burst of freely available energy was enough to push many over the edge and allow them to break through to the next cultivation level. And unlike most times I’d seen this happen, the sudden advancements weren’t confined to the wealthier regions of the city.

There were three bright flashes of light in the city’s poorer districts. Perhaps these were powerful guests slumming it in the city. But I hoped they were locals who had no future anywhere else. But here in the Hearthwood, even the elusive rank of True Mage was within the reach of everyone, thanks to the detailed and cheaply available cultivation guides we provided to our citizens.

Far closer to me, I sensed several flashes of light toward the top of Castle Mac. Those would be my own kids, on the complete opposite end of the social spectrum of the poor district. My children had everything they possibly needed to succeed. And now, a few of them had pushed those gifts of mine further than I dared hope. I felt a smile touch my face. I wondered who they were and how to tell them I was proud of them.

But then, a light far brighter than all the others lit up next to me. I turned to regard it and saw Tivana with a thick crease over her brows.

Was she having a breakthrough? But as far as I knew, she was already at the peak of the Sorcerer realm. If she was having a breakthrough...

I jumped to my feet. “Tivana’s having a breakthrough!”

I stood behind her as close as I dared. I didn’t want to interrupt her breakthrough, but at the same time, I wanted to be ready to help.

We were sitting on one of the balconies of my tower, and I pulled on the curtains around us. The dense swirl of energies around Tivana would be terrifying to most low-level cultivators. And higher-level cultivators might want a piece of it for themselves. I solved both those issues by cloaking Tivana from prying eyes and prying magic. My aura wrapped around hers, creating a sphere of calm zeal to prevent unexpected perturbations from disturbing her potential ascension to Demigod.

I watched and waited. I’d like to say I was calm and patient through the process, but that was anything but the case. I nervously ran my fingers through my hair, anxious sweat beading on my brow.

I wanted to hold her hand. To bring her back into that unity we shared during dual cultivation. That way, I’d be able to help. But Tivana had initiated this process on her own, unbeknownst to me. I’d known she was close, but not this close. Had she been attempting to master a concept while I wasn’t looking? Or had some of my concepts rubbed off on her?

Zeal swirled in on her, growing thicker and denser. To my magical sight, it went from gas to liquid and eventually to a solid mass of raw power. It vanished into a whirlpool concentrated in the center of Tivana’s abdomen, more disappearing than could possibly fit.

A Demigod’s soul defied conventional logic. At our level, the spirit and the magic coursing through it were more important than the flesh and blood that housed it. Tivana was making that transition now. My nervous fingers dug into my hair.

The energy was swirling in smooth and healthy patterns. She was doing it! It was working. But then, as the flow of energies reached its zenith, there was a stutter.

That tiny stutter was all it took for her control to snap. Her grip on the flow of energy was tenuous at best. Now it was gone.

The flow of power shifted, twisted, and then began in reverse. Spatial zeal whipped out in all directions, tearing chunks out of the nearby walls.

Things had gone from perfect to disastrous in the blink of an eye. It took me a moment to figure out what was happening. She’d gone from filling her core with new zeal to having everything spill out of her at once. If this process continued, she could lose her entire cultivation.

That would be very bad because nobody below the wizard realm could survive in a storm of spatial zeal like the one she was in. Heck, I was pretty sure she wasn’t dead already only because she was still full of power from my World Titan Fiendbody. That improved her physical durability to the point that even her own zeal going wild inside of her body wasn’t enough to kill her. Anyone else would be torn apart from the inside out from a backlash like this one.

I had to do something but had been caught off guard. I hadn’t dreamed Tivana would be ready to attempt her breakthrough this soon, but here we were.

I moved my zeal closer to her, hoping to contain the damage and reverse the flow of zeal back in the proper direction. But it slipped from my grasp. I could protect the city, but I couldn’t save Tivana. Not without more help from her.

I would have to take direct control of Tivana’s cultivation, and there was only one way to do that.

We needed to dual cultivate immediately, and there was no time to waste.

“Tivana!” I grabbed her by the shoulders. Strands of spatial zeal lashed at my skin, covering me in a thousand paper cuts. I ignored them, though any one of those attacks would have sliced anybody else in half. “Tivana, can you hear me?”

She grit her teeth. The serene expression she’d worn moments ago had vanished, and now she had her brows drawn tight in intense concentration. I sensed the tiniest nod from her, but that was all.

I grimaced. These were less than ideal conditions. Taking control of her zeal required her handing over her zeal to me. She was already so strained with her failing attempt at a breakthrough that I wasn’t sure she could spare that kind of attention.

But it would have to be enough anyway.

I gathered her wrists in my arms, pushed her back to the ground, and planted a kiss on her lips. We hardly had time for foreplay, but Tivana’s was a body I knew well.

In one quick motion, I slashed apart her clothes and left her naked on the balcony. My own clothes came undone rather fast, and with an effort of will through my body cultivation, I was soon as hard as stone.

I pressed my cock against Tivana’s entrance, brushing my head along her clit. Three quick strokes and a deep kiss later, and I slid into her with familiar ease.

I let my body do the rest on its own accord while I focused on Tivana’s cultivation. Her zeal seemed distant, as was her mind. She struggled against her power, but I could help her if she let me.

Slowly, my will slid in beside her, and my focus joined hers. It would never have worked if her trust in me was anything but absolute. As it was, the process was slow and tenuous.

I focused first on reinforcing her body. The fact that the lingering essence of my World Titan Fiendbody was already present made it easier. I didn’t have to establish a connection, just reinforce the shadow of my power I’d left behind with the real thing.

I could feel Tivana’s body being stitched back together. My regeneration could keep up with the storm of spatial zeal, but that wasn’t true for hers until I lent her my power. As one problem was solved, a dozen more came up. I had to channel her remaining power and slow the drain of zeal. I had to restore the structural integrity of her dantian. Then I needed to redirect the flow of zeal in the proper direction. And then, I had to figure out exactly what concept Tivana had embraced to allow for this breakthrough.

My mind flickered on the edge of hers. My Mind Cultivation formed a bridge between us, and we shared thoughts and impressions. She hadn’t intended to make a breakthrough at all. Still, something about the burst of zeal from the Mana Generator had resonated with the lingering impressions of concepts that I’d introduced her to.

But what? That was the one thing I couldn’t help Tivana with. Not if I didn’t understand the concept myself.

As I dealt with all the other issues, I slowly eased myself into Tivana’s mind. She was holding onto that concept like a life raft, but it was elusive and strange. Like viewing a color I’d never seen before. If I wanted to understand it, I’d need to come to the same realization she had.

She could sense my confusion, and I could feel her mentally taking me by the hand. She planned to show me what she’d found. I followed her.

The world faded away even greater than before. My vision swirled, and suddenly I was looking out of unfamiliar eyes. It took me a moment to place myself. I was inside Tivana’s head, viewing one of her memories.

Her mother loomed over her while Tivana knelt on the floor. She looked the same as she did now since all elves manifested as adults, but somehow she seemed smaller and younger nonetheless.

Queen Lyanva demonstrated a basic but elegant working of zeal by warping space so that an object in one hand suddenly appeared in her other hand with just a tiny flick of her wrist. It wasn’t enough to be a throw, and yet it crossed a considerable distance anyway. I was no spatial cultivator, but I could tell when someone was compressing space when I saw it.

“Zeal is fuel that lets us do the impossible,” Tivana’s mother said.

The vision faded and was soon replaced by another years later.

Baroness Jynna stood on a wall overlooking Bronzeridge. Nearby, an enormous monster as tall as the city’s spires ambled closer to the city. It was clearly at the wizard rank, as was Tivana herself. But the Spirelords of Bronzeridge were only True Mages, and Jynna was only a Mage Acolyte. They would stand no chance against the beast coming their way unless Tivana stopped it.

“It’s no good. That monster’s too strong! Stopping it is impossible!” Jynna pleaded.

“Nothing is impossible,” Tivana replied.

The vision faded, and soon, I appeared elsewhere. A group of elves stood around Tivana with expressions of adoration on their faces. One of them stepped forward.

“He did it, he drove back the orcs, and now this army from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye as well!” An eager elf lifted her fists in the air in victory. “This Patriarch from the Hearthwood Clan is really something, right?”

“He really is,” Tivana agreed.

The other elf flashed Tivana a coy smile. “You’re pretty amazing yourself, Princess! Maybe you ought to scoop him up and claim him for yourself.”

Tivana shook her head. “Ha. I think that’s impossible.”

“Maybe for me. But not for you, Tivana,” the other elf replied.

The same word resonated repeatedly throughout my visions, growing louder each time. Every experience Tivana shared held a tiny sliver of the foundational truth she’d mastered. And as she shared her experiences with me, I began to understand it myself.

Impossible was the best word to describe what Tivana had come to understand. It was a subtle shift, less noticeable by far than Identity or Gravity, both of which I’d shared with her.

Perhaps my two concepts had laid the foundation for this one, since there were similarities on a foundational level. Within the grips of this concept, anything was possible.

If ten billion elven heartwielders threw themselves at a Demigod-level Elder dragon, ten billion elves would die. But with Tivana’s concept, there was just the tiniest chance one of them could succeed. It was so infinitesimally small it could hardly be said to exist at all, but it was there.

If one of those ten billion brave souls was particularly fearless and threw themselves down the dragon’s throat with a sword in hand, their dying gasp might give them the slightest fraction of an opening to strike at the dragon’s core from deep within the beast, triggering a chain reaction not unlike the one Tivana was experiencing now.

This was the sort of power that Tivana sought to wield. The power to turn infinitesimally small probabilities into ones that could truly happen. To place her hand on the table of fate and tilt the odds in her favor.

It was bold, audacious, protective, heroic, and everything else I loved about the woman.

She would master this concept. I would make certain of that. No cloud of spatial zeal would stop us.

Now that Tivana’s concept was clear in my mind, I could use it to some limited extent. Perhaps a change was occurring in my body as well, but as blended as she and I were right now, I couldn’t differentiate the two of us.

I placed my will beside hers, both of us shoving and pushing the falling walls of her spirit back into place. Slowly and with great effort, we mustered our strength and returned things as they were.

But I wasn’t interested in leaving Tivana just a Late Sorcerer. This was her transformation to Demigod. These walls needed to be taller. Her body tougher. Her mind sturdier. When she emerged, she would be reborn as I had been.

I wasn’t sure how long we spent at the process. Minutes, hours, maybe even days. It didn’t matter. No amount of work would be too much for a woman as dear to me as this princess.

Eventually, our consciousnesses separated from where they’d been deeply intertwined. A pair of warm, soft mounds were pressed against my face. I could have lifted my head from them and woken myself at any time, but I chose not to for many minutes longer. As a result, I felt Tivana stir before I did.

She shifted her weight up onto her elbows, moving my head from side to side. I felt her hand on the back of my head.

“Dear... ahem...” Tivana tried to wake me.

“What?” I grumbled, still not taking my head out from between her boobs.

“Perhaps we should take this inside? The balcony and wall you had before is... um... well it’s not there anymore.”

“So?” I grumbled. Now that she mentioned it, the ground did feel rather rough like a pile of broken stones. Tivana’s backlash had probably flattened a good chunk of my new tower. I’d been shielding the area with a bubble of protective energy, but everything within my bubble was fair game.

I finally opened my eyes to see what the damage was.

Tivana’s storm of spatial zeal had shredded everything below us. There was nothing left of the balcony we’d been on. Nor the staircase leading into my tower.

No, we were lying in a crater just outside the tower. Nearby, dozens of people were rushing forward with shovels in hand.

At first, I thought they were trying to dig us out, but a few minutes later, I realized they weren’t shoveling dirt. They were hauling away shovelfuls of sticky white seed smeared over every surface. In the distance, I could hear Sava’s voice.

“Hey! Someone stop her! Authorized workers only. This is a restricted substance of the Hearthwood!” Sava yelled.

She was too slow though, and I felt an elf jump into the pit with Tivana and me. As she did so, she made quite a splash.

Apparently, Tivana’s breakthrough to Demigod had been a lot of fun for both of us. While my mind was busy melding with hers, my body had lots of fun of its own. Was it wrong to feel a little jealous of myself? Just how much had I missed?

I scrambled to my feet, only slipping once. I pulled Tivana up into my arms and held her close, then crouched low to grab the other elf who’d thrown herself into my puddle.

Wait a moment. Was she in the middle of a breakthrough? I looked closer. She’d been a true mage until moments ago, but now she felt more like a wizard. Apparently, all she needed was a little splash of extra vitality, and for that, she’d been willing to do anything.

I shook my head. I hoped it was worth it for her. Sava would probably tally up her debts to the Hearthwood and make her spend a long time working them off.


Chapter
Seven



The two of us were overdue for a shower. Thankfully, it hadn’t been damaged during Tivana’s breakthrough, though apparently a lot had been.

The birth of a Demigod was a rare occurrence, especially outside of a secluded space like my Cultivation Chamber or somewhere like the Primordial World. Few would be so generous as to share the energies released during their epiphany with an entire city. And of those that were, they wouldn’t want to leave themselves vulnerable.

If someone had a grudge against Tivana, that would have been the perfect time to assassinate her. Someone as notable as the Princess of Deania was bound to have enemies.

Unfortunately for those enemies, I had been there the whole time, as had my matriarchs. If they’d tried anything, it would have been the last thing they’d ever done.

Every breakthrough required a bit of a tune-up and an adjustment period. Having gone through the process with both body and spirit cultivation, I lent Tivana a hand to get her adjusted.

“I think I can walk again now,” Tivana said.

“Nah. I’m not sure. I’ll just have to carry you everywhere from now on,” I joked as I held her in my arms. A princess carry for a beautiful princess.

“You can put me down.”

“I don’t know. I kind of like having a beautiful princess on hand at all times. If I ever need any official decrees or speeches given, I have the perfect person right there!”

Tivana combed her hair back, a smile on her lips. “We both know that isn’t what you’d be doing with me.”

As we spoke, I’d been rubbing my face against her boobs. “Yeah...”

We both laughed, and I set Tivana back down on the ground. Eventually, we dressed and made our way back outside.

I was once again thankful to have such competent matriarchs partnered with me. If not for them, I would have had to take charge of the situation when I woke up. As it was, I could afford to relax and spend these crucial moments with Tivana and help her through her breakthrough.

I didn’t know what was going on outside in the Hearthwood, but I knew my companions well enough to know that they’d tell me if they didn’t already have it under control.

“I know you mentioned easing back on the number of kids you were having.” Tivana rubbed her belly anxiously as her eyes darted up to meet mine. “But we still have that quota of my mother’s to fill. And... well...”

I realized what had happened. Normally, an elf who didn’t want kids would be able to convert my seed into vitality to fuel their cultivation. They would only become pregnant if they failed to do that. But Tivana and I had been in an odd state of merged consciousness at the time. The two of us had been far too busy with her breakthrough to worry about kids.

I planted a kiss on her forehead. “More siblings? When the first couple eggs haven't even hatched into wisps? You're turning into quite the aspiring mother, Tivana."

Recently, I'd had the pleasure of collecting a few new eggs from my lovely princess from a previous tryst that took us all the way to another world. I hadn't expected her to have more so soon. But perhaps her mother was putting more pressure on her than I thought.

"You think the others will be upset I took spots they could have used?" Tivana asked shyly.

I shook my head. "Cutting back was just a goal, my dear. If I failed at it, it was my own fault, not any of yours. Don't take it out on yourself. And definitely not on the wisps to be. I’m sure they’ll be lovely little ones. We may have to tack a new addition onto the castle complex, but that’s just an afternoon’s work. And maybe one extra run to the Primordial World when they grow up.”

Tivana smiled. “I’ll come with you. We’ll clear out every shop and monster den. We’ll probably have to if we want to outfit so many aspiring True Mages and Wizards.”

That was probably the one thing I was very worried about with my growing number of children. A lot of them were extremely ambitious. Most clans would only have to train and equip a handful of new True Mages or Wizards at a time. But the Hearthwood would have to do that for dozens, maybe hundreds.

I wasn’t sure there were enough Aura Condensation Talismans on the continent if we used them all at once. There was really only one solution. We’d have to pick up resources from the Primordial World.

“Consider it a date. Maybe we can even kidnap some elves from the Elven Star Dominion. The Golden Sword Sect Leader worked out very well as a tutor for Comela. A couple dozen more of those, and we’ll have a real school together.”

The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. I jotted kidnapping down as a plan for the future. Those Elven Star Dominion elves were tough, so their spells, techniques, and training methods all had to be top-notch.

“So, did you really plan for a breakthrough then and there?” I asked Tivana.

She shook her head. “It came on unexpectedly. I...” Her face was covered with a red flush. “I really wanted to go to that party with you.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m glad someone’s eager to go. Truth be told, I was kind of dreading it. But I’m dreading it less now that I know you’ll be by my side.”

[image: ]


Once the two of us were decent and moving normally, I rebuilt the damaged portion of the tower and dealt with another round of protesters. Apparently, my recent actions had earned their ire once again. I guess it was one thing to hear about the excess lovemaking I favored certain women with and another thing entirely to see it with their own eyes.

The fact that workers were gathering up the seed they were so hungry for by the bucketful probably didn’t help. I would have to work on my matriarch’s suggestion to concentrate it a little further. I’d have to fiddle with the World Titan Fiendbody a little more to make that happen, but that would take a lengthy meditation session.

I received a message from Mac saying that all my kids who’d broken through had gathered in Castle Mac to celebrate, and it might be a good idea for me to drop by. That sounded like a good idea since I’d love to meet the lucky young ladies and congratulate them.

When I found the room and entered, I saw more familiar faces than I expected. Argona was there and at True Mage no less. She’d been lagging behind others of her generation since she’d been more interested in crafting than cultivating. But somewhere along the way, she must have found her motivation, which had carried her all the way to forging an aura.

The immense wealth she’d gathered selling her enchanted creations probably also helped. With her skills, she’d never need to delve into the dungeon. Or even risk herself at anything particularly dangerous. A few weeks in a workshop, and she’d buy her next session of cultivation progress.

Dulik was there as well. He was at Bronze Bone body cultivation already. It was truly an amazingly fast rate of progress. If he and I had started simultaneously, we might be neck and neck.

But proudest of all was Segolas. He was my firstborn son, the eldest of my children. But after a tough battle against Tim from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, he’d fallen into a coma from which we feared he would never awaken. When we’d finally managed to wake him up anyway, he was far behind his brother and sisters.

The kid had always taken pride in his talent and his dedication, so being far from the best had nearly broken him. He would have gotten himself killed delving too deep into the dungeon if I hadn’t followed him.

But he was beaming with pride as he saw me step through the door. He flexed his magical might, showing off his newly formed aura. I smiled at him and then at all the others. In total, about forty of my children had made breakthroughs, many from Zeal Accumulation to Mage Acolyte, but there were enough new True Mages to make this one room alone enough to be a powerful clan in Deania.

If I’d had a force like this at my disposal during the reign of the Crimson Dragon Clan when I’d first arrived in the Hearthwood, I could have flattened every enemy and conquered the Hearthwood the easy way, then kicked the asses of the Corpse Collector Company and sent them crawling back to their masters.

It would have been one hell of a different adventure, but I wasn’t sure if I preferred it. Yes, it would have been easier, but I wouldn’t have grown as close to my matriarchs as I had without that adversity.

“Well done, all of you! I’m very proud of you. The Hearthwood will be a better place for your efforts. I’m sure it wasn’t easy to push yourselves, but all of you deserve rewards. Feel free to visit the family treasury and pick something out for yourselves on the lower levels as my gifts to you.”

A wave of cheers erupted from my progeny. I had pretty good stuff on those lower levels, with more showing up every day now that The Wanderer was granting me access to a special shop that generated unique goods and gear.

I held up my hands as the cheering died down. “But with great power comes great responsibility! Remember that. Now that you’re more powerful, you need to start looking out for those you can protect. Look after your weaker siblings and all the people of the Hearthwood. I’ll be opening up new positions to enforce the law in the city, and many of you might find a position in those forces. The same will be true for our army and dungeon diving groups. Understood?”

There was a chorus of nods and voices of agreement.

“Great! Well, now that the boring stuff’s out of the way, let’s have some food!”

We had a small celebration party that went deep into the night. A few others joined us, and I got to meet Segolas’ companions again. The young man had a small budding harem of his own, mostly consisting of the reincarnated former matriarchs of the Hearthwood from before I took over.

By now, my companions had long since left those women in the dust, but they still held influence in certain circles. And all of them had enough talent to one day be True Mages since each had possessed considerable ability in their former lives.

I’d have to sneak Segolas some more Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixirs for the lot of them. No doubt they’d find the experiences of their past lives quite illuminating. It would help them keep up with my boy, keeping him from ever running off into the dungeon alone again.
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The rest of the time before the much-anticipated Demigod gathering passed quickly. I spent several days with my family and continued to improve the infrastructure of Hearthwood, Deania, and all the surrounding nations.

My matriarchs carefully dealt with all the protesters demanding to be included in my nightly activities, and by and large, their efforts had already proven fruitful. The leader of the Golden Sword Sect had extended invitations to train at her school to many of my children, and some had even accepted.

A few months ago, I would have stopped them, but since then, the leader of the Golden Sword Sect had proven her loyalty time and time again. And the remaining members of their school were well and truly cowed by the power of the Hearthwood Clan. Still, I’d drop by unannounced every now and again to make sure everything was going well. And maybe Sava’s sister could volunteer to be a substitute teacher there for a bit.

They were probably lacking teaching staff since I’d killed most of their strongest the last time I was there. Kyrina was supposed to be a wizard now, which would make her strong enough to teach.

I’d make the request, but not guarantee anything. It would probably be better for her to show up with my kids anyway.

My other vassals were also hard at work, all eager to accumulate contribution points in my name in the hopes they could exchange them for a night of passion with me. I still wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that. At first, it made me feel like some sort of prize breeding stud, but then Illiel had shown me the price she’d listed for that particular reward. If I was a breeding stud, I was a damn expensive one.

Besides, Illiel wouldn’t have given it as an option to anyone I found particularly repulsive. Combing through the list of eligible vassals, I couldn’t find a single one of them with a bad personality or terrible looks.

High cultivation levels certainly helped with the looks issue, but the personalities? I suspected that anyone with a particularly nasty personality who might have otherwise qualified for the list had recently wound up dead. Now that I thought about it, I’d barely ever seen Eltiana around the Hearthwood lately, and the few times I did see her she was always exhausted and ready for a nap.

That was unusual for the normally energetic ninja, and the lack of annoying women competing for my attention was probably related. If I was willing to dig through all ten thousand pages of reports Illiel had written up for me, I’d probably find the answer somewhere in there. But digging through mountains of paperwork was what I had Mac for, so I left that kind of work to him.

Between keeping an eye on our internal affairs, a guiding hand on helping Tivana establish herself as a new Demigod, and the other on building new infrastructure, I fell into a pleasant routine. I knew I’d eventually grow bored with this sort of thing and seek out action once again, but before that, Sam and Dean arrived.

“Alright, Theo! Get your pants on and prepare yourself for this once per golden age little party!” Dean yelled when he appeared outside my tower one day. “Looks like it’s about time in the Primordial World, so we’ll have to get going sometime today.”

“Already time to go, huh?” I asked. I’d already packed anything I might need in my Dimensional Storage, but I wasn’t too worried about packing since I could always ask for more stuff to be added. “Sounds good. But I have one more Demigod to bring along.”

“Oh, you know a Demigod besides Sam and me?” Dean perked up in surprise. “I thought I was the handsome, dashing socialite of our gang. Where'd you go meeting new people without me?!”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry, Dean. You already met her. Come on, Tivana! It’s time to go!”


Chapter
Eight



“Dean, meet our newest Demigod,” I announced. I didn’t hide the pride in my voice.

Tivana stepped forward to join us, and the aura of her new Demigod powers wrapped around her like a cloak.

Dean’s eyes widened in genuine surprise, his usual playful demeanor giving way to a moment of sincere astonishment.

“Tivana? Is that really you?” He circled her as he drifted lazily in the air. “You’ve always had this innocent, untouched beauty about you, my darling little granddaughter. It’s amazing that you’ve managed to ascend to Demigod status all on your own. Remarkable!”

“Thank you, grandfather. Though I’m not really little. Or even young anymore.” Tivana shuffled in place for a moment, blushing at her ancestor’s praise.

Dean turned to me with a glint in his eye. “Theo, aren’t you impressed with how she achieved this monumental feat so quickly? She must have broken some records. And I'm sure she did it all on her own too.”

Tivana coughed. “Well, Theo provided me with some... stuff.”

“Ah, potions.” Dean nodded approvingly. “Normal, everyday potions harvested from plants and monsters. That kind of thing.”

“Yeah...” I coughed as well, suddenly feeling as embarrassed as Tivana must have been. “Well, it was definitely something drinkable.”

Dean laughed. “Ah ha! How lucky I am to be able to trust my best friend with my pure, innocent, and talented descendant.” He kept laughing entirely too long.

“Yep. Very lucky...” Tivana and I exchanged a look at Dean’s willful obliviousness.

It wasn’t really as weird as it sounded. In biological terms, I was as old as Sam and Dean were. But I’d been in stasis for more than four hundred years, so in terms of experience, I was more on par with Tivana and Illiel’s generation. But it still made things a bit awkward when I learned that the two of them, along with the rest of Deania’s royal family, were all descended from my old friend.

Dean clapped his hands together, his laughter still echoing around us. “Well, now that our party of three Demigods is here, it’s time we set off. The Primordial World awaits, and I can’t wait to show you off to your mother. By the way, I heard she banished you to go make her grandchildren with some cruel, violent, evil barbarian north of Deania. You can ignore that little banishment. If she asks, tell her grandpa told her you could.”

Tivana now realized the same thing I had a while back. Dean knew what was going on but willfully chose to deny it anyway to mess with me. Tivana wore a small, proud smile on her face as we took flight.

I left a message for Mac telling him we were heading to that party we discussed.

[I saw Dean teleport in and figured that was what that was about. Enjoy your trip. Your women and vassals shall be completing plenty of missions in your absence.]

When we arrived at the teleportation array, we inserted the necessary zeal crystals and initiated the process. The world around us shifted and blurred, and then we emerged in the capital of Deania.

I couldn’t help but remark on how the reconstruction efforts as we walked through the once-again-bustling streets. It wasn’t quite as busy as before the wars and golem attacks, but there was still life in this nation.

I’d handled many of the big infrastructure projects myself, but the little things like roads, sewage systems, houses, and aqueducts had been done by either the locals or my own children. There were many moving parts in the city, and this was the first time I’d seen all of them working together again.

“They’ve really turned things around here,” I observed.

Dean, however, seemed more concerned with the absence of a particular monument. “It’s better than it was. But my statue is still missing,” he lamented dramatically. But moments later, he perked up again. “But you know, this is my chance to erect a new one, even grander than before!”

“Alright, but this time, I demand that your new statue be wearing pants.”

“You like to spoil all my fun...” Dean grumbled. “I enjoy having the square filled with adoring and worshipful beautiful elf women. I hardly have the time to see to them all myself, but that doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy giving them the chance to fantasize.”

Our next stop was at the portal to the Primordial World on palace grounds. We found Sam and Queen Lyanva already waiting for us as we approached.

Queen Lyanva even looked regal despite the mountain of luggage she was sitting on top of. It looked like she’d packed away half the palace in those things. She gave me a scrutinizing gaze as we approached.

“So, have you made me any grandkids yet?” she inquired with a raised eyebrow. Her gaze shifted to her daughter. “Tivana, dear. Are you doing that thing I taught you? You can get more seed out of a man if you grab them by the balls and--“

Before Queen Lyanva could finish speaking, Dean clapped his hands over his ears so loudly it made a sonic boom. The wave of air knocked leaves off of trees.

“Monster hunting, monster hunting, I love monster hunting! La la la la la!” he chanted in a loud voice. “Alright, we’re all here. No time for small talk. Let’s go!”

For a man with a mind as dirty as a sewage plant, it was strange he really couldn’t handle the idea of his adult children and grandchildren inheriting similar proclivities. Both Queen Lyanva and Tivana definitely got their tastes from him.

“I guess we’re heading in. We don’t want to get separated. You know how the Primordial World can be weird about time and stuff,” Sam said.

He stepped forward and followed Dean through the portal.

Queen Lyanva would struggle with her massive pile of luggage, so I waved my hand and pulled it all into my Dimensional Storage. “I’ll hang onto that for you. Let’s go.”

“Oh, what a handy son-in-law you are! I hope Tivana is holding your interest in the bedroom? Has she broken out the kinky stuff yet, or are you still going vanilla?” Queen Lyanva asked, sounding innocent all the while.

Suddenly, I realized that maybe Dean had the right idea after all. Some things you just didn’t want to talk about with family. I rushed into the portal after Sam and Dean.
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We materialized in the Primordial World, a realm that defied mundane reality.

A vast expanse of floating islands greeted me, many of them teeming with life as they drifted through a vast and endless azure sky. The only thing that ruined the breathtaking image for me was that I knew many of these islands were probably made of the dried dung of massive Kun Peng space whales. I was probably standing in ancient dung.

“Make sure you avoid any sticky brown puddles. It might not be mud,” I whispered to Tivana as she stepped through behind me.

The trees here were colossal, exuding immense power and presence that even my Demigod senses registered as formidable.

It was an instant reminder that I was no longer in a world where everything felt like cardboard to my power. I wasn’t sure if I’d break my hand by punching one of those boulders, but I wouldn’t try.

Sam explained our route as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. “The party is being hosted by a venue in one of the iterations of the Elven Star Dominion. We’ll need to travel back in time a few thousand years, then jump over to an alternate reality next door if we want to make it there intact.”

His casual tone made the extraordinary path we were meant to take sound like driving down a highway.

I couldn’t help but raise both eyebrows. “Alternate realities? Time travel?”

He shrugged, amusement on his lips. “Welcome to the big leagues, Theo and kids. Being a Demigod means stepping into the big leagues. Oh, and if we bump into any Immortal Ascendants, just keep your distance. Be polite, but be on your way as fast as possible. Most will be fine with just that.”

“Most?” I asked.

“Well, some of the female elven Immortal Ascendants can be touchy. But there are enough powerful ancient humans in the Primordial World and the time of the Elven Star Dominion that it shouldn’t be too big a deal.” Sam shrugged, still speaking of extraordinary things as though they were normal.

Our journey across the Primordial World took us from one floating island to the next. Sam led the way while we traveled, though Dean kept well away from his daughter Lyanva and me. My mother-in-law kept trying to talk to me about sex with her daughter, much to Tivana’s embarrassment.

I made an effort to stick to sightseeing. That wasn’t much of a challenge, considering how much more of the Primordial World there was for me to see. A trip that had taken me hours at the Sorcerer realm while hauling around a bunch of Wizards now went much faster. I could jump from one island to another, and the misty areas between islands couldn’t harm me.

Within a few minutes, I spotted that familiar town we had visited during our last adventure here. The one we’d ultimately traveled back in time to fight the Timeweaver Spiders on to find Sam and Dean. I didn’t point it out since Sam and Dean no doubt had unpleasant memories of that place.

As we journeyed deeper into the Primordial World, Sam pointed toward a distant island. “That’s our stop,” he declared. To me, it appeared like nothing more than a floating rock. But as we drew closer, a door set into the side of the hill came into view. Perhaps what we were looking for lay beyond, but somehow, I doubted it.

A thick layer of dust on the door made it seem like it hadn’t been opened in centuries at the soonest. But here in the Primordial World, time and space weren’t as rigid as I was used to.

We landed smoothly on the island, and Sam immediately stepped forward to press a hand against the door. His fingers moved along them, tracing out glowing symbols that hadn’t been there moments before. It must have been some sort of password because the whole door shimmered with bright light when he was finished.

Suddenly, the dust was gone, and the door seemed brighter and better in some indiscernible way. The same was true for the rest of the island around us. There had been a flash of fate zeal around me and spatial zeal. It had been so fast that I’d hardly managed to sense it at all. I regarded the door with newfound respect.

That thing had to be the product of a master Demigod enchanter. Or, more likely, an Immortal Ascendant.

The door opened, revealing a wide, hollow chamber. The entire center of the mountain had been removed to make way for a vibrant market. It was like a slice of downtown New York City at night. There were flashing billboards and bright lights painting the landscape in a kaleidoscope of bright colors.

For a moment, I thought I might be back home, but the lights were products of magic rather than technology. Still, it was clear that whatever civilization had put this place together was head and shoulders above what I was used to in the Ten Thousand Worlds. The design spoke of a post-industrial society rather than a medieval agricultural one.

Dean turned to the rest of us with a grin as he walked backward through the door. “Welcome to the Elven Star Dominion,” he announced, eyes gleaming with excitement. “Ever wanted to see what the true elven empire was like before its fall? Well, everything’s possible! Including a brief trip to this little slice of history.”

“We’re in the past?” I asked with surprise.

Dean shrugged. “Yes and no. This is an outpost the Elven Star Dominion established for merchants to buy and sell here in the Primordial World. It’s like that town you visited, but this one is a little more developed.”

“It sure is...” I said, eyes wide as I scanned the sprawling metropolis within the mountain. It was like being in the middle of one of those mega malls.

But if I looked surprised, Tivana and Lyanva were gawking tourists. The two of them stood with their jaws hanging open as they stared at the sights before them.

“I’ve never seen so many people in one place. What kind of city is this?” Tivana asked, glancing between Dean and me with wide eyes.

“A real one,” Dean replied with a grin. “Watch your step. And watch out for pickpockets. You won’t find a single soul below True Mage here. Don’t think you’re invincible because you’re a Demigod now, either. You’re stronger than average, so we won’t get mugged. But that doesn’t mean someone won’t try to reach into your pockets.”

Queen Lyanva looked troubled. I imagined it had been a long time since anyone dared try to rob her.

“You especially,” Dean said as he looked straight at me. “I’m sure Sam already warned you about the elves of the Elven Star Dominion. They’re kinda bitchy and domineering, and also they really want your vitality. Watch out.”

I nodded in understanding. I’d been around grabby elves before. It would be a little like my time after emerging in the Hearthwood.

We made it partway through the sprawling undermountain market when someone finally started tailing us. I pointed them out to Dean, who nodded as he saw her.

“Yep. High-level Sorcerer. Seems like a rougher sort, too. You can take her, but she might not realize that if she thinks you’re a brand-new Demigod. Some Elven Star Dominion fighters are strong enough to cross ranks even at the Sorcerer threshold, and being able to fight a Demigod is a big boon to their reputations. She might try to pick a fight with Tivana or Lyanva. Or maybe even you, Theo. You all have the feel of recent breakthroughs. These streets are patrolled, but most of the law enforcement will only be in the middle Sorcerer realm. Still, if she’s smart at all, she won’t pick a fight on the streets.” Dean ignored the woman and kept walking.

To me, the sight of what could only be described as a Sorcerer-level thug was baffling. Outside of the Primordial World, she’d reign as a queen of a large nation. At least, that was what would happen in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity I was fond of.

But here she was, dressed like some sort of pimp with a thick gold chain, fur coat, and a gaudy smile. Behind her, a small crowd of Wizards who all looked like cheap knock-offs of her wandered the streets like troublemakers. They were still watching us, but they were keeping their distance.

“Here’s the terminal. We’ll be getting a dimension shift here,” Sam said as he pointed to a large room built into the row of shops inside the mountain. This one was larger than the others and had a bright shine to it like they were used to welcoming a higher class of customers than what graced the rest of the marketplace.

“Identification,” asked a Sorcerer-level teller shortly after we entered. She didn’t seem at all surprised or intrigued at the presence of five Demigods.

“Those three are new, but here’s mine.” Sam presented a crystalline card from his pocket. The teller took one look at it and then waved him aside. Dean presented an identical card and was soon waved aside as well. The teller waved a hand at the three of us who remained, though.

“They’re with us,” Sam repeated.

“I heard you,” the teller replied, still sounding bored. “But if they don’t have identification, I’ll need mana signatures. One moment, I need to grab the scanner.”

The teller swiftly departed, and we stood in line, waiting patiently.

“How absurd. Why can’t they just look at my face and recognize me?” Queen Lyanva shook her head.

I shrugged. “There are many ways to change your appearance. They’re probably worried about imposters. Or Timeweaver Spiders.”

Sam and Dean tried to rejoin us, but the moment they stepped past some invisible line, a wall of force appeared before them.

“Damn, security is tighter than I remember.” Sam tapped on the barrier.

“It sure is...” Dean remarked as he leaned his shoulder into the energy barrier. It bent but didn’t break.

The teller showed no sign of returning, so naturally, that was when the people tailing us decided to approach.

“Well well... look at what we have here. A couple of tourists?” the leader of the Sorcerer-level leader of the band asked. She was tall for an elf. Taller than me, in fact, and broader in the shoulder as well. She had to be an elven body cultivator since no elf could get that large naturally. There also seemed to be something wrong with her. Her head twitched from side to side, and she was frantically scratching her throat and arm as she spoke to us. “The name is Valanda, and these are my friends. Perhaps we could show you around the market? There are plenty of interesting sights to see. But you’ll want some tough ladies to watch your back, so nothing bad happens to you. What do you say?”

Her eyes briefly skimmed over Tivana and Queen Lyanva, but I was clearly her target.

What was this, some sort of Sorcerer-level junkie? I’d seen potion addicts in the capital of Deania, but usually, the Deanian Queendom was pretty good about treating them. We’d tried to mimic those policies in the Hearthwood and, thanks to mild applications of mind magic, had an even greater success rate than they did.

But maybe the Elven Star Dominion, for all their power and advancements, hadn’t come to the same conclusions yet?

“Thanks, but no thanks. We’re on a tight schedule.” I gestured to Sam and Dean behind the barrier to include them in our group. I tried to be as polite as Sam and Dean had instructed earlier.

“Oh, come on. You guys are new here, I bet. Live a little! There’s so much of the Primordial World to explore. You know, I never would have made it past the Wizard realm if I hadn’t come here...” Valanda said, scratching the back of her neck awkwardly and laughing a little too long. “I know people don’t think much of the orcs, but they’re not bad if you get to know them. Some of their exercises are kinda nice. There’s a fisticuffs ring down the street. You humans like that kind of thing, right? Come on, I’ll show you. Just hang out with us a little while.”

“Again, thanks, but no thanks.” I held up my hands as I glanced behind me. Where was that teller?

Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Okay, no small talk. I’ll be straight with you. I need a hit. Just one hit of that sweet, delicious, creamy goodness! I gotta have it. It’s been way too long. I’m going crazy here, human!”

I had no idea what this crazed druggie was on about, but from the bloodshot look in her eyes and the way she opened her mouth, it made me feel like I was a tasty rabbit caught in the eyes of a wolf driven mad by hunger. Law and order or not, this woman was willing to do something crazy.

As she continued to press her case, becoming less and less coherent all the while, Tivana stepped up with an expression of thinly veiled annoyance. She pried the elven Sorcerer’s hand off my shoulder with a swift and decisive motion.

“I’m afraid my man here is far too busy for something like that.” Tivana glared at the big Sorcerer.

Valanda glared. “Come on, I bet you get it for free all the time. All I want is a taste. Stop hoarding it all. Hoarder! She’s a hoarder!”

Before the big Sorcerer could start a fight or shout even more incoherently, the teller returned.

“Golems, remove the vagrant from the premises,” the teller said.

Suddenly, two chunks of a wall near the entrance opened up, and a massive pair of hands reached out. There was something enormous hiding within those walls. In fact, it looked very similar to the Planetary Defense Golems I’d uncovered in the Hearthwood while exploring.

One of those hands grabbed the big Sorcerer around the waist, then tossed her out the door. She let out a startled yell as she went flying. The other golem hand swept her followers aside like a row of bowling pins.

“Now, where were we?” The teller held up a glowing gun-shaped item and pointed it at all three of us. A blue light swept over us, feeling much like getting poked by a needle to my senses. The energy sucked up a chunk of my zeal, which went into the gun. “Alright, the rest of you are free to go. You can pay at the Dimensional Transfer station that way.”

Over the next hour, I felt much like I was at the airport, especially when Sam tried to get them to accept his expired frequent dimension hopper rewards points. Unfortunately, try as he might, he couldn’t get them to go through. We ended up paying the full price out of Sam’s pocket.

I would have pitched in, but I didn’t even know what the currency they were using was called, let alone have any of my own. I’d have to see if I could sell some items to buy some since, just walking down the street in this place, I’d seen hundreds of items that could help me and the Hearthwood. Even the cheap trash here would be plenty good for True Mages back home.

The five of us boarded a large capsule altogether, then someone outside pulled a lever, making the world shimmer and shake. It felt familiar at first, and it took me a while to realize what it was. This was exactly what The Wanderer had felt like when it had taken us to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

That meant inter-dimensional travel was possible with The Wanderer if only I could unlock it. There were more rooms to be unlocked, certainly, but how did I go about unlocking The Wanderer’s full features? I had always sensed that it was capable of much more than it let on.

“We’re leaving the Primordial World and entering an alternate version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity where the Elven Star Dominion never fell. It’s quite a bit different than you’re used to. Come on,” Sam said as he led us out of the capsule and through a similar facility.

This one was much larger than the one we entered, with a truly sprawling complex within. There was even an exit out of the Primordial World right in the same building. From there, things started to return to normal.

“Trees. Roads. Shops. It doesn’t look so different,” I commented as we all took flight. Then we rose higher, and some of the landscape looked familiar. “Wait a moment. I recognize that coastline. And those rivers.” I turned to whirl on Sam, who had a smile on his face. “Is this the Hearthwood?”

Sam grinned. “I knew you’d like this year’s venue!”


Chapter
Nine



“Don’t get mad that someone messed up your stuff,” Sam chuckled. “After all, we’re not exactly home anymore, even though some parts might be familiar. You’re not Patriarch of this place.”

My eyes were locked on the area where Castle Mac should have been. There looked to be a settlement there surrounding the dungeon entrance, but not anything as complex as the Hearthwood’s main city. There was, however, a much larger settlement where Queenshold was in my world.

But even more interesting to me, there were four massive towers spread throughout the Hearthwood. It took some time to recognize them, but I soon discovered several of them were the ruins I’d explored. Here they were in all their glory, standing erect and unsunk.

“So, are we in the past right now? Is this how the Hearthwood was?” I turned to Sam.

Sam shook his head. “Nope. We traveled sideways rather than back. This is what we generally consider a utopian branch of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. Their Planetary Defense Array was never messed with and is still operating at full power. Even though the Elven Star Dominion here never expanded beyond its home system, it was never invaded, either. That makes it a nice quiet place for us Demigods to have a meetup.”

“When Sam says they haven’t expanded, that just means they haven’t conquered new worlds,” Dean added. “They haven’t been lying about, though. You’ll notice the energy concentration here is nearly as great as in the Primordial World. These elves decided to improve what they had rather than go looking for more. You’ll find the trees here are insanely tough, and there’s hardly anyone below the Wizard realm. Cultivation resources are cheap and easily available to everyone.”

“That’s right. There’s food, resources, and wealth aplenty. Not just because there’s more to share, but because there’s just more of everything for everyone. A Demigod here will live a life a hundred times better than back home,” Sam said. “It’s been tempting to move to this world or one much like it. We probably would have if we hadn’t been waiting for you.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Would that be the reason why nobody seemed to care about the Witch of Frozen Blood taking over the world? I was surprised a dozen hidden Demigods didn’t come out of hiding to jump her. Or at least jump Illiel’s mother before she could invite the Witch in.”

Sam chuckled. “Yeah, they were probably off-world at the time. Trust me, when you’ve really done some exploring, any Demigod staying back home is slumming it. We live in a trailer park as far as Demigods go. But shh. Don’t say that at the party.”

Confusing things from the past slowly started to make more sense. It had always seemed strange to me that the Demigods of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity seemed like absent rulers. There were occasionally one or two you’d hear about, but most of the time, they weren’t particularly active.

Those that were seemed mostly like Prince Tivar and the like, ruling over large swaths of an entire planet. I’d have thought most elven Sorcerers would be beholden to an ancient and powerful Demigod overlord, but that hadn’t been the case. Instead, the majority of nations with a leader on that level were independent.

As we traveled closer to this alternate version of the Hearthwood, some of the settlements in this version of Queenshold came into view. The buildings were smaller than what we’d built in our version of the world, but all the buildings had a sense of sturdiness to them nothing from our world could rival.

Just as Sam and Dean said, these buildings were like something out of the Primordial World. If Tivana had her breakthrough here, she wouldn’t have left more than a few gashes in the stone. Back home, she’d wrecked half the tower.

It didn’t have anything to do with local construction methods. It was merely the fact that the building materials here were innately stronger. A wooden beam was still a wooden beam, but despite a similar appearance, these could take one of my punches, while those back home would crumble to dust with a flick of my finger.

We landed in the settlement, Sam leading the way. That was when something even more familiar than the area we were in appeared before me.

“Welcome, Demigods. You’re here for the party, I assume?” asked a familiar blue-haired warrior. It was Assyrus in the flesh, though she was dressed in a formal gown rather than the armor I was used to.

“Assyrus?” I asked, nearly jumping in surprise.

She turned to me, blinking in surprise. “Do you know me, sir?”

“I... ah...” I shot a glance at Sam.

“He knows someone like you. Don’t mind him.” Sam waved away the concerns of this alternate version of Assyrus. “But yes, we’re here for the party. I have our invitations.”

Sam handed the invitations over, and we entered the facilities beyond. It was essentially an open-air courtyard surrounded by larger buildings on all sides. Elves at Wizard and True Mage were laying out food like common servants as they prepared.

“We’re early, so take some time to familiarize yourself with the place. Demigods don’t do much fast, so the party will last about a week. There are bedrooms off to the side if you wish to claim one.” Sam pointed to the chunk of the building to the right of us.

“Oh, it’s that kind of party?” I chuckled.

Dean laughed. “Ha, I wish. Strange thing with elves, the ones that you don’t want always want you. The ones that you do are bitter old hags whose love lives have dried up so long ago, not even my renowned charm can dampen them again.”

“Generally, if you want company, you have to bring your own.” Sam nodded between Tivana and me.

“Understood.”

Tivana and I picked a room. There were two beds included, and Queen Lyanva tried to claim one until we kicked her out and made her take the room next door. After that, we scoped out the scene a little. The facility was large, but not so large we couldn’t learn the lay of the land in a minute or two of walking around it.

Thanks to the dense energy in the area, my magical senses didn’t extend nearly as far as I was used to. To my magical senses, it was like wading through honey when I’d been used to dry land.

All in all, it seemed pretty mundane for a secret gathering place of the world’s most powerful individuals. There was even a poker table and an open bar. It seemed like the sort of thing I’d have attended at a cousin’s wedding. There was nothing overly extravagant about it, just a normal, everyday party to meet up with some old friends.

We doubled back around as people started arriving. Now would be the best time to get to know people without a crowd, and since we were the new Demigods on the block, we wanted to make good first impressions.

Tivana had the fact that she was Dean’s granddaughter to worry about and that her mother was here as well. Ordinarily, close relations like that would be a boon in terms of making new connections. But with her particular family relations, she was just as likely to spend time correcting any false impressions of her as she was to be awarded instant respect because of them.

With that in mind, the two of us straightened our hair and clothes and wandered close to the gates. There was no announcer here as there sometimes was during fancy balls or royal gatherings, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t treat it like a formal affair. It certainly wouldn’t hurt.

“Look who made it to the big leagues,” asked a familiar male voice. He sounded bright and cheerful, though not as bright and cheerful as he’d been when we met before. It was Ethan, the man who’d tried to orchestrate some sort of peace treaty between the Satyr King and me and whitewash my impression of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

Neither of those plans had worked out. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was still not on my list of friends, and now the Satyr King and all his men were dead or drifting through space without so much as a single Sacred Grove between them. Whatever the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had been planning with, their aid would have to be rethought from the ground up.

I had no doubt that Ethan was at least elbow-deep in all of it. He seemed to be the face of the Cult, but I would meet the true head of the serpent sometime today.

There was only one problem. Ethan was dead. Killed by my evil twin. And yet here he was before me now.

I made no effort to hide my shock.

"Ethan? How are you alive?" I asked.

"Ah, Theo, we meet again." Ethan nodded politely in my direction. "I hear rumors of my untimely early demise reached you?"

"Not just rumors. I saw you die with my own eyes," I replied.

Ethan gave me a tight-lipped smile. "Is that so? Well, you needn't worry. Our leader, Louis, is a man of many talents. One of them is a form of resurrection."

"A form of resurrection?" I asked curiously.

"I am alive again, and that's what matters," Ethan said.

Coming back from the dead was a subject of keen interest to me, given how often I risked my life and how many loved ones I had who'd miss me if I met an unfortunate end. If not for my poor experience with clones, I might have tried splitting off a chunk of my soul for an emergency backup. But given Sam and Dean's stories and my own recent encounter, I knew that was a fifty-fifty chance of him turning evil.

But the Ethan standing before me seemed exactly as I remembered him. Well dressed, polite, and smiling. It seemed like a perfect resurrection if ever I'd seen one.

But no matter how long I waited for an answer, I received no explanation from Ethan. It seemed he had no interest in satisfying my curiosity. That was only natural, I supposed, considering a clone of me was what killed him.

“And who is the lovely lady on your arm?” Ethan asked to break the long silence, though now his smile seemed increasingly forced.

“Tivana, Princess of the land formerly known as the Deanian Queendom. I’m not sure what we’ll be naming it going forward, but I would like to hang on to the princess title either way. Assuming the Patriarch allows it.” Tivana cast a bright smile at me.

I pulled her close. “Have you heard any of the hundreds of ridiculous titles Dean has for himself? You can call yourself anything you like in my realms, Tivana.”

“Ah, young love...” Ethan’s lips bore a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I shall leave the two of you to it then. As we’ve already met, I don’t want to hog all of your time.”

“Didn’t we meet before as well?” Tivana whispered to me when Ethan was gone.

I shrugged. Tivana had been there during negotiations with the Satyr King, but Ethan hadn’t paid much attention to my elven entourage. I doubted any elf who wasn’t a Demigod was all that memorable to him, and back then, she’d just been another Sorcerer.

Next, we met two elven Demigods. Ashryn Aranli and Nimue Panas. Both were silver-haired elves, speaking of tremendous age for a Demigod.

Each cultivation tier doubled an elf’s overall lifespan so that by the time they reached Demigod, an elf could live to be more than five thousand years old without much effort.

“Pardon me, but you are from our branch of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, yes?” I asked, just making sure this Demigod really was one of us. Ashryn seemed like just the sort of ancient and powerful Demigod who should have come out of hiding to fend off the Witch of Frozen Blood.

“Yes, we’re from the same world branch. The main one, though don’t call it that in front of the others, poor and pathetic as it is these days...” Ashryn waved her hand. “In my youth, we held such promise. We were the Elven Star Dominion, and our power reached beyond worlds. Now we’re a pathetic and sorry lot. Not worth saving, really. I spend most of my time in the Primordial World these days, doing little more than interacting with other elves and trying to convince them of the folly of messing with the Planetary Defense Array. It was fine as it was, and trying to turn it into a weapon was our undoing.”

I was surprised by that. “You think you can undo the past. Truly?”

Ashryn shrugged. “Probably not. This is just a branch of what could have been when some mighty being of the past decided to twist fate. It might be utopian here on the ground, but the empty sky betrays its true nature.”

I glanced at the sky. It looked the same as always to me.

“Look deeper. Do you see Ten Thousand Worlds out there?” Ashryn asked.

Now that she mentioned it, I did not see anything up there. There were distant stars, surely, but no worlds plain for viewing. Or massive celestial objects right there in range. It was just... empty sky. “You’re right. The sky is empty.”

“Exactly so. This branch contains only this one world. No wonder the elves here never marshalled their ambition to conquer the worlds beyond their own. There are no worlds to conquer.”

I chalked that up to the strange nature of infinity. Apparently, infinity was not infinite, and though some worlds seemed utopian, they could not replace my own. Apparently, the World of Sanctuary and Serenity I knew and loved was more important than I thought, though the Demigods here might try to deny it.

“Why not do more then?” I asked Ashryn. “Why not avert the disaster that befell the Elven Star Dominion? Change the past for the better.”

Ashryn gave me a sad smile. “Time is a scary thing, young human. Playing with it here in this branch world is dangerous enough. And in the main timeline? Not even Immortal Ascendants would dare to do that, unless they were one of the creators. No, we must make do with what we have. Our world is worth less than animal dung in the street. Talking to the people back then is one thing. But to interfere directly is far harder. The most I can ever hope for is to create another branch where we didn’t destroy ourselves. Our eternal fate in the primary timeline is to be failures. As far as I am concerned, the other elves earned what Grognak and the Witch of Frozen Blood did to them. We deserve it.” She shot a glance at Tivana before departing for the buffet table.

Tivana and I exchanged a glance.

“Well, that was both cryptic and depressing...” I muttered.

Tivana shook her head. “No wonder we’ve never been able to count on the Demigods for aid.”

Nimue shared Ashryn’s ancient look and was probably from the same generation, but had entirely different features. While Ashryn was pale and thin, Nimue was darker-skinned and somewhat heavy-set. She wouldn’t be fat in human terms, but as far as elves went she was a bit on the bulky side.

That was a tough feat to manage, especially for a Demigod. But the moment she entered the party she had headed straight to the chocolate fountain and was throwing down one chocolate strawberry after another.

Her dark skin was lined with tribal tattoos that crossed her entire body, and she wore a wrap of leaves around her waist in a manner that looked positively ancient. She also didn’t bother wearing any sort of top. That was the one part of her where her Demigod power was clear. An impossibly tough body meant superhumanly perky breasts that needed no support, despite each being as large as melons.

“You are Nimue, I hear?” I asked the elf.

“Yup,” the elf said. She gestured to a plate of strawberries by my elbow, and I passed them to her. Like a machine, she dipped them into the chocolate fountain, then swallowed them one after another in one bite.

“I am Theo, and this is Tivana. I’m told you’ve been around a while?” I gestured to myself and then to Tivana.

“Been around some four thousand years.” Nimue shrugged.

“Ah, you must be very, very knowledgeable about the history of our world!” Tivana exclaimed.

“Not really,” Nimue replied, instantly killing Tivana’s enthusiasm.

“Could I ask you a few questions about the fall of the Elven Star Dominion? We just spoke with Ashryn. Have you ever thought about restoring that ancient elven empire?”

“Nah,” Nimue replied, still busy eating.

“Okay then. It was a pleasure speaking with you. We won’t interrupt you any further.” Tivana and I slipped away, not wanting to get between a hungry Demigod and her food.

Thankfully, the next few elven Demigods we met were a bit more normal. Less depressing than the first two, though I could sense beneath their facades of normality, there was a quiet and defeated acceptance of them all. No wonder they so rarely interacted with Sorcerers.

Most Sorcerers were commanding, haughty, and ambitious. Most of this crowd acted like they’d just watched their favorite dog get put down the week before. They wouldn’t exactly mix well. I did bump shoulders with a couple of the Demigods who’d shown up to help us fight off the dragon attack. Those, at least, were less depressing to talk to, though aggravating in other ways.

Like Ashryn and Nimue, most of these were survivors from the Elven Star Dominion, all batches from the original elves of ancient days. After a few exchanges, it became clear that we’d gotten lucky with Ashryn and Nimue. The rest of the Demigods wouldn’t have been out of place as villains of a high-school comedy.

“They’re just letting anyone come these days, aren’t they?” one of them asked with a raised eyebrow as she looked Tivana up and down.

“Excuse me? I’m a Demigod, just like you, you know.” Tivana placed her hands on her hips.

“A Demigod, maybe. But not one like me. You’re a lesser breed of elf. And not one I care to associate with.” The arrogant bitch of a Demigod strode off with a flick of her hair and a sway of her hips.

“This isn’t going too well, is it?” Tivana sighed. “Here, I thought I’d make some useful connections. There isn’t a single person here I could turn into an ally that I didn’t already know...”

I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, though I didn’t really have any words to say. The nerve of that woman...

Ashryn was right in some ways. There was a reason the Elven Star Dominion fell. With an attitude like that, I couldn’t imagine the elves of ancient days having many allies.

Ethan came by a while later to introduce me to another man also from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. He looked like a sharply dressed business man, and from where I stood, I could tell he was more powerful than Sam, Dean, Ethan, or anyone else in the room that I’d met. Most of us were Early Demigods, but this guy had to be a Late Demigod.

I wasn’t intimidated, mostly because I only sensed mind magic from him. He didn’t have anybody or other spirit aspects of cultivation worth noting, but the sheer density of his mind magic was incredible. Besides that, he was a human, which meant he probably packed more of a punch than other Demigods.

“Theo, let me introduce you to someone very important. He’s eager to meet you. This is Louis, leader and founder of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

Louis was a sharply dressed man with curly black hair, lightly tanned skin, and a sharply trimmed beard that ran down his chin to a point. It added to his angular features and gave him a look that reminded me of an aspiring mafia boss. The hair on the top of his head was shaved smooth, giving him the classic tough-guy look while still remaining professionally dressed. He had a moderate tan and features there were generally impossible to place as being from any one particular part of Earth.

Louis’ eyes gazed out into the distance as he pressed a finger against an earpiece hanging over one ear. He was listening to someone speak through it, though even I couldn’t hear what they were saying.

“I’m surprised you got that thing working here. Did the Cult of the Unblinking Eye put up cell towers or something?” I gestured to the earpiece.

Louis ignored me for a moment of awkward silence. It seemed like the leader of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye lacked Ethan’s charisma, but made up for it with power.

After whoever he was listening to finished speaking, Louis turned to me and spoke. “So you’re the kid who blew up the World of Woods and Wilds?”

“That was me,” I hesitantly replied.

“That’s going to be a pain in the ass, but I admire your spirit. You’re in,” Louis said.

“Excuse me?” I blinked in surprise.

“You’re in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Your orientation starts as soon as this party ends. Don’t bother bringing your own elves. We’ll assign you some already improved with Mind Magic.”

As Louis spoke, his eyes stared off into the distance as though looking straight through me. He kept one hand on his earpiece the whole time.

I gave Louis a thin-lipped smile in reply. “I truly appreciate the offer, Louis, but I’m quite content hanging out with Sam, Dean, and my little crew.”

“They’ll regret not joining us,” Louis said. “As will you if you refuse this offer.”

By now, my smile had turned into a frown. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was already on my to-be-destroyed list. And here was their leader, eager to antagonize me further. I had little patience left for them, though this certainly wasn’t the time to pick a fight.

“Woah, what Louis means to say is that what went down between you and the Satyr King was none of our business. Bygones are bygones, and you can still join the Cult if you wish! No hard feelings.” Ethan stepped between me and Louis, waving his hands eagerly.

But I had already gotten the picture. Joining the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would probably be the last mistake I ever made. I could tell from the look in Louis’ eyes that he probably wanted to deal with me as much as I wanted to deal with him. But neither of us was going to make a move with so many other Demigods present. Sooner or later, though, one of us was going to wind up dead. It was just a matter of time.

“We want that ship of yours,” Louis said. “It’s the key we’re missing. We could do so much more with it than you can. We could even open the way back home. Don’t you want to go home?”

I felt Tivana’s grip on my wrist tighten.

I laughed and shook my head. “I have a home. It’s called the Hearthwood.”

I turned and left. No need to linger and let myself get worked up over the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I had thousands of years to deal with them, after all. And with our improved defenses, even Demigods like them wouldn’t be able to harm me at home. Time was on my side, and Louis seemed to know that.

“Hey, Theo! Tivana! Over here!” Dean waved me over and whispered. “Cover me while I spike the watermelon!”


Chapter
Ten



Tivana and I covered for Dean while he cut a small bottle-sized hole in a couple of watermelon-looking fruits and shoved a bottle of something that smelled pungent enough to kill anyone below the Wizard realm. The liquid drained into the fruit by the moment. No doubt anybody who took a slice of that stuff was in for a surprise. Sam stood nearby, shaking his head.

Were there laws in this world about drinking and flying? Considering how established this particular world was, I wouldn’t have been too surprised.

When we finished Dean’s illicit activities, Tivana bowed her head. “Ancestor, I need your counsel.”

My eyebrows rose, as did Dean’s a moment later.

“Uh, sure. What do you need?” Dean asked, suddenly looking a bit embarrassed.

“I’ve seen you chatting with the other Demigods. While you may not be friends with all of them, they respect you and greet you with smiles instead of scorn. How do you do it?” Tivana asked.

Dean shrugged his shoulders and scratched his chin. “Uh... hm... er...”

“Yeah, how do you do it, Dean? Share your secrets!” I hadn’t been paying much attention to what he’d been doing while Tivana and I were making our rounds, but now that I thought about it, Dean seemed to be well-liked here. Sam too. I knew the pair as relatively dependable guys who looked out for the world but mostly minded their own business. So long as you didn’t make trouble in their little corner of the world, they were content to let others do as they pleased.

“I guess I just try to have fun. Maybe Theo’s scaring everybody off from you. We humans tend to have a bit of an odd relationship with elves. You know us as chakas, but the elves of the Elven Star Dominion are even more familiar with us. Linking arms with Theo gives a certain impression, whether you want it to or not.”

Tivana looked troubled. “So you’re saying I should try to talk to people alone?”

“Worth a shot. Your mother seems to be getting along with the other Demigods fine.” Dean jerked a thumb behind him.

There, Queen Lyanva and three other Elven Demigods were in deep discussion. Whatever they were talking about seemed quite intense. As they spoke, Queen Lyanva pulled one of the other Demigods toward her and smacked her right on the ass. Another Elven Demigod tried to copy the motion, but her smack wasn’t nearly as loud.

Whatever discussion was happening there, Dean was pointedly ignoring it as best he could. Normally that would be the sort of conversation he was all over, but having his daughter lead it suddenly turned him shy.

“Understood, ancestor. I will make the rounds alone.” Tivana bowed her head and departed, leaving just me, Sam, and Dean.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, pal!” Dean gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Now it’s a party. What do you say you and me try to scoop some ladies like old times? It’ll be just like it was back on Earth! Instead of getting rejected, we can get slapped halfway across the planet!”

“Is that your idea of fun?” I shook my head.

“Sure is.” Dean grinned. “There’s something about the low odds I miss. The chase! Elves back home are fun, beautiful, and friendly. They’re nice, but it’s just... I don’t know... they’re so...”

“Deferential to you? Eager to submit?” I asked.

“Exactly! That’s it. Especially when you’re a Demigod, and they’re just a Wizard. They’re ready to throw themselves at you at the slightest opportunity. Here, all the Demigods are washed up, bitter old cat ladies who you can’t even talk into getting a drink, let alone coming home with you. It’s a beautiful thing.”

I turned to Dean with a raised eyebrow. “You, Dean, have a strange idea of beauty.”

Dean laughed. “A bet, then? Whoever can scoop a lady wins!”

I sighed. I wasn’t too keen on this sort of competition anymore. It wasn’t like I was single anymore. Quite far from it. I had more female attention than I could satisfy. But at the same time, it would be good to make friends with a Demigod from our world somehow.

“What counts as scooping a lady?” I asked.

“If she sits down at a table with you to chat, you win!” Dean grinned. “You in, or you chicken?”

I laughed. “Alright, you’ve convinced me. You’re on.”

“Now, time to work my magic on the ladies...” Dean swept back his hair and plastered a silly-looking smile on his face as he approached a group of beautiful elven Demigods. They were certainly nice to look at, but I’d made the mistake of talking to them with Tivana and lost interest.

Next to me, Sam shook his head. “He never learns his lesson. Listen to me, Theo. Don’t bother hitting on any of the Demigods here. If they’ve made it to Demigod without getting hitched, it’s because they’re either already involved with someone, have no interest in men, or have a terrible personality. It’s one of those three.”

“I’m surprised to see elves without interest. Isn’t our natural life zeal incredibly valuable to them?” I asked curiously.

“To most elves, yes. But not to these. They’ve already hit Demigod. Unless they’re aiming at Immortal Ascension, there’s no point in collecting vitality. And Immortal Ascension takes more than vitality. It takes something special.” Sam shrugged.

“Something special?” I asked.

Sam shook his head. “If I knew what, I’d be an Immortal Ascendant myself. But even our innate gifts as humans only carries us to Demigod. Not beyond it.”

Suddenly, a loud smack resounded throughout the entire area, and we saw Dean walking back toward us with a red mark on his face.

“It’s a damn good thing this party is Demigods only...” Dean grumbled. “If we’d been anywhere else, the shockwaves from that slap would have killed everyone below True Mage....”

“I suppose I can see the appeal of parties like this...” I chuckled as I saw people mingling and greeting one another like old friends. And sometimes, like old enemies.

Despite the power and influence of everyone here, it felt like just a normal party. All those present were peers of similar power. Nobody was going to grovel before the all-powerful Demigods, and there was no need to keep up appearances. People could laugh, joke, and be themselves. It made everyone present seem less like the all-powerful ancient beings lower-leveled individuals would see us as and more just ordinary people.

I voiced my observations to Sam, who laughed and nodded in agreement.

“It’s more than that, really. Truth be told, a lot of us struggle with forming connections among the younger generations.” Sam waved his hand over the crowd. “It’s hard to make friends with people you could crush with a wave of your hand. All the bowing and groveling makes relationships a bit one-sided, anyway. Not to mention that most people are just hanging around you, hoping you’ll gift them with a powerful item or secret technique that will allow them to break through to the next level. Oftentimes, Demigods end up treating their followers less like people and more like pets, all of them bound to die long before we all meet our own ends.”

Dean nodded in agreement, still gently rubbing his cheeks. “That, and the women! There’s not much point in wooing a heartwielder. You meet them, kiss them, then turn around for one quick adventure. Then — boom! By the time you come back, they’re already dead from old age. Not much point in it, really. It’s why I no longer date anyone below the wizard realm.”

“It’s also rolling the dice with your heart,” Sam added. “Most elves don’t have the potential to reach the Wizard realm. Let alone something higher. Loving someone so weak means odds are you’ll be mourning their death sooner or later.”

“Hence, attempting to seduce Demigods.” I glanced at Dean. “And failing.”

Dean glanced at me and grinned. “Oh, Mister Casanova here thinks he can do better. Listen to an expert, Theo. You cannot woo a lady here if I can’t. So don’t bother trying.”

I chuckled. “Oh, you’re the expert now, are you? We’ll see about that.”

By now, the party was in full swing. The air buzzed with the energy of dozens of Demigods mingling and socializing. Dean, full of swagger and entirely undeserved overconfidence, scanned the crowd for an opportunity to demonstrate his self-proclaimed expertise in courtship.

I watched, both amused and skeptical. Sam clutched his temples between his fingers as he slowly shook his head.

“Here we go again...” Sam groaned. “I’m just lucky he challenged you this year instead of me.”

Dean flashed his most charming smile and launched into what I assumed was a well-rehearsed pickup line. As he approached a group of chatting Demigods, he flexed his biceps, pouring a little zeal into the action. His chest swelled, and his shirt tore apart, but he pretended not to notice as he made strange poses before the women.

But apparently, these women had seen Dean pull this kind of stunt before because they didn’t pay him so much as a glance as one of them waved her hand. A gust of wind picked Dean up, tossed him straight over the roof of the building surrounding the courtyard, and sent him flying. He let out a little yelp as he vanished.

“Better than usual, then.” Sam sighed.

A few minutes later, Dean emerged from the bushes entirely unfazed by the complete and utter rejection he’d just experienced. He had a new shirt and was eying a new group of women with the same swagger and charming grin he’d had before. Again, his efforts were met with a less-than-warm reception. A swift kick sent him hurtling back out of the courtyard this time.

Each time Dean was rejected, he returned, grinning broadly and more invigorated by the challenge than ever before. His resilience alone was something worth respecting. I probably would have retreated to Tivana’s arms after the first rejection.

Observing Dean’s unbreakable morale in the face of constant defeat, I realized that I was completely outmatched in terms of spirit. The thought of being sent flying repeatedly didn’t seem like my idea of fun.

Still, I had promised Dean a challenge, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t at least put in a halfhearted effort. So I rallied my will and eyed a group of elven Demigods. They were from the Elven Star Dominion and had come off as cold, but they seemed the most tolerable out of all the Demigods I’d spoken to so far.

“Hi, we talked earlier,” I said as I waved to the group. I turned to one of them in particular who’d stood out in my mind. She was a leather-clad elf with dark hair and imperious features. Her lips seemed permanently fixed in a half-scowl, and she looked like she had a sense of superiority written on her face.

The fact that she was the most approachable elven Demigod here said something about why Dean was struggling so much. “Remember, you were talking about your Sacred Grove? The one you were building to give yourself a little boost? I happen to know a thing or two about Sacred Groves. Why don’t we sit down and chat a bit? I’ll grab us some drinks.”

The Demigod looked me up and down. Her friends turned to her with raised eyebrows. Eventually, the imperious elf let out a slight smirk.

“Very well, human. Tribute to me, and I will answer any three questions.” She held up three fingers.

“Uh... tribute?” I asked in confusion.

“Zeal crystals, powerful techniques, or items. Pay me for my time if you want it. I don’t come cheaply.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

She returned the gesture. “Well?”

I shook my head. “I’m not going to give you anything. But if I did, I would expect to use you for something more than just asking questions.”

The imperious elf blushed, especially when the smug Demigods she’d been chatting with giggled at my words.

The blushing elf’s cheeks puffed out in a huff, and I jerked my thumb behind me to point at Dean. “You know what? My buddy there might be willing to throw you some pocket change. He likes handing out alms for the poor. Go talk to him.”

I retreated to where Sam was standing and let out a long sigh as I sank back into my chair.

“Had enough already?” Sam asked.

I nodded. “I think I’m going to forfeit this one. You weren’t kidding when you said these women were undatable.”

Sam sighed. “Yeah, seems so. It’s kind of depressing, really. Is this what all elves would be like if our vitality didn’t benefit them?”

I shook my head. Winning over my women would certainly have been harder without the innate blessings being a human gave me in this world, but I was pretty sure they’d have ended up at my side one way or another.

Right on time, Dean returned from his latest involuntary trip into the sky with a smile on his face and a bright look in his eyes. The imperious elf locked eyes with him and smiled.

Dean’s eyebrows rose, and his face spread into a wide smile. He shot me a confident smirk as he strolled toward the elf. Apparently, he’d finally run out of shirts because, this time, he hadn’t bothered to put a new one on after his latest explosive flex.

Sam and I watched from afar, stifling our laughter as Dean’s smile slowly slid further and further down his face the longer he talked with the woman. We eventually had to sit down. Thankfully, there were plenty of seats scattered around the area.

The two of us were covering our mouths to hide our laughter as Dean finally returned, his morale broken at last.

“What, didn’t get lucky that time? It was going so well!” I joked.

“I need a beer...” Dean grumbled. "Maybe some of that spiked watermelon too."

I passed him one. Sam had gotten mugs for all of us. I was already drinking from mine.

Dean lifted the cup to his lips and downed the entire contents in one big gulp. He gasped for air and smiled back once again.

“Women, am I right?” he laughed. “There’s no way anybody could sweet talk one of these tight-assed, bouncy-breasted, bitchy hags. We’ll call this one a tie.”

I began to nod in agreement when an unfamiliar figure suddenly appeared. She must have been a recent arrival, because I hadn’t seen her while doing my rounds with Tivana.

“You’re actually here, I can’t believe it!” The unfamiliar Demigod smiled at me.

“I’m here.” I nodded in agreement. “What--“

She wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. “I finally found you again, beloved husband!”

“Huh?”

Nearby, Dean’s empty cup clattered to the floor.


Chapter
Eleven



“Husband?” I squeaked.

“Wait a second, Elara, is that you?” Dean asked. “You mean to say Theo is the guy you said you were married to? What? How? When!?”

He stood up from his chair in shock, stepped back, and stroked his chin in deep thought.

“I see how it is. You weren’t frozen in stasis those four hundred years, were you? While Sam and I were struggling to survive, you were seducing ladies left and right all the while!” Dean jabbed a finger in my direction.

Sam was a little calmer. “Theo, how do you know Elara? This should be the first time you’ve met.”

“I don’t know her,” I replied, voice muffled as she pulled me closer. “Elara, was it? I’m afraid you have the wrong person.”

“No, I don’t. This is when we first meet...” The blushing Demigod held me close to her chest. My face was buried between her boobs. I could have struggled free at any time, but my arms suddenly felt tired. I let her continue to smother me a while longer.

“I thought you said you got married centuries ago to a human during the age of the Elven Star Dominion?” Sam asked Elara.

“Yes, I did. Here he is right now.” Elara stroked my hair.

“Theo? Any explanation for this?” Sam asked me.

With great reluctance, I extracted myself from the pair of Demigod breasts. For an elf, she had a sizable rack. I was pretty impressed. Normally, they were too petite for something of this caliber.

After pulling my head free, I finally got a good look at the woman claiming I was her husband. She had long dark hair, somewhere between black and indigo. In matched her eyes, her pale cheeks revealed an excited blush beneath them.

She had a small but athletic body, perky in all the right places. I was quite certain of that since she was winding herself tighter about me by the moment.

I’d been sitting down, and at some point, when she’d trapped me in her boobs, she’d slipped into my lap. Her legs straddled mine, and her arms were around my chest. She rubbed her face against mine like a cat trying to mark her territory, and the way she brushed her entire chest up and down was enough that the strain in my pants would soon cause a wardrobe malfunction.

Elara sensed it when I did, and her rubbing grew even more excited. She started moving faster.

“Oh, you are happy to see me! I was worried.” She leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “You’re going to do such delicious and sinful things to me. I can’t wait to be your good girl again. I’ve been all alone these last thousand years waiting for you! Others made their offers, but I tossed all of them out on their asses. Especially that one.”

Elara jerked a thumb behind her at Dean.

“She sure did...” Dean grumbled, rubbing his side. “You are one tricky bastard, Theo. Here I thought I had a victory in the bag, and you go out pulling an ace you’ve had hidden up your sleeve for who knows how many centuries! How’d you do it? I need to know.”

I forced my hands away from the beautiful and adoring woman sitting on top of me. “I wish I had an answer for you, Dean. But I genuinely don’t know this woman. Elara, are you sure you don’t have me confused with someone else?”

Elara shook her head.

“No way. The sharpness of your jaw. The piercing look in your eyes...” With her right hand, she traced a hand along the side of my head as she stared intently into my eyes. “And the familiar throbbing coming from down here... I know that part of you in particular far too well."

While she spoke, her left hand snuck considerably lower, slipping right past the hem of my pants. If I had any hope of keeping my little buddy in check before, it was certainly gone now.

“Okay, so if Theo’s your long-lost man, but Theo doesn’t know you, obviously, there’s only one explanation. Time travel.” Sam nodded as though the matter was settled.

“What? No. Didn’t you say time travel is a mess? I decided the last time I messed around with the Timeweaver Spiders that infiltrated the Fateweaver Society, I would never mess with time travel again.” I shook my head adamantly.

Sam smiled. “If you thought the little experimental time field I have is confusing, think again. That was, by and large, just a set of nested fate-based spell effects. At most, you might be able to reach three days in the past with that sort of thing. I built it as a scale model when trying to understand the full Ten Thousand Worlds and how fate works between them. For both my model and the real flow of time, there’s only one true timeline, with any disturbances just being minor distortions in the flow of fate. Real-time travel can constitute any number of parallel worlds. Much like the one we’re in now.”

He gestured around the two of us.

I frowned, glancing up at the empty sky. “I was under the impression that this parallel world was incomplete. Imperfect, as one of the Demigods put it.”

Sam shrugged. “Yes and no. Many of us, including me, think this entire branch planet is basically a creation of the Primordial World itself. Similar to those floating islands, but much larger in scope. This is a temporary and artificial fragment of reality the Ten Thousand Worlds spontaneously generated to deal with paradox. When the paradox is finally solved, this world will dissolve and merge into the real universe where we come from. But just because this world is fake doesn’t mean it can’t feel real. And it doesn’t mean what happens here can’t affect the true universe.”

Dean held his hands over his ears. “Lalala, confusing time travel bullshit. I don’t want to hear it. There are other places with cool shit and pretty women. That’s all I know and all I want to know.”

“It can get pretty confusing. Not to mention disheartening. Dean hates the immediately deterministic approach I took to the barrier around the Fateweaver Society, but it was the only version I could get working. Something like the Primordial World is much bigger in scope and can do a lot more with timeline branches, though as far as I can tell our universe is still the true one, humble as it is for the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.”

“I still don’t quite get it,” I replied, a bit dazed. Normally, I had more brainpower for conversations like this, but Elara currently had her hand down my pants. I could have stopped her at any time. And I would stop her as soon as my arms weren’t feeling so incredibly exhausted. I would just have to let Elara continue until I mustered a little more mental energy.

“Think of fate like a thick braided rope. On the whole, it’s all moving in one direction. But there are lots of individual strands in there. Some are moving backward, some forward, and some twisting around themselves. Individual strands can interact with one another, splitting off for a while before eventually rejoining the main cord. Fate is like that. This utopian branch world might one day merge back in with the larger true iteration of the Ten Thousand Worlds, assuming someday a series of correct decisions turn our version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity into a utopia.”

“What about us?” I asked. “Are there versions of us in this version of the time stream?”

Sam shook his head. “No. We humans are unique in the Ten Thousand Worlds. There’s only one of us. Well, unless we intentionally split ourselves. Or get in a teleportation array accident.” Sam shot a glance at Dean.

“Or fuse with a volcano to create an adamantium lava clone,” I admitted. At this point, we all had our share of clone horror stories. A bunch of spiders had turned Sam’s skin into a puppet, not realizing that Sam himself had turned their puppet into his puppet through a bit of creative fate magic and some serious puppet-ception.

I hadn’t been around for Dean’s evil clone incident, but apparently it involved quite a bit of arguing over who was the real Dean.

“I remember seeing myself at the Fateweaver Society, though. So we are from a big strand. Maybe even the biggest, central strand. But right now, we're in a little fiber far away from the rest of the bundle. Got it.” It had been quite a scary thing hunting down a killer, only to realize I was the killer myself. I hoped to never see those damn time-traveling bodies snatching spiders again.

“You might have seen yourself in my little attempt at time travel back home, but that’s a limited form of time manipulation. At best, it was probably like seeing your reflection in the mirror.” Sam took another long drink, probably preparing to launch into an even more thorough explanation of life, the universe, and everything. "My version of time travel bends reality as far as it can. If fate can twist to align events so that the timelines match, then they do so. Unfortunately, you'd find my spells lacking when it comes to containing Demigods. If you had a fight in there now the whole spell would probably come crashing down. I suppose I could reinforce it by--"

I held up a hand to stop him. If I let him get going, he could go for hours. It was a discussion I wouldn’t mind hearing. Still, I wasn’t going to spend the day discussing theory when a more practical concern had fallen into our laps. Well, my lap, more specifically.

A younger, weaker version of me might have been inclined to let Elara keep doing what she was doing. She thought I was her long-lost love, and from what Sam was saying, there was a decent chance she was right.

So, what was the harm in enjoying her company? I was surrounded by lovers, but nothing was as thrilling as finding a new paramour. Especially one as eager as the one in my lap.

But I wasn’t the same man I’d been when I first came to this world. Or even the same man I’d been when I was building up the strength of the Hearthwood. I wasn’t going to jump into another woman’s pants the moment the opportunity presented itself, no matter how cute and needy she might be.

So, mustering all my strength, I slowly nudged Elara out of my lap.

“Maybe I’m your man, maybe I’m not,” I began. “But either way, I only just learned your name, Elara.”

Elara’s face fell. “Oh... well... I suppose you’re right. It’s just... I know you so well, but you don’t know me. Yes, of course. We should take things slowly.”

Reluctantly, she stood up. As she did so, she straightened. Suddenly, she looked a lot less like a sex-starved woman in the throes of lust and more like a regal and confident Demigod. No wonder I’d missed her before. She had blended in perfectly with the other Demigods from the Elven Star Dominion.

Only now did I realize what made those women seem so unapproachable. She didn’t smile. Her face was smooth, aloof, and neither smiling nor frowning. Combined with their arrogant reputations, it made all elves of Elara’s time seem like they looked down on the rest of the world.

Clearing her throat, Elara held out her hand. “Well then, Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. Would you please join me for a drink? I think we have more in common than you know, and I would love to sit and talk for a while.”

“Damn it.” Dean stood, placing a hand on my shoulder as he did so. “Sam and I will clear out for the two of you, then. I’d wish you good luck, but I don’t think you need any fortune from me, you damn lucky bastard.”
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Elara was lovely conversation once I could think straight enough to enjoy her.

Part of it seemed to be her powerful cultivation. One simply didn’t hang around for thousands of years as a Demigod without making some progress. She told me a bit about herself, and I learned she’d been stuck where she was for a long time. It was much like Amisra had been as she struggled with the peak of the Wizard realm. Elara’s issue was similar for the peak of the Demigod realm instead.

“As I am, I doubt I can ever become an Immortal Ascendant,” Elara explained when I asked her. “I simply lack the conceptual insights. During the height of the Elven Star Dominion, we produced crystalized insights that any Sorcerer could use to become a Demigod. They make the breakthrough to Demigod easier, and they are what most of us use. It was very helpful for us, as it allowed us to produce many Demigods. The issue with these crystalized insights is that they leave a lackluster foundation for Immortal Ascension.”

“So that is how the Elven Star Dominion produced so many Demigods, huh?” I asked, surprised and intrigued. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to secure some of these crystalized insights. My matriarchs were already cultivating by using my insights and the hints provided by The Wanderer. Maybe by studying these ancient things, I’d be able to put together something that would be useful to them. As soon as I wondered where I could acquire some of them, Elara reached into a dimensional storage item tucked in the corner of a tiny pocket in her sleeves and produced a shiny, smooth blue stone.

“I have more in a treasure chest somewhere, but that’s all I have on my person,” Elara explained.

“This is too valuable. I can’t take this from you without giving anything in exchange!” I protested as I accepted the crystal.

“Sure you can.” Elara shrugged. “Just put it in your Dimensional Storage.”

I was startled to hear the name of something from The Wanderer on her lips. I certainly hadn’t talked about it in her presence. More and more, I was becoming increasingly certain that she’d been telling the truth about meeting me in the distant past.

“I insist. Name your price.”

Eventually, Elara rattled off the names of several raw materials that I only knew of thanks to the new item shop and from stuff the Drafter’s Study could produce.

“You’re something of an enchanter, are you?” I asked curiously.

Elara gave me a thin-lipped smile. “I dabble in the subject.”

From there, we compared notes and discussed some differences between our respective styles. The methodology of the Elven Star Dominion was rooted in years of tradition and experimental study. Mine was more based on extrapolating from fundamental theory. Both were vastly superior to what the enchanters of Deania could do in the modern era. If Elara shared this ancient knowledge, she could revolutionize crafting throughout the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

“What’s your specialty, if I may ask?” I’d already shown her Spell Eater, so she knew my favorite subject was enchanted weapons.

“Golems,” she replied. “I used to make golems. And machines that made golems. Though I haven’t worked much with either in a long time.”

“You know, if you taught people some of what you know, you would dramatically improve quality of life worldwide!” I said, not bothering to hide my eagerness.

“I have.” Elara shrugged. “Or at least, I used to. I have not left the Primordial World for some time. If my teachings have been forgotten, then time is to blame, not me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean that to come off as an accusation. I haven’t exactly shared everything I know either. However, I do try to spread the lower-level stuff around as cheaply as possible. If your teachings have been forgotten, they were probably lost with the passing of the last Golden Age. Those damn golems...”

“Yeah...” Elara cast her eyes downward. “Anyway, I do think you could improve this spear of yours. There’s a few--“

Before Elara could finish, a horn sounded near the entrance to the party.

“Welcome! Welcome, Demigods one and all!” Ethan shouted. I wasn’t sure if he was hosting this event, but he’d certainly taken over as though he was. Something still seemed off about him, but I couldn't place it no matter how hard I thought. The man had been dead, of that I was certain. “It looks like everybody who’s coming this time has arrived! Take the rest of the night to eat, meet, and greet everyone! If you want to exchange techniques or practice your spells, do so outside. Make sure you don’t stay up too late, though. Tomorrow, we’ll begin discussing the fate of our world. We also have several new Demigods joining us for the first time! Make sure you all get to know them.”

Elara rose from her seat. “That’s right, I expect you’ll have something to say come discussions tomorrow. In this case, you’ll want people to know who you are. Come with me. I’m certain I can introduce you to a few old friends. You get to know a few people when you’ve been coming to these things as long as I have.”

She held out her arm, and I took it in mine.


Chapter
Twelve



The difference between walking around the courtyard greeting people with Tivana on my arm and walking around the courtyard with Elara on my arm was night and day. Everyone seemed so much more eager to say hello. There were smiles when they saw Elara, and they stepped forward to shake hands with me and introduce themselves. None of that had happened when Tivana was at my side.

Truthfully, it made me feel a little bad. Odds were Tivana’s night hadn’t improved in the slightest, whereas mine had suddenly gone from bad to great. Perhaps I could introduce her to Elara later. The two didn’t have much in common other than their connection to me, but maybe that would be enough.

With her at my side and our recent conversation about golems, I brought up a topic that had been increasingly on my mind as of late to one of the other Demigods.

“Oh, I’ve been keeping busy...” I waved off the usual icebreaker question. “The end of the last golden age meant golems wiped out a lot of cities and towns on the Groveguard Continent. I’m helping rebuild. New dams, rivers, roads, apartment complexes, that sort of thing.”

“Very generous of you,” said the dark-haired elven beauty who’d come off as arrogant the first time I’d spoken to her. “I confess I haven’t left the Primordial World in a long time. A century, at least. I prefer the company of elves from before the fall of the Elven Star Dominion, you see.”

“I understand.” Though truthfully, I nodded politely. I hated how these ancient elves considered themselves superior to their modern descendants. If the elves of the current day merely had the same knowledge and opportunity, they could reclaim the accomplishments of their ancestors and then some. I just knew it.

“You should come sometime. There is an absolutely lovely resort island. Daily massages, theater, music, fine food, and everything a Demigod could ask for. Now that you’ve reached the peak, you’ve earned the right to spend the rest of your lengthy life in luxury,” the Demigod woman insisted. Nearby, her friends nodded along.

“I don’t know about that...” I shrugged. “A few minutes of my time can do work that would take lesser cultivators a lifetime. A new bridge or waterway will be useful for generations.”

“And in three or four generations, they’ll have forgotten your kindness entirely and take all your hard work for granted.” The dark-haired beauty shrugged. “It’ll happen to you, mark my words.”

“Or worse,” one of the woman’s friends added. “They’ll think they have the right to work you day and night like a common laborer. The thought of a Demigod like you rushing around a continent to work for a bunch of mage acolytes is comical, don’t you think? And the more you do it, the more they’ll expect you to do. Trust me, their gratitude does not last long. The short-lived are always like that.”

I grit my teeth. This conversation wasn’t going in the direction I wanted to steer it. Thankfully, I had Elara by my side to help.

“Don’t knock Theo’s good deeds. He is helping people. When you were young and weak, wouldn’t you have loved and respected a Demigod who gives his all to help you and those like you?” Elara asked.

The two Elven Star Dominion Demigods shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“Maybe you don’t want to help as directly as I do, but there is something I wanted to bring up at this party.” I slowly broached the subject that had weighed most heavily on my mind.

“And what is that?” the dark-haired beauty asked.

“The matter of the Planetary Defense Array,” I replied. “It is the cause of so much suffering for the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. Would it not be for the best to shut it down for good? The shield can remain, but the golems were clearly a mistake.”

I felt Elara’s hand wrap a little tighter around my own momentarily before she relaxed. She seemed just as concerned about the Planetary Defense Array as I was.

The other two looked skeptical, however.

“Oh, I don’t know. Anyone important can survive the end of the last Golden Age. If those important people failed to recover enough to survive the next one, it’s their own fault for being weak.” The dark-haired beauty shrugged. “If they had any skill at all, they would reach the Sorcerer realm at least and then hide in the Primordial World every time it came around. There really isn’t much to it. It might even be good for the surviving population. Maybe in a hundred thousand years, the worthless addle-brained idiots that are our descendants will finally be able to make something of themselves.”

I hadn’t been prepared for the level of callous disregard the Demigods from the era of the Elven Star Dominion had for the current generation of living elves. It seemed like they genuinely didn’t care much about the modern world. Most had confined themselves entirely to the Primordial World, living in scattered shadows of the past left behind long after the fall of the Elven Star Dominion.

They were content to stay in illusions of the past like the one we were in now. Perhaps that was why this venue had been chosen for our little party. I doubted many of these Demigods had even been to our reality in a long, long time.

The next few conversations went just as poorly as the first, but eventually, I spotted Tivana and her mother gathered with a small group of elves. I wanted to introduce Elara to Tivana, so I nudged us over to the two of them. These elves seemed a little cheerier, though they were excluded from the larger groups. I realized why shortly after spotting them.

This was a collection of more recent Demigods. All of them were younger and more newly ascended. These were elves who had reached the Demigod realm in the modern era, like Tivana and Lyanva. That was why the two of them suddenly fit in so well with this new group.

“I hope we’re not interrupting?” I asked as I butted in on their conversation. “Tivana, Queen Lyanva, I wanted the two of you to meet Elara here. She’s a new friend I made recently.” I gestured to Elara hanging on my arm.

“Miss Elara! How kind of you to grace us with your presence!” one of the Demigods surrounding Tivana and Lyanva gushed. The others rushed forward and quickly began brown-nosing. It was clear to me that Elara’s status was head and shoulders above any of the elves near Tivana.

And it was no wonder why. The elves of the Elven Star Dominion were far stronger than their modern counterparts. And Elara was a late Demigod, meaning she was even more potent than most. Just being seen talking to her would boost the social status of these lesser Demigods while in this gathering.

Once again, I was surprised at how normal this lofty secret gathering of the world’s secret mightiest warriors was. Demigods were each fearsome and powerful figures who were terrifying to behold and whose might caused nations to tremble. But the gathering here wasn’t all that different from what the various tribes of the Hearthwood might have put together for their various Mage Acolyte-level leaders.

I supposed it just wasn’t natural to think of oneself as the top of the food chain. Or to behave as though you were emperor of all creation all the time. After all, these Demigods still had Immortal Ascendants to look up to the same way those tribal matriarchs I had once met looked up to True Mages.

There was one thing I was thankful for from Tivana and Lyanva’s group of new friends. They at least seemed a lot more receptive to my ideas.

“So, what do you all think about shutting down the Planetary Defense Array?” I asked.

“Can such a thing even be done?” one of Tivana’s new friends asked.

“The golems, yes,” Elara quietly explained. “The shield cannot be deactivated, but there is nothing wrong with the shield. In fact, the shield would likely become considerably stronger once the weapons the Elven Star Dominion attached to its power source are deactivated. It would become considerably harder for foreign Demigods and Immortal Ascendants to show up on our world, even with help from the inside.”

“So someone like the Witch of Frozen Blood wouldn’t be able to attempt to take over the world with her vampire spawn.” I nodded at Elara appreciatively. It seemed like she knew a thing or two about how the Planetary Defense Array worked. That made sense, since she was a skilled enchanter who was active when the array was being built. It had no doubt been popular news among her peers once upon a time.

“I think it’s a wonderful idea!” said one of Tivana’s new friends. “If we can end the constant golem attacks, things will be much easier for my descendants. Not having to worry about building a secret bunker or a trip to the Primordial World for all the core members of my family means that my descendants can really sprawl. That’ll make raising up another Demigod all the easier.”

“There could be a lot more of us here then!” another Demigod added. “Maybe then we’ll actually get some respect from the other Demigods.”

“I’m glad you’re all on board,” I told my new allies. “Because I could certainly use your support.”

[image: ]


Night came soon after that. Though Demigods had no need for sleep, we still took a break when night came and retired to our rooms. Socializing all day long was emotionally tiring, so the rest was welcome, even though I wasn’t physically tired.

I separated from Elara, much to her disappointment, and rejoined Tivana. After kicking Tivana’s mother out of our room again, Tivana settled onto the bed for a little nighttime fun. We had to unwind somehow, and we weren’t about to go to sleep.

“So, that Elara woman you brought over? She was pretty,” Tivana asked as she sent a quick probing question my way.

I laughed. “Yeah, she is a strange one. Let me tell you how I met her.”

I quickly filled Tivana in on how I’d met Elara and the fact that she claimed to be one of my lovers from some point in her past but in my future.

“I do not envy your love life,” Tivana said as she snuggled up against me. “It sounds very confusing.”

“And getting more every day,” I chuckled. “Fortunately, I can feel my way through it most nights. I like feeling my way through things.” My hand wormed its way along Tivana’s naked stomach and over her breasts.

“It certainly seems that way.” Tivana tilted her head behind herself, arching her back beautifully to turn and kiss me. There wasn’t much time for conversation after that as I ran my hands along her familiar curves.

It was all in the name of dual cultivation, really. Tivana had recently ascended to Demigod-hood, so I needed extremely frequent and thorough interactions with her cultivation to ensure that nothing was wrong with her.

Technically, I had done that already, but one could never be too careful. Besides, this allowed me to experiment with that crystalized concept that Elara had given me. It wasn’t that different from what Tivana had partially inherited from me.

She had crafted her own concept by partially understanding mine. With a bit more work, I could likely replicate the feat with my other women, who weren’t nearly as close to Demigod as Tivana. The tricky part would come later if I wanted to push them toward Immortal Ascension. Using my concepts would prevent my companions from establishing their foundations throughout the Demigod realm.

There had to be a solution to all these issues, but perhaps it wasn’t one I’d truly understand until I reached Immortal Ascension.

Usually, I’d figure there was no rush, but sooner or l expected someone to come and destroy the Hearthwood. Having a dozen surprise Demigods would be a massive game-changer if I ever faced such a threat.

But I had to put all that thinking and experimenting aside as Tivana writhed against me. Maybe I did a little more than was needed for dual cultivation. Tivana certainly didn’t mind.


Chapter
Thirteen



After Tivana and I cleaned ourselves and left our rooms, we were surprised to find Elara waiting just outside.

“Hello, Miss Elara.” Tivana gave Elara a polite bow.

“Please, Elara is fine. Any companion of Theo’s is a companion of mine,” Elara said, smiling.

“How long have you been waiting outside our door?” I asked. “I hope we didn’t keep you.”

“Oh, it was fine. I wasn’t there long,” Elara replied. I sensed that she was lying, but I let the matter rest. “I simply wanted to ask you to join me for breakfast. Well, the two of you, since you’re both here.”

“That sounds wonderful, Elara,” Tivana replied, accepting the offer. A new set of buffet tables were out, this time arrayed with typical breakfast foods. Some were elven, some were human, and all were delicious and finely made.

Tivana and Elara spoke a little about common topics, such as their ascension to Demigod or daily life in their respective periods. All the conversation was a polite surface-level exchange. They both smiled, but it was clear they were mostly just being polite. It was only made slightly awkward because the two women were pressed against either side of me the entire time they spoke.

I was taller than either of them, so to talk properly, they got real close and poked their heads out in front of my chest. There wasn’t much room for my arms with them doing that, but they seemed perfectly content to keep my arms wrapped around them while they fed me my breakfast.

“Enough, ladies. If Sam and Dean see this, they’ll think I’ve become some sort of overgrown baby,” I laughed as Tivana held a spoonful of her scrambled eggs to my lips.

“Sam has a reputation to maintain, but I wouldn’t worry much about Dean.” Elara held up a slightly larger portion of sausage for me on my other side, hoping I’d choose it over Tivana’s scrambled eggs. Left with little choice, I opened wide and ate them both simultaneously.

“I suppose Dean would garner an eccentric reputation if he pulls what he tried yesterday at every party.” I smiled at the thought.

“He does, to both of those,” Elara replied, quickly shoving another slice of sausage toward me before Tivana could gather another spoonful of eggs.

Breakfast finished soon after that, and things took an abrupt turn towards becoming more formal. The casual meet and greet we’d had the day before was gone, and now everyone wore more somber expressions. The staff for the place we rented for this venue set up a half-circle of chairs. All told, there were about thirty of us. However, a couple of people had brought attendants at the late sorcerer realm, and they would be sitting out these important world-shaking Demigod discussions.

After they departed, along with the venue’s staff, there were about twenty of us left. We looked at one another, and eventually, Ethan stood.

“Alright, first order of business!” Ethan announced as he climbed to his feet and circled around the front of the chairs. A solemn silence filled the air as though the world itself was holding its breath for the profound matters we were about to discuss.

“I heard someone mention wanting more vegan options at breakfast. How does everybody feel about sauteed mushrooms?” Ethan asked.

Perhaps not so profound after all.

An hour of arguing over the quality of breakfast had set the tone fairly solidly. I had no strong opinions about mushrooms one way or another, so I let the others talk. I chimed in occasionally but largely wanted to fade into the background and see where everyone stood.

In groups like this, some people were naturally louder than others. It was a combination of social standing and some people being more extroverted than others. Those who were both would be the ones to watch, since they’d most likely argue against me when the time came to talk about the Planetary Defense Array.

I wasn’t surprised to learn that Ethan was one of the people to watch. The real surprise was that Louis, who I’d thought was in charge of the whole cult, remained quiet. The entire time the others argued about mushrooms, he kept one hand pressed to his ear, listening to whoever was whispering to him. Still, other than a few disinterested comments, he didn’t speak much.

He did, however, catch me looking at him. I did my best to conceal my interest.

We moved smoothly from the discussion of mushrooms to the venue for the next golden age party. After a lengthy debate, it was decided to keep it in the same place as this year.

I again threw in my two cents, each time backing up some of the people I’d spoken to the day before. The more friends I could make, the better.

“Alright, now that those matters are settled, it’s time for anyone to take the stand. If you’ve got a grievance with another Demigod, we’ll hash it out together. Hence, nobody back home has to deal with a wrecked continent,” Ethan said.

Before I could dart in, another Demigod showed up. She hardly wore more than a pair of straps over her breast and running between her thighs. Even in the warm weather of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, that had to be a chilly outfit.

“I’m once again proposing we increase the world’s temperature by four degrees!” the Demigod proudly announced, much to the groaning of everyone else.

“We’ve told you this before, Yeminel. If we make the place any warmer, the equatorial regions will become uninhabitable. Besides, some of us enjoy winter fashion,” another elf protested.

“You can just use cooling spells,” Yeminel replied.

“Why don’t you just use warming spells!” the elf arguing with her replied. After that, there was another shouting match, even louder than anything that came before. I waited patiently for my chance to take the stage. When Yeminel’s proposal was soundly rejected, I stood right away.

“Hello everyone! I’m Theo. I’m a new Demigod, but I know a few people here. I met most of you last night.” I waved to the familiar faces. “I want to talk about something plaguing the world we call home for a long time. The Planetary Defense Array.”

I took a deep breath, letting the moment hang just long enough to ensure I got everyone’s interest. “I want to disable it.”

The uproar that followed my statement dwarfed what had happened when Yeminel proposed making the world warmer. Several people jumped right out of their seats, Ethan among them.

“Well, hold on now, let’s not be so hasty!” He waved his hands nervously.

“The suffering the people of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity have faced because of that array is tremendous. My own nation was nearly completely destroyed because of it, and we weren’t even the hardest hit. I know that many other nations have completely collapsed,” Queen Lyanva said to support me.

“Prosperity and calamity go hand in hand.” An elf from the Elven Star Dominion turned her head contemptuously.

“The common people have dealt with the golem attacks for generations. They are in balance with them now. To allow them to thrive overmuch might simply bring about another Elven Star Dominion. And another calamity to go with it,” another added.

If I hadn’t spent last night rallying support for my personal crusade, I probably would have needed to have the answers to all those questions myself. But now I had allies who’d already discussed the topic and were ready to defend me.

What followed was nearly an hour of arguing as intense as any battle. I never thought I would take on so many Demigods at once, but I thought I might manage it here on the stage and with support from new friends.

Then Ethan stepped into the verbal sparring ring to oppose me.

“Theo, I have to question your motives. I wasn’t going to mention this, but just months ago, you destroyed an entire planet,” Ethan explained, gesturing wide and speaking loudly so everyone else could hear him. “That was bound to draw us some unwanted attention. Now, you want to disable the barrier that keeps the World of Sanctuary and Serenity safe? What happens if some new enemy you made decides to destroy our world like you did the World of Woods and Wilds.”

Murmurs filled the ring. This was news to some people, and no matter their affiliation, nobody wanted to see the World of Sanctuary and Serenity destroyed. Even the ancient Demigods of the Elven Star Dominion, who considered themselves entirely separate from the nations of modern elves, wouldn’t want that.

“Shutting down the golems would not shut down the shield. Far from it,” I replied with raised hands.

“Attacking a static shield is far easier than fighting something that will attack you back. The Witch of Frozen Blood or Grognak the Orc Wargod could force their way through it, given time and help from the inside. The shield is only somewhat effective at blocking the powers of Immortal Ascendants.” Ethan pointed a finger at me in accusation.

“Not so,” Elara interjected with a shake of her head. “That is true for the current version of the shield, but it was not always true. The original shield that existed before we added the golem network was far more powerful. We weakened the shield by tapping its power source and control unit to turn it into an offensive weapon. If it were restored to its natural state when gifted to us by our creator, it would be able to block even Immortal Ascendants.”

“I’d like to see proof of that before you risk the entire planet on such a venture,” Louis spat, speaking up for the first time since I’d started talking.

“I’m sure there’s plenty if you visit Elven Star Dominion Outposts in the Primordial World.” I glanced at Elara for reassurance, and she nodded back at me. “There, you see? There are answers to all your concerns. There is no good reason we shouldn’t solve this issue once and for all, for the sake of future generations!”

“Few of us even have any descendants left. Why bother helping the fleeting ones when they will be gone in the blink?” Yeminel, the scantily clad elf asked.

“Perhaps you have no descendants left now, but you don’t look dead yet. I’m sure there could be more in the future.” I shrugged.

Yeminel bit her lip, face flushing. “You know what? Perhaps you’re right. Maybe we should shut that stupid broken golem thing down.”

Louis had finally had enough. After pressing on his earpiece one last time, he stood up with a nod. He shot one glance at me before facing the rest of the seated Demigods.

“Shutting down the Planetary Defense Array's golem production systems will be a serious mistake with serious repercussions. No, I will not elaborate. I have spoken.” He sat down without so much as another word like that was the end of things.

And apparently, to some, it was. Louis was a Late Demigod, which made his word as good as law to most of the Early Demigods present. If he was determined to have his way, precious few here could oppose him. But Elara was one of those few.

“Now, hold on just a moment.” Elara stood. “When we began these meetings, we did so to establish a rules-based system that would limit conflict at our level and foster cooperation. We can accomplish the former by gathering here and arguing about mushrooms, but we rarely do the latter. This is an opportunity to change that. I know many of us here don’t care much about this sort of thing, but for the average elf on our iteration of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, this is life and death for them.”

I joined her, throwing what support I could behind her. “And look at this where we’re on here. Isn’t the whole reason we come here because it’s a utopia? Despite being far smaller than the sprawling Ten Thousand Worlds we’re used to, this shadow of what we could have had proved that disabling the golems will lead to prosperity never seen before. The average young elf could make her way to the Wizard realm with confidence.”

“Yeah, what he said!” Dean cupped his hands and yelled. Unlike the others I asked for support, I’d asked Dean to be as casual about supporting me as possible. He had a way of cementing strong opinions, and now was the time to sway more people to our side.

Louis started to get out of his seat again, brows drawn tight. It looked like he was going to reiterate his previous threat. But before he could, Ethan placed a hand on his shoulder and ushered him back down. He whispered something in the cult leader’s ear before turning back to me.

“What the two of you say is very tempting, assuming it works. Maybe we should shut down the Planetary Defense Array. But for something this important, why should we rush?” Ethan shrugged, turning to regard the others. “They’re done, and we’ll have a century or so before they become a problem again. That’s plenty of time to think things through and ensure we have the right of them. So why don’t we think about the issue and deal with it then? If you agree to wait, you’ll have our full support. Right, Louis?”

Louis gave Ethan a curt nod. Others slowly relaxed. It was a reasonable compromise, and by all accounts, I had won the debate. That should have been something to be proud of. Already, many of the newer Demigods who’d been sitting near Tivana and Queen Lyanva were celebrating.

We’d done it! We had everyone else’s permission and support.

So why did it feel like I was missing something?


Chapter
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After the meeting, it was finally time to put my plans into action. Now that I had general agreement, it was time to go from ideas to action. Ethan may have gotten the other Demigods to agree to delay, but that just meant we wouldn’t be shutting down the Planetary Defense Array right away.

Nobody said anything about climbing aboard and figuring out the controls. I imagined with the resources and experience we had available here, we had the best chance we were ever going to have of getting that thing shut down.

It also had the convenient bonus of nipping any plans the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had in the bud. I wasn’t sure what they had in mind with the Planetary Defense Array, but I was pretty sure none of their plans had ever been good for me. No, foiling their plans was my best move, and any time I bought would only make the Hearthwood more secure.

I didn’t think I could take Louis out now, even with Sam, Dean, Tivana, and Lyanva to help. Unless he visited the Hearthwood and got struck by one of those Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, that is. Soon enough, there would be as many more of those as I could manage.

As for shutting down the Planetary Defense Array, our plan was ambitious. Argona had been building space stations left and right, so getting to it wouldn’t be hard. Us Demigods didn’t even need spaceships. I hadn’t tested how long I could hold my breath, but I was pretty sure it’d be a damn long time. The same would be true of the others.

Harder would be the task of getting elven experts into position. Us Demigods could clear out any defenses aboard the Planetary Defense Array and find our way to a control room. Still, after that we’d need to bring in experts from the Elven Star Dominion. They would know how to work the controls and do what we needed.

At least, that was the general plan I gave out on the spot.

“No doubt we’ll refine this plan more later. In the meantime, I’m inviting you and anyone any of you want to bring to the Hearthwood. Come and be my guests. I’m sure it’ll be slumming it for those of you who’ve grown used to the amenities of the Primordial World. Still, I promise it’s as nice a place as you’ll find anywhere on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.”

I gestured widely to the small crowd of gathered Demigods. Here was everyone who voiced their support for my plant to shut down the Planetary Defense Array. This was my alliance, and what an alliance it was.

Elves of high esteem and noble standing surrounded me, all nodding along as I spoke. All told, there were about a dozen Demigods. Most were of the weaker sort since they were the new friends Tivana made and whose allegiance Elara had consolidated. But we did have a few from the Elven Star Dominion who also decided to pitch in, mostly because they were Elara’s hangers-on.

There were about three more hanging on the outskirts of the crowd who I’d consider interested, but not wanting to get involved directly. After we showed some initial success, I might be able to sway them to our side, but for the time being, I would just keep them in the loop and invite them to the Hearthwood as well.

Having so many Demigods in the Hearthwood would make me nervous, but that’s what the new defenses were for. Having Sam, Dean, and Queen Lyanva stay with me would also help me feel more secure.

“I’m invited as well?” Elara asked, voice full of hope.

“I wouldn’t dream of rejecting you. You’re an expert golem crafter, aren’t you? We’ll be depending on you more than anyone else here!” I ran my hand along Elara’s back comfortingly, and she trembled at my touch. I was about to pull my hand away, but she reached up and held it against her side.

“I’ll come, but only if I can bring some people with me,” said Yeminel, the scantily clad elf who wanted warmer weather. “I haven’t left my tropical villa in some time. I’ve got about a hundred Wizards and six Sorcerers I keep as attendants.”

I shrugged. “If you want, you can bring your whole villa. We don’t have an ocean, but there is a rather large lake I recently dammed shut. You are welcome to park your villa there.”

“Wonderful! I will tell them to disassemble the villa and start packing right away.”

Most of the other Demigods had similar requests. Nobody reached Demigod without accumulating an entourage of some sort. Students, descendants, former teachers, servants, staff, and anything else a Demigod might need was something any elf would be eager to help with.

Tivana introduced me to her new friends again. Arien was a warrior queen from the other side of the Groveguard continent. Her nation had suffered quite a bit from the golem attacks. Before then, she’d been facing constant pressure from the nations under the sway of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

Her nation had been getting smaller and smaller with each passing year, and now she figured it was time to pack up and give up on rulership entirely. I suspected having her move into the Hearthwood would leave me with a permanent new roommate, but if Tivana was getting along with her, I trusted she’d behave.

“Perfect. I will move my castles in. I doubt they’ll be as useful in your territory, but they will come with a hundred thousand armed and trained elves. But... ah... do you think we could tell them there’s a royal wedding in the works? I would hate my people to think I gave up on the Moonblade nation. I’d like them to think I’m strategically combining our assets with a larger existing faction...” Arien blushed as her eyes darted between me and the ground.

I rested a hand on her shoulder. “I know exactly what you’re worried about. Don’t worry. I have plenty of wildernesses under my control. If you want to populate a vassal state for me, I’ll help you get started.”

Arien bowed graciously. “I see why so many praise the wise and generous Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. Do this for me, and I will be at your service.”

Lyssandra was another of Tivana’s new friends. She’d made a name for herself several centuries ago and had been disappointed that I hadn’t heard of her. Apparently, she was worried the legends she’d forged in her youth were starting to fade, and it was a bit of a sore spot.

She’d come to the Hearthwood with us, though, ending many years of adventure in the Primordial World. She’d delved into more ruins from the Elven Star Dominion than any other elf from the modern era, so she’d be a massive boon.

“I have a modest faction I would like to bring as well,” Lyssandra added. “Not a kingdom or a palace, but I was teaching a few Sorcerers some tips and tricks in the hopes that one of them might break through to Demigod someday. No luck yet, but there’s about a dozen of them all told.”

I nodded to her. “Easily taken care of. You’re welcome to bring them.”

Another was Melaris. Unlike the others, she was from the Elven Star Dominion, but she seemed a bit more interested in restoring the prosperity of the old Elven Star Dominion than the rest of her peers. She was only an Early Demigod, but I knew how strong the elves of the Elven Star Dominion were compared to their modern counterparts. I expected her to be tough enough to give Sam, Dean, or perhaps even me a run for our money.

“I have a guild of adventurers,” Melaris said. “I cannot leave them unattended. May I establish a temporary base in this Hearthwood of yours?”

I nodded. “Yes, of course.” I turned to all of them. “Just remember to tell all of your followers to follow the laws of the Hearthwood and to be civil. We have a diverse meritocracy with plenty of opportunity for all those with the will to seize it. So long as they act with that in mind, I foresee no issues.”

“So long as I can lounge sexily on the beach, I won’t cause any problems.” Yeminel smiled at me.

Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris nodded at my words. With that, we agreed.

As soon as this event was over, we’d all go to the Hearthwood together and prepare to put an end to these Golden Ages once and for all.
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The rest of the event passed in a flash. With the heavy topics of conversation taken care of, the remainder of the event was socializing.

It was pretty clear that the debate had divided us into a few distinct groups. There was my group that planned to deactivate the Planetary Defense Array. There was Louis and Ethan’s group, who were all aligned with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. And a sizable neutral faction wanted little to do with either of us.

I had hoped to win over a few more members of the neutral faction over the next few days, but Louis went around making threats, which nipped any budding new friendships before they could begin.

We packed what things we had while our new allies sent the last of their messages and made arrangements to join us. I had insisted on us traveling all together. Ethan was subtle, but Louis was not so much. His open threats had been enough to make me worry, especially for Arien, who lived near him.

“They might try to stir up trouble, but all together, we’re a powerful force,” I told them all as a reminder to stick together.

“What if they attack us while we’re staying in the Hearthwood with you?” Yeminel asked.

I chuckled darkly. “I dare them to try. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve that they won’t see coming.”

Louis attacking me in the Hearthwood would be a dream come true. If he disappeared, the rest of the Cult would be much easier to deal with. Ethan seemed far more willing to compromise, so if he wound up in charge, many of the issues I had with the Cult would swiftly disappear.

But somehow, I didn’t think it would be quite that easy.

“I’m sure your Hearthwood is a fortress to withstand any threat. And if it isn’t, it shall be by the time my forces join yours,” Arien promised.

Lyssandra wore a thin-lipped smile. “I can hear the pride in your voice when you talk of this city of yours, Patriarch Theo. I didn’t think much of it at first, but the more I hear you talk, the more I look forward to seeing it.”

“And if it didn’t have nice beaches before, it will by the time I’m done with it!” Yeminel thrust her manicured nails in the air and placed one hand on her hip.

“I think I’m more eager to see the Hearthwood than any of you,” Elara said. She spoke nothing more, but the twinkle in her eye told me she’d been waiting for this for a long time.

I could have taken us straight back home through a Pocket World Passage, but I wasn’t sure if I was willing to reveal that card so openly. Maybe after I’d spent a bit more time with my new allies. Besides, it would be worth taking a trip through the Primordial World. After all, we had some expert teachers and crafters to recruit, and having a few additional Demigods would go a long way to getting eyes on our little project.

If that failed, we’d have to start kidnapping experts. But that came with its own can of worms.

Plan settled, all of us departed, returning the way we came as we flew over the utopian version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity we’d called home these last few days.

Behind us, I caught Louis and Ethan both watching us carefully. I didn’t like the look in their eyes.
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Afew hours later, we were out of the utopian shadow of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. On any other day, I probably would have explored it more. But right now, there was a lot to do. Besides, if this project worked as well as I was hoping, pretty soon, we’d have a utopia right at home to explore.

We found our way through the primordial teleporters and appeared as a group in the hollow mountain outpost. From there, we planned to do what we’d missed last time and hire people and buy valuable items.

“I’m sure many of you have things you want to buy to make your stay in the Hearthwood a little more comfortable,” I told my companions. “Let’s break up into groups and go shopping. Tivana and Elara, you two are with me.”

Dean rolled his eyes. “I see how it is. The old ‘let me take these ladies into the corner for a quickie.’”

“It’s not like that. We’re genuinely going to buy things for my kids and for shutting down the Planetary Defense Array. For the former, I need Tivana; for the latter, I need Elara.” I held up my hands innocently.

From the looks on their faces, not even Tivana and Elara completely believed me. Not that they minded as each of them grabbed an arm and wrapped themselves around it.

“Any ladies want to come with Dean here?” Dean asked. “Anyone at all?”

His shoulders slumped as he was met with silence.

“Come on,” Sam said as he tugged Dean away.

Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris all left to explore the market. Sam and Dean went in the other direction.

Tivana, Elara, and I all went off to explore a different section of the market, namely the one advertising weapons, armor, and equipment.

But my first order of business was getting local currency. I had bundles full of zeal crystals. They’d worked before, but most Demigods would walk around with a lot of money.

While I had been a very wealthy man once upon a time, my material wealth had increased much slower than my cultivation. I discovered that when I went to trade in my zeal crystals for currency.

“Those zeal crystals will get you two thousand credits,” the teller from the Elven Star Dominion said.

“Is that a lot?” I asked, turning to Elara.

“No.”

My shoulders slumped. Maybe buying the things I’d hoped for wouldn’t be as easy as I thought. I had much more at my disposal than this, this bit of spending money, but I considered most of my resources the property of the Hearthwood Clan, not mine. I couldn't spend them all on personal things like gifts for my children.

“Do you have any treasure from your recent exploits?” the teller suggested.

I shrugged. “Some Timeweaver corpses, maybe? Or how about raw goods? I’ve got plenty of grain. And some special peaches that help with low-level cultivation.”

I ended up selling quite a bit of goods from the Hearthwood, but it still didn’t add up to much. I was doing mental math to figure out how much of what I could sell without causing any shortages when Elara placed a hand on my arm.

“Don’t worry, Theo. I have plenty of Elven Star Dominion currency. If we need more of anything, I will purchase it.”

“That’s very gracious of you, Elara. But I won’t have you buying things for my kids. Maybe you could help me when it comes time to buy stuff to shut down the Planetary Defense Array, though.”

With some money in my pocket, we continued down the street until we found a strip of shops that seemed to be selling what I was looking for. We walked into a store at random, and the shopkeeper immediately straightened.

“We’re looking for weapons and armor. Based on the sign up front, this looks like the right place?”

The woman combed her fingers through her hair. “Well, yes, we have a few items that might be suitable for Demigods such as yourselves. I can take you back to look at them, but know that they are quite pricey.”

I held up my hands. “I just want to get some stuff for my kids. Mage Acolyte, True Mage, and maybe a few Wizard-level things.”

“Oh...” The shopkeeper waved her hand to the nearby shelves in disappointment. “Just check the shelves and bins in the back.”

Once again, I found the items for Mage Acolytes and True Mages heaped together in what looked to be a trash barrel. The price was right, so I ended up buying the whole barrel. Back in the Hearthwood, I could use these things as valuable clan contribution point rewards.

When your number of kids is brushing up against a thousand, bulk solutions like this were a welcome boon. I’d have to go shopping here more often since there wasn’t any place I knew of back home that could provide bundles like this.

Even more valuable than the weapons and armor I’d bought in bulk was the stuff we found in the next store over.

There were all sorts of potions, elixirs, zeal concentration talismans, aura expansion artifacts, and hundreds of other things. These didn’t sell quite as cheaply as the weapons and armor, though, and I had to ask the shopkeeper why.

“Why do weapons and armor for Mage Acolytes and True Mages sell so cheap here?” I asked curiously.

The shopkeeper laughed. “It’s because it has no real use. Any clan sending Mage Acolytes or True Mages into battle is as good as dead. They’re just practice work for apprentices to cut their teeth on item crafting. The weapons and armor aren’t actually meant to be used as anything except temporary training tools.”

Her words made sense. And they also explained why the training aids were more expensive. Unlike low-level items for battle, these training aids would be something everyone would need. Despite the increased price, they were still very affordable considering how much they did. If I had even a few of these items as I was climbing the ranks, I would have hit the Wizard realm much sooner. The large quantity of so many training aids were part of what allowed so many elves of the Elven Star Dominion to reach such high levels of cultivation.

I bought all I could afford, saving a little left over for spells and techniques on our next stop. Those were thankfully a little big cheaper than the training aids.

With the Hearthwood Clan’s library again restocked, we figured out what we needed to shut down the Planetary Defense Array. But before we could, I spotted a familiar face coming our way.

“Hey. Hey!” A tall, tough-looking elf waved to me. I recognized her immediately.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Her again?” I rolled my eyes and sighed. It was Valanda, the elf body cultivator who’d bugged me the last time I was here. She’d been violently removed from the shop I’d met her in, but shoved aside didn’t mean removed entirely.

“Let’s get into a store quick. She probably won’t follow us inside,” Tivana suggested.

We rushed into the nearest store, leaving Valanda behind as she shouted and waved to get our attention.

“Here we are, three Demigods all hiding from one creepy Sorcerer,” I chuckled. “Some things never change.”

“You’d be surprised how often powerful cultivators use the excuse of going into secluded cultivation to avoid being annoyed by pushy subordinates.” Elara laughed. “I’ve gone to the spa in the Primordial World plenty of times with Demigods whose descendants all thought they were terribly busy working on some important technique or spell that would change the fate of the world. This trip to the Hearthwood will be one of the few times that’s true, at least for me.”

We hid in the store for a little while and did some window shopping. This particular store seemed to be one of many places in the Elven Star Dominion that sold various adult toys meant to keep a lonely female cultivator relaxed and stimulated during long nights. Fortunately, my companions didn’t need any help in that regard with me to aid them, so we ended up not buying anything.

Eventually, we heard a scuffle near the entrance.

“Wait, I just want to talk to him real quick!” Valanda shouted before being forced out of the building.

“I know your type. Get out of here. Security, get her out of here!” A big orc woman wearing an enchanted slave collar stepped up from where she’d been crouched toward the side of the building. She was only at the Gold Bone stage of body cultivation, but that was enough to chase Valanda away with a bit of shoving.

We left the shop behind, with Elara leading the way. She’d know best where to recruit people who’d understand the Planetary Defense Array, having once worked in that field herself in the distant past.

With how funky time was in the Primordial World, she probably ran into people she worked with in her youth. That had to be strange.

Apparently there were a few guild halls where crafting types often gathered and would be available for hire.

“If we’re lucky, maybe we can even find people who worked on the Planetary Defense Array project,” Tivana suggested. “They would have a much easier time figuring out how to shut it down.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Elara replied, a distant and knowing smile on her lips. I was pretty sure she knew far more about the Planetary Defense Array than she was letting on, but we weren’t close enough for me to pry. Demigods had a lot of secrets, and that was doubly true for old Demigods. I couldn’t risk losing her for my cause by poking my nose where I shouldn’t.

We put up a few posters offering considerable sums of money as a signing bonus. It was more than I had on me, and I felt a little bad about foisting such a financial burden off Elara. Still, she seemed perfectly happy to do it. I’d have to see if I could repay her in raw goods once we were back in the Hearthwood. The food from the Hydroponic Garden was valuable. If I didn’t have so many hungry kids to feed, I would have sold it in this market for a hefty profit. Perhaps after a few more upgrades to the Hydroponic Farm, I’d have crops to spare, but not quite yet.

After posting some signs and renting a small office to receive any curious bystanders, we were once again caught by Valanda, the tough-looking vagrant elven sorcerer. This time, she’d caught us on the street and looked like she’d catch up before we ducked into any of the nearby stores.

“I guess we have to confront her after all...” I sighed as I turned to her. “Look, I’m not sure what you want, but--“

“Listen!” Valanda interrupted me, panting. The environment of the Primordial World was such that Sorcerers weren’t nearly as superhuman as they were outside it, and she could get winded running up and down the street in search of us.

“Alright, I’ve had enough of you!” Tivana stepped in front of me and pointed her finger at Valanda. A spark of spatial energy lit at her fingertip.

“Wait!” Valanda held up her hands non-threateningly. “I’ll go in a second. I just wanted to warn you that there’s trouble headed your way. There's someone following you! Someone bad.”

“Like you?” Elara asked with her arms crossed over her chest.

“No, not like me. It’s the--“ Before Valanda could explain herself, a loud siren lit up nearby. I followed the flashing strobe lights to the head of an enormous Demigod-level golem. There were two others behind it.

From somewhere inside the lead golem, an elven voice shouted, amplified as though from a megaphone.

“Drop your weapons and do not cast any spells or techniques. You’re under arrest!”


Chapter
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As the Demigod-level golem’s voice boomed through the air, Valanda was the first to react. She threw her hands in the air out of reflex and started falling to her knees before the people aboard the golems even gave the orders.

“Hands where we can see them. Kneel on the ground. If you try to cast a spell or circulate a technique, we will open fire!”

“She’s right there. We’ll get back to what we were doing, officers.” Tivana jerked a thumb at Valanda.

“You three, you’re not going anywhere! On the ground right alongside her!” the lead golem shouted.

“She’s not with us...” Tivana said as she reluctantly raised her hands. Her lips were being pulled down into a frown, and I’d never seen such a combination of displeasure, confusion, and injustice on my beautiful princess’s face.

Being a member of the royal family and one of the most powerful individuals in the entire Deanian Queendom, she was used to being on the other side of the law. She probably had never dealt with someone in uniform being anything less than utterly respectful.

I shot a glance at Elara instead. She seemed calm, which eased my nerves. Unlike us, she actually was from the Elven Star Dominion. She knew the customs and had proper identification. She was an esteemed and respected Demigod as well.

In Earth terms, while the rest of us might be vagrant non-citizens without civil rights, she was right at home and could vouch for us. As could our other friend traveling with the rest of our group of Demigods. The rapid beating of my heart slowed, and I became confident again. Whatever misunderstanding had occurred would surely be fixed in short order.

The three golems approached as we held our hands in the air, and a set of cuffs were placed on each of us. They were heavily laden with enchantments meant to restrict the flow of zeal. When Valanda was handcuffed, she winced as they disrupted the flow of zeal through her body. Those cuffs did a number on her, but they weren’t quite as effective on her body cultivation as they were on her spirit cultivation. I imagined this was exactly the sort of thing that had started her down the path of orcish body cultivation.

The cuffs were about as effective on Tivana, since she was a Spirit Cultivator, but at the Early Demigod realm. Her higher level of power made the flow of zeal more difficult to block. And I doubted these handcuffs could do anything to stop the use of concepts. If I used Identity to change them from enchanted bronze to wet clay, I could probably snap them off each of us with just a little twitch.

Not that I would need to. The World Titan Fiendbody laughed as the golems tried to restrict the flow of zeal through it. I actually had to exert my own will to pretend the cuffs did anything, and I feigned a wave of fatigue similar to what had happened to Valanda.

[Minerva, you there?] I sent a quick mental message.

[Always, Master. My powers are unaffected,] Minerva sent back in reply.

Good. My Elemental Spirit Cultivation was also different enough from what the elves practiced that the cuffs did nothing to Minerva either. While her power wasn’t quite at the Demigod level, summoning an army of Sorcerer-level undead warriors would prove a good distraction if I needed it.

After being handcuffed, we were rudely jerked to our feet. It took a lot longer than it should have, since the golems they were in didn't have hands meant to be nimble. They were hulking three-fingered brutes made of sheets of enchanted bronze.

“Walk,” the leader of the three officers in golems demanded. The way the three of them loomed over us was a bit intimidating. From what I’d heard, they were probably only Sorcerers. But the golems they were piloting bolstered them enough to deal with Demigods. Against anyone else, they probably would have hopped out to put these troublesome cuffs on by hand, but they weren’t taking any chances with us.

It soon became clear that they were going to walk us all the way back to the local police station with our hands cuffed behind our backs. If I’d known anyone here, it would have been quite embarrassing, but as it was, it was probably a good thing.

I was counting on Sam, Dean, and our new companions to figure out what happened fast and help us get out of there.

Upon reaching the station, we were finally greeted by an officer, not inside a four-meter-tall battle golem. She wore spectacles much like Illiel, had dark hair, and looked like she had a firm, no-nonsense expression fixed permanently to her face.

It was the kind of expression that told me this was a department that dealt with a rough-and-tumble crowd. That was not the best of signs. Now that I thought about it, there hadn’t been a single mention of rights the entire walk here.

“Present your IDs.” She sighed as she pushed her glasses back into place.

“In the bag of holding sewn into my pants pocket.” Elara tilted her chin toward her pocket. With her hands cuffed behind her back, she couldn’t reach it.

The officer sighed again, stood up from her desk, and reached into Elara’s pocket until she found the ID.

She turned to us expectantly as soon as she was finished. “And the two of you?”

“Uh... about that...” I chuckled a bit nervously. “I don’t exactly have one of those.”

She sighed. “Figures. Alright, throw him in a cell.”

The remaining officers in the golems weren’t shy about grabbing me and giving me a shove. They weren’t shy about shoving Tivana in there too when she also failed to produce an ID.

Still handcuffed, Tivana climbed to her knees, face flushed red as she stared incredulously back the way she’d come. “I’m not undocumented. I’m a princess!” she huffed.

That got a laugh out of the officer in a golem. The enchanted metal bars of our prison cell slammed shut a moment later. Tivana rushed up to them, only to hiss as the bars burned a line into the side of her cheek.

A familiar voice came from the cell next door. “There’s iron in those bars. You don’t want to touch them for long.”

It was Valanda again, arrested just like we were. I turned to her. “They arrested you as well?”

“Yeah,” Valanda replied with a lengthy sigh. “No good deed goes unpunished, I guess...”

I grimaced. “You were trying to warn us, weren’t you?”

“Yeah. I saw someone following you, though I didn't know it was the cops. Guess whoever was watching you brought them on board. I don’t know what kind of sticky shit you’re in, but it’s deeper and nastier than anything I’ve ever been into. I’ve never seen the local department pull out all of their battle golems at once like that. Normally, they’re content to show up and just whack me in the head a few times with a baton.”

“I take it this place isn’t exactly known for being soft on crime?” I asked.

“No.” The way she spoke the words made me suspect it was quite the opposite.

“Do you know if we get a phone call or something?”

“A what?”

“A chance to use a transmission stone or something. You know, to call a friend who can help us get out of this mess?”

Valanda shook her head. “If you’re important, they’ll contact your clan and get it all sorted out on their end. If you’re not, eventually they’ll place a hefty fine on you, and you’ve got to pay it off.” She let out a lengthy sigh as she clutched her head between her temples. “I was having a hard enough time paying off the last one. With this one, it looks like my dreams of getting off the streets are over.”

I had been wondering why a particularly powerful Sorcerer like Valanda had been homeless. Earning enough money to put a roof over her head should have been easy for a Sorcerer. Before, I’d thought it was an addiction, but now I knew it was debt. Debt she had a lot more of thanks to me.

“I appreciate what you tried to do. If I can help you get out of here, I will,” I promised Valanda. She might not have succeeded in warning us, but she had tried. And would have managed it if we hadn’t tried so hard to avoid her.

“And what are the odds of that? You got any connections that can bail us out?” Valanda asked hopefully. “As a human, you must know somebody, right? Heck, these officers probably answer to a human somewhere high enough up the chain.”

“Well...” I shrugged. “I have some friends on the outside. They’ve got good heads on their shoulders. I’m sure that they’ll be here to plead our case any moment now.”
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Moments later, a familiar trio was thrown into the cell across from us.

“I am a Queen! If you were my guards, I’d have your hides!” Queen Lyanva huffed.

“I’m going, I’m going, stop shoving!” Dean grumbled.

Sam took a seat on the far side of the cell.

The guards slammed the door shut and departed swiftly. The three of them groaned and looked at one another. I cleared my throat to get their attention. “Well, fancy meeting you all here.”

Sam looked up at me. “Well, shit. We were counting on you guys to get us out of here.”

“Same.”

“I guess it’s up to Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris.” I shrugged. “Hopefully, the four of them can get us out of here.”

I didn’t like placing our hopes in the hands of the four women we’d just met. We might all share a common goal, but we didn’t have the kind of comradery I had with my friends. Or even with Elara sitting in the cell next to me. They were more like coworkers to me than family.

“It’s either that or put our faith in the Elven Star Dominion’s criminal justice system.” Sam leaned back against the far side of his cell. “Does anybody even know what we’re being charged with?”

I shrugged. We were strangers in a strange land. There were any number of things we could have been arrested for. I turned to Elara. If any would know, it would be her.

“The locals likely received a tip-off that we were up to something nefarious.” Elara shrugged.

“That’s it? A few words, and we all get thrown in cells?” I asked, incredulous. The guards in the Hearthwood required enough probable cause to present to a judge before they could get a warrant to arrest someone. Deania played fast and loose with the law, where whatever the city lord or magistrate said was what happened. But I figured a civilization as advanced as the Elven Star Dominion had been would be a little more developed on this front. Apparently, I’d assumed wrong. It was even worse here.

“So anybody can write a report and get anyone else arrested?” I asked. “Seems like that system could get abused pretty quick.”

Elara shook her head. “Only in proportion to cultivation level. As a Demigod, a tip-off from you would be enough to arrest any Sorcerer or lower. A tip-off from a Sorcerer would allow the guard to arrest any Wizard or lower.”

“Crap, so that means for us to get arrested, the tip had to come from an Immortal Ascendant.” My brows drew tight. Maybe there wouldn’t be a peaceful resolution to this after all.

Minutes stretched on, with no sign from the warden or the guards. I got the impression they were being extra wary of us. My fingers started to itch, and my instincts gnawed at me. It might not be wise to stay here forever, and if the guards weren’t even going to give us a chance at getting out of here, we were going to have to take things into our own hands.

We also heard no visits from Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris. Had the four of them not realized what happened to us? Or had they been stopped from investigating somehow?

“Psst. Theo. These cells aren’t designed to hold Demigods. Especially not human Demigods,” Dean whispered a little too loudly.

“They can probably hear us, you know,” I replied in a normal tone.

Dean started making an elaborate series of hand motions. It started with cupping his hands in a circle and ended with twirling his finger around his head a few times.

“What’s he saying?” Tivana asked.

I climbed to my feet.

“I always figured I’d be breaking out of prison with you guys at some point. I guess today’s the day.”
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Suddenly, the walls around us felt narrow and confining. I could see the restlessness in my companion’s eyes. We’d been here too long already. No one reached Demigod by giving in to helplessness. Each of us was one word away from smashing our way out of here.

I had been calm for one reason and one reason alone. My Pocket World Passage. These cells could do nothing to hold me, and the Hearthwood was only ever a single step away. I could have escaped this cell with all my allies at any time, and there was nothing these guards and their battle golems could do to stop me.

The only thing stopping me was that Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris never arrived. I wasn’t about to abandon them.

“We can’t just sit here. And if Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris haven’t found us by now, they probably didn’t realize we got arrested. In all likelihood, they’re standing around our meeting spot waiting for us to return so we can leave together.”

Elara climbed to her feet as well and dusted the grime of the prison cell off her. “What do you propose?”

I flexed my arms, shattering the restraints and holding them behind my back. I glanced at Elara’s wrists, then at Tivana’s. With a thought, I turned enchanted metal into wet clay.

The zeal from all those enchantments was still there, this time loaded with Earth zeal. And all Earth zeal was mine to command. With a wave of my hand, the restraints folded in on themselves until two clay spheres brimming with power hovered around my head.

“Exactly what I said. It’s time to break out of here.”

I grabbed the bars. The iron in them would burn the flesh of any elf, but not me. I felt the muscles of my back tense, then flex. This stuff was from the Primordial World, tougher and stronger than ordinary iron. So good it might even be worth adding to the next iteration of Spell Eater.

After a groan and a tremendous heave, the bars I was holding bent, twisted, and came loose. I stepped out into the hall, a free man.

“Holy crap,” Valanda whispered in the cell next door.

Sam and Dean were already working on breaking themselves out. Neither of them had my body cultivation, but with the two of them working together, they were slowly managing it. I walked up to Valanda’s door.

“I told you I owed you. I can get you out of here if you want. You’re not going to be welcome here in the city after a break out like this one, though.”

“The only thing I have left to lose here is the massive debt on my shoulders. I’ll come with you if you’ll have me.” Valanda met my gaze from across the cell door.

I shoved my finger right through the keyhole on her cell door, turning the tumbler within into a pile of broken parts. I grabbed the door, swinging it open as I heaved and twisted. The door popped free a moment later. That should be enough special iron for a magic spear or two. The door vanished into my Dimensional Storage.

I helped Sam and Dean with the last of their cell door. Only a few moments had passed since our breakout began, but already I heard an alarm ringing overhead.

“We’ll try to do this bloodlessly. I don’t want a massive manhunt on top of us every time I go into the Primordial World,” I said, shouting over the siren.

“We can try.” Sam grimaced. “But I don’t think we’ll succeed.”

There were several shouts up and down the corridor from other people asking to be freed. I ignored them as I plastered on a calm expression of absolute confidence. Things would go smoothest if I could simply intimidate the guards into submission.

The three officers who’d arrested us stood waiting for us, all lined up in front of the bespectacled elf who’d booked us.

“We’re leaving. Record it as us being released, please. Demigods have important things to do, and for us, the future of the entire World of Sanctuary and Serenity lies in the balance. Countless future generations are depending on us, and we really don’t have time to deal with bullshit, so...” I trailed off, jerking my head toward the door.

The bespectacled elf wore a deep scowl on her face, but after glancing up and down at the seven of us, she seemed to realize she and her guards weren’t up to the task of stopping us. All of them were Sorcerers, and only three of them were in Demigod golems.

“Good. We’ll leaving.” I turned my back, and the others followed me, but as soon as I did so, I sensed the bespectacled elf diving for something beneath the desk. I shot one of the two clay orbs I’d gathered back over my shoulder just in time to intercept an energy beam.

My clay orb was consumed completely. Whatever she’d tried to shoot us with was powerful. Most of us would have been alive but badly hurt if that surprise attack had landed. But it had been aimed mainly at Valanda. Had she been struck, she would certainly be dead. From the paleness of her face, she knew I’d just saved her life.

“That was a mistake,” I spat. I sent the other clay orb forward toward the elf. She shrieked and held up the device she’d fired off like a shield. That was alright by me, though, since I wanted to disable that weapon, not kill her. My clay orb wrapped around the trigger mechanism, and with a thought, I shifted it back to the enchanted bronze it had once been using my Identity concept.

The bespectacled elf seemed to realize her weapon was now useless, and she tossed it aside before pointing at me and shrieking.

“Guards! Don’t let them escape!” the bespectacled elf ordered the three officers in their battle golems.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” I replied. My warning fell on deaf ears. Behind me, my allies sprang into action.

They must have figured the whole bunch of us were new Demigods who barely knew how to fight. Or maybe they thought the prison cells had drained us of all our zeal before we managed to escape. Maybe the Immortal Ascendant who’d put this into action really was that scary.

But then my mind flashed back to the dark look Louis had cast me. There was only one group I could think of that would have issues with me and my companions. Naturally, their tool of the trade was mind magic, and that’s what I suspected was at work here.

Sam twisted fate to slow time around one golem. From there, he and Queen Lyanva grabbed one arm each and tugged until the limbs fell free. The small arms of the elven sorcerer hiding behind layers of enchanted bronze looked like tiny noodles in comparison to the massive metal exoskeleton she’d been wearing.

Within mere heartbeats, the entryway became a battlefield. Elara and Tivana squared off against another one of the battle golem officers, each bringing spells to bear. Tivana spread her hands wide, and a thread of spatial zeal materialized between her fingers. When one of the golems brought its clunky fist up for a punch, Tivana sliced a chunk out of the hand.

Elara’s attack was even more direct. Her eyes shone with a flash of electric current, and the air smelled of ozone. She darted forward and placed an open palm on the golem’s body, and a moment later, it froze as still as a statue. The hatch on the golem’s back opened up, and Elara grabbed the pilot by her shirt and tossed her onto the ground.

Valanda and I stood against the leader of the golem officers. She glanced at me for support, clearly anxious about the coming fight.

“Uh... I’ll try to distract it?” she suggested.

I shook my head. “Keep the one in back from running away. There’s something I want to check for.”

“Got it!”

“And you, Minerva. Summon some skeletons, ghosts, or something. Find our stuff so we can get out of here. And make sure nobody comes to check on what all the noise is about.”

[Understood, Master,] Minerva replied.

As the golem and the elf piloting it charged toward me, I met it with a tackle. It was a massive hunk of metal, and I was just a man, but I had a few tricks up my sleeve.

I used my Gravity concept, lightening the force weighing it down. Meanwhile, I shifted gravity behind me, making me fall toward my target. The result would have been surreal to see. I knocked the golem clean off its feet and onto the ground, clearing the way for Valanda to rush forward from behind me and do something similar to the bespectacled elf who was trying to sneak out the door.

From there, I put my hands to work. I dug into the bronze plates of the battle golem, latching fingers around joints and limbs. I pried and twisted as the metal bent and buckled before eventually snapping away entirely.

“Your suit isn’t strong enough to take me on. Nor is it strong enough to fight my companions,” I said conversationally as the golem pilot pointlessly struggled to get out from under me. “You see, I’ve built plenty of golems myself, as has my daughter, Argona. Getting them to the Demigod realm is all well and good. It requires a certain level of toughness and power. But just being in the Demigod realm doesn’t mean a war golem can match an actual Demigod. After all, these suits don’t exactly come with the wide array of abilities any Demigod ought to have mastered.”

By the time I finished speaking, I could see the pilot’s trembling bare skin beneath the metal plates. I was nearly through. Metal and cloth came away between my fingers. A bit more bending and shoving and there!

I grabbed the elf inside and hauled her out of her armor. I must have accidentally torn away her clothes while pulling her out of the golem. Either that, or they piloted these things naked. I suppose that wasn’t the worst idea if they were being controlled by circulating zeal.

Whatever the answer was, this elf was terrified. She hadn’t signed up to fight Demigods.

“Shh... quiet.”

“I’m quiet! I’m quiet!” the terrified and naked pilot pleaded none-too-quietly.

“You ever meditated before?” I asked.

“I cultivate?” the elf suggested. “Look, I was just following orders! I didn’t mean to shove you that one time, walking you to the station. I just tripped! Honest mistake, sorry! It definitely had nothing to do with you being, well... you know.”

“Shh... cultivate now,” I urged her. And what exactly was it that I was supposed to know? I would have asked her if I hadn’t been in a rush.

She closed her eyes and started muttering under her breath. It seemed almost like she was praying, though the elves I knew worshiped no gods. Strange.

Whatever she was doing, it cleared her mind enough to make searching it with Mind Magic considerably easier. Most of my mind magic was focused on mental defense and improving my own mental capabilities. I hadn’t wanted to be like the Cult of the Unblinking Eye after all.

But I had retained enough power to be able to search the mind of someone willing like this, especially when I was looking for the work of another mind cultivator. Sure enough, this one had been tampered with, albeit very lightly. I couldn’t be sure with so little time to search her, but it seemed to be a subtle suggestion not to think too hard about whether arresting me was smart or wise.

“Who was it that told you to come after us? Think!”

Unfortunately, I got nothing from that. She must not have met them directly or otherwise, had those memories thoroughly erased. Still, the presence of mind zeal on its own was enough to lead me to suspect Louis and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They’d acted even sooner than I thought they would.

By now, the fight was over. I checked with the other two battle golem pilots and saw little other than the simple suggestion left in their heads. It was the bespectacled elf who’d been truly twisted. To put it into physical terms, she had three massive knots in her thoughts. One made her hate me and my companions the moment she saw us. Not just regular hate either, but an irrational, desperate desire to destroy us. It was like I’d personally killed her favorite pet every few years after she’d gotten good and attached to them.

Another knot seemed to place her in charge of the others. She wasn’t technically supposed to be giving orders in this department, but between the latent suggestions placed in the heads of the golem pilots and her own position, nobody thought to question her when she gave the order to arrest us. Or to stop us from escaping.

The third knot I wasn’t quite sure of. Maybe Illiel could figure it out. Whatever it was, though, probably wasn’t good for any of these elves. I reached out with a tendril of mind magic and severed them all. It wasn’t the cleanest way to patch up a mind, and the bespectacled elf especially would be scatterbrained for a few decades, but it was better than being under someone else’s control. It would also have the bonus of wiping any exact memories of today, which would hopefully cover my ass and prevent us from getting another arrest warrant out on us, this time with some actual evidence to back it up.

“I just wiped some memories. Do any of you guys know how the paperwork here works? I want to know what they think they have on us.”

“Already on it,” Elara replied. I turned to see her standing behind the console where the bespectacled elf had been seated. The thing she was interacting with looked a bit like a crystal ball half-embedded in the stone pedestal before her. “It’s as we thought. Someone tipped the local department off that we were in town and might be up to no good.”

“Can you figure out who it was?”

“Yeah. These tips are always logged. Looks like the name was Liora Starwhisper. At least that’s what she gave for the records. A new Immortal Ascendant and not one I recognize, but she was here and gave the order. I even have an impression of her zeal to work with.”

“An elf?” I frowned. There went a lot of my theories. I thought it might have been Louis or Ethan using Mind Magic to trick people into thinking they were an Immortal Ascendant. “What aspect is the zeal?”

“Looks fire-based to me. Fairly straightforward, too. Rare for that type to reach Immortal Ascendant without doing something a little more esoteric with their zeal. Normally, Immortal Ascendance requires more creativity.” Elara made a discontented noise. I imagined not reaching Immortal Ascendance was a sore spot with her.

“Crap. Fire-aspect zeal at that realm means we really are dealing with an Immortal Ascendant.” I felt my fists tighten. It was time to get out of here and regroup in the safety of the Hearthwood and its defenses. We just had to figure out where those missing new allies of ours had disappeared to...

“Let’s get out of here. Hopefully, they have spare clothes for that one.” Tivana looked between the naked elf golem pilot and the others, who were all fully clothed. Then she turned to me. “I think you stripped her naked while disarming her. Probably out of habit.”

“What? I would never!” I frowned, thinking back. Maybe that hadn’t just been metal I was tearing away. “Okay, maybe I would.”


Chapter
Eighteen



After hunting down our confiscated things and erasing any remaining evidence of our arrest, we slipped out of the station unnoticed. Normally, a group of Demigods and one homeless Sorcerer would be spotted just about anywhere. But as long as I was whipping out the mind magic I figured I might as well make us stand out a little less than well.

The denizens of the Elven Star Dominion didn’t react as much as elves of the modern era would if they saw us, and just being human normally drew plenty of eyes. Counteracting that effect let us slip through the crowd largely unnoticed.

“That wasn’t too bad,” I remarked while glancing over my shoulder at my companions. “I really thought breaking out of prison with you guys would go much worse. Sam and Dean, I mean. The rest of you, I’m sure, are law-abiding citizens.”

“It’s much easier to be law-abiding when you can make the laws whatever you want.” Queen Lyanva nodded sagely at her own bit of wisdom.

“That it certainly is. As it is, I think it’s best if we lie low for a while. We’ll leave the Primordial World a bit and hope things mellow out, and we don’t get anyone hunting us after this. Sounds good?”

A few of them mumbled something in agreement, but Elara spoke up.

“I’m confident I erased any hard evidence of our presence. If your memory wipe worked as well, then we should have been completely forgotten. In the rare event we are not, I have ways of checking on things.”

“Besides!” Dean began, “if we were wanted criminals, we would have been arrested ages ago for the crime we were going to commit one day. Isn’t that right, Sam? Sam, talk about some funky time travel stuff, please. Make me sound smart.”

“Hard to do, but you might have something resembling a point.” Sam shrugged. “While the iterations we interact with are largely linear and run parallel to the primary timeline we’re from, we have interacted with elven law enforcement from closer to the end of the Elven Star Dominion. If there was ever going to be a warrant out for our arrest across the entire elven territory, we would know about it.”

“We’re safe! I knew it. I’m a genius,” Dean said to congratulate himself.

I shook my head. I might have been able to come up with a good retort if I wasn’t focused on maintaining my spell.

“Anybody else need anything in town? Or shall we beat a hasty retreat?”

“I’ve lost interest in shopping,” Queen Lyanva said.

“There is nothing I need that can’t be obtained outside of the Primordial World,” Elara replied.

The others nodded along.

“Alright. Then it’s time to find our friends who never showed up and get out of here.” I led our group down the winding streets, mostly thanks to directions from Valanda. She took us through several shortcuts.

“They should be back where we parted ways. Just a little further. If you know any more of those shortcuts, Valanda, lead us there.”

“There are sometimes powerful Sorcerers looking to rob people down those alleys...” Valanda glanced back at me and the rest of our group. I gave her a feral smile in return. “But I guess your group probably isn’t worried about that. Alright, this way.”

I was a little worried about overtaxing my Unnoticeability spell, so I wanted to make this trip quick and relatively quiet. I was covering quite a few powerful people at the moment, and I was trying to keep the magic as subtle as possible lest that draw attention on its own. Things like this were much tougher in the Primordial World, where the average power level on the streets was far higher than what I was used to.

The fact that there were no sirens or search parties yet was a good sign. Maybe we really had nothing to worry about from local law enforcement.

But that just made more room for other worries.

What had Louis and Ethan been expecting when they had me arrested? They had to know a facility like that one couldn’t hold me if I wanted out.

And who was Liora Starwhisper, the Immortal Ascendant they’d gotten to report us? How was she involved with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye? Assuming my theory that they were the ones after me was even true, that is.

We soon found the general area where we were supposed to meet up with our allies, a courtyard near where we’d split. The streets were surprisingly deserted, which was odd. Back when we’d split ways, this seemed like a common place to meet up. The area had been crawling with small groups like mine, getting food from some of the local vendors.

Those vendor stalls were still there, but most of them lacked a vendor manning them. In fact, the whole place seemed like a ghost town. I had to search to find one vendor hiding behind her stall.

“Excuse me,” I asked. “Have you seen four Demigods around here? About this tall. One of them was mostly naked. They should have been hard to miss.”

“Yes!” the vendor squeaked, eyes wide with terror. She pointed a trembling finger, and I whipped my head around.

Something was happening on the other side of the square. Something absolutely terrifying. A bad feeling crawled up my spine as I turned.

Between keeping my barrier up, the chaotic zeal of the city, and the narrow corridor I’d just walked through, I hadn’t noticed the dense mass of zeal just across the courtyard. It was so tightly controlled that not even a single stray particle flowed away from the central mass. To my Spirit Sight, it was almost a wall of fire zeal.

I couldn’t do that with Earth zeal, and Earth zeal would be far more cooperative for something like this than fire zeal. This was something nobody I’d ever met from zeal accumulation to Demigod could do. Which meant this could only be…

“Oh shit...” Dean took the words out of my mouth. “We might have to get out of here, guys. Sam and I have a few tricks for escaping angry Immortal Ascendants, but our tricks aren’t infinite.”

“Anybody seen our allies?” I asked. I was getting an increasingly bad feeling about the situation.

“Look!” Tivana pointed into the fire. She must have sensed something using her spatial zeal. To follow her gaze, I had to swing my hand and force the Fire zeal aside. That was a tougher task than normal, thanks to the unusual density of whatever fire spell had been cast here.

“There’s a wisp!” I said as I caught sight of a golden spot of light burning among the flames.

“I got it!” Dean yelled. He jumped over the flame, only to be immediately sent flying backward with his clothes on fire. “I don’t get it! Damn, that’s hot! It must be some sort of flame barrier.

It took Tivana, Dean, Lyanva, and I all working together to pierce the fire spell. That opened up just enough of a pathway for the wisp to sense us. The moment it did, it started flying in our direction.

“Come to my safe and strong arms, whoever you are!” Dean called out. He twisted his hands, and a shimmering patch of distorted space appeared before him. As the wisp flew through it, every meter she flew toward us put her three meters closer to us.

The wisp flew right past Dean and into my arms, where it hid itself under my arm. I felt it tremble against me.

A Demigod wisp like this one was similar in some ways to its lesser kin. It was a sphere of energy combined with a soul and left behind when an elf died. Unlike lesser wisps, though, Demigod souls were in full control of their wisps even after they died and were even capable of some limited use of their magic. It wasn’t as good as a real body, and the Demigod involved was quite weakened, but unlike anyone else, a Demigod wasn’t defeated when they were reduced to a wisp.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t the get-out-of-jail-free card it initially appeared. It might save a Demigod from a bad accident during an alchemy experiment, but it wouldn’t save them from any enemies capable of killing them when they were in the flesh. At most, it gave Demigods a decent chance at surviving an ambush if their killer couldn’t finish them off quickly.

But the fact of the matter was that wisps weren’t impossible to destroy, and anybody capable of killing a Demigod was probably up for the job. I realized that’s what this barrier must have been about. The spell was meant to hold the wisp in place until the soul within was completely destroyed.

Already, I could see the wisp bleeding power. She didn’t feel like a former Demigod, more like a former Wizard or a weakened Sorcerer. And from the state of the zeal within, I couldn’t even tell who it had belonged to.

“Sam!” I yelled.

“On it!” Sam replied as he bent fate. Something resisted him, and the flesh on his hands started to burn. Sam gritted his teeth even as his hair started smoldering. The wisp hiding under my arm grew brighter and stronger by the moment. “That spell is a strong one. There’s a concept of fire concealed within the actual fire spells. It’s dead simple, but there’s so much strength behind it...”

“Sam, your hair is on fire!” I warned him.

Tivana reached up to his head and started patting out the flames. Then they started springing up over his clothes and the ground around him. It spread to Tivana’s hands, and soon, she was struggling to put them out as well.

I focused on the fire, using Identity to imagine it as frost instead. That was a direct contradiction to the aspect powering the supernatural flames, and the two powers canceled out. They didn’t leave quietly, though. I felt pain stab through my head like a lance through my forehead, and blood dripped out of my nose.

“Got it!” Sam said as the wisp suddenly flashed into light. Sam’s spell sputtered out just as Yeminel appeared on the ground, naked and sporting a number of burns across her body. She crouched in a battle pose with her hands crossed over her chest like she’d been blocking something.

“Run! Flee! I better get my hundred virgins in the afterlife for this noble sacrifice...” Yeminel gasped as she held her pose with her eyes closed.

“Hey, hey. Wake up, we’re here.” I gently slapped Yeminel across the face a few times to get her to open her eyes.

“Ugh? Wait, you’re part of my hundred virgins? Really?” She looked me up and down.

“No. You’re not dead. Quick, we need to find the others and get out of here!”

“So you all saving me wasn’t a dream?” Yeminel shook her head and gathered herself. Though she might have looked like a beauty-obsessed beach girl, I couldn’t forget that this was a powerful Demigod. When she needed to be ready for action, she could steady herself from an unexpected death and the following resurrection with hardly a thought.

“No dream.” Sam smiled.

“Where are they?” I asked, repeating my earlier question.

Yeminel snapped to attention after a single breath. “If we want to save them, we’ll have to hurry. But last I saw from them, it didn’t look good...”


Chapter
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“Any of you ladies have something for Yeminel to wear?” I asked as I held the naked Demigod in my arms.

“Preferably something with fire resistance?” Yeminel asked hopefully.

Tivana eventually produced a long, flowing blue robe. Yeminel threw it on, then promptly tore the sleeves off and hiked the skirt hem up. Soon it was looking considerably more sensual than anything Tivana ever wore.

“I’ll get you a replacement at some point. I need to feel the air on my skin to be at full power. Even if much of that air is on fire,” Yeminel explained.

With her dressed and ready for a fight, I led the way through the flames. She stayed close behind me, pointing out the right direction.

This trip would have taken considerably longer if we didn’t have three space-aspect Demigods with us. As it was, all of them twisted space, so every step we took carried us through the flames. Eventually, we burst out on the other side of the wall of fire.

“There they are!” Yeminel pointed, though she needn’t have bothered. Now that the roar of flames was behind us, I could hear the screaming.

“Release her!” came Lyssandra’s voice, though it wavered by the moment.

“It’s no good. She’s finished! I’m almost out of power. We need to flee!” Melaris panted as she held an energy barrier up around herself and Lyssandra.

“It’s been five hundred years since I’ve fled from anything. I won’t start to--“ Lyssandra didn’t finish speaking before the barrier protecting her and Melaris shattered.

Then I heard the words.

“Burn,” said an elven woman I didn’t recognize. She spoke with unyielding confidence as though her words were heavenly law. Perhaps it was because now that I sensed her, I realized this could be nothing less than the Immortal Ascendant we had expected.

The moment the barrier shattered, and she said the words, Lyssandra’s entire body burst into flames. The fire consumed her skin, turning it to light and ash in mere moments. I watched zeal flow through Lyssandra to quench the flames, but these fires were powered by a concept, not simple zeal. It wasn’t something zeal alone could quench.

If I had been closer, I could have used Identity to save her. But that power was already taxed from saving Yeminel, and it would be some time before it was fully replenished. Besides, getting into a contest of wills over Yeminel had been hard enough. How much more difficult would it be when the Immortal Ascendant was right there in the flesh?

I looked her up and down. She had long red hair pulled behind her head. She held a dagger that glowed a sinister shade of crimson in one hand. In the other, a naked flame flickered in her fingers.

She probably had a gorgeous figure, but her bulky armor did her no favors. The lines inscribed along it were bulky and ugly, and it covered her entire body. I only had time for a glance, but none of those looked like defensive enchantments to me, which made the bulk of the armor seem strange.

The Immortal Ascendant’s face was also placid and distant. She seemed to be staring straight through Lyssandra even as she burned the other elf alive with her power. It was like she was sleepwalking as she fought.

I used the scanner to see if there was anything the Wanderer could catch that I hadn’t.

Liora Starwhisper (Level 60, Immortal Ascendant)

Based on the Wanderer, this was the very woman who’d reported us to the local law enforcement. Probably so she could pull off something like this. If we’d stayed in our cells, would we have eventually been ambushed, just like Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris were?

I glanced behind me. An Immortal Ascendant was a powerful foe. But we had a lot of Demigods here, and she was only at the earliest stages of Immortal Ascendant. I’d killed Demigods when I was just a Sorcerer. Could I do the same with Immortal Ascendants?

Heck, I’d killed the Satyr King, who’d been an Immortal Ascendant, though my method for going about that had been somewhat roundabout.

“Look over there. Arien is already a wisp.” Dean pointed at a blue ball of light hovering over the Immortal Ascendant’s shoulder. It was surrounded by a sphere of fire that was eating away at the wisp’s mass, very similar to the state we’d found Yeminel in. This woman was trying to kill my new Demigod allies.

“Lyssandra is about to die as well. But as long as we can free their wisps, I should be able to revive them,” Sam said.

“Then it’s settled. I won’t have our new friends dying on my watch.” I braced myself for a fight. I was the toughest out of all of us, so if we were going to take on an Immortal Ascendant, I would have to hold the front line.

I should have been nervous or scared, but as the potential battle grew into certainty, I felt my heart beating faster. When I’d absorbed my evil twin, I’d taken in his lost bloodlust, and now I found myself more eager to test my powers in battle against powerful foes. Powerful foes like the one that faced us here.

“Retrieve them. I’ll keep her busy, though if any of you can help me out, I’d appreciate it.” I called Spell Eater into my hand.

[Minerva, I need disposable summons. Throw an army of undead at her,] I said, sending the mental thought to my elemental spirit.

[Understood, Master. My undead don’t do well against fire-aspect cultivators, but I’ll summon the most resistant things I can. They might be able to keep a little pressure off you.]

Seconds later, several enormous Sorcerer-realm skeletal beetles started forming in the air around me. Minerva really was giving this her all. I could sense her nervousness as she poured as much of her power as she could into summoning these undead.

Behind me, Sam and our spatial cultivators were working hard to retrieve Arien’s wisp. Dean wiggled his hands, twisting space with the help of his daughter and granddaughter. Arien’s wisp struggled from inside the barrier, fighting through what no doubt was crippling pain to break her way free.

“I’ve got your back!” Yeminel said, jumping to her feet. The wind blew at her back, sending gusts of misty, cool air over the area. Yeminel had an aspect that mimicked the salty smell of the ocean, and as it swept around me, it quenched the nearby flames. That was probably the reason Yeminel had been killed first. Her aspect was uniquely suited to counteracting this powerful flame cultivator.

“Keep those big beetles alive!” I ordered as the first of Minerva’s beetles charged toward the Immortal Ascendant.

Liora, the woman robed in fire, ignored my beetle entirely as she focused on burning Lyssandra down to a wisp. That bought Melaris enough time to disengage and retreat with little more than a few burns, but that time cost Lyssandra her life.

Even when the first of Minerva’s beetles clamped its mandibles around the Immortal Ascendant’s torso, she didn’t stop casting her spell. I felt a fire concept spring to life around Lyssandra’s wisp. I tried to block it, but when my budding concepts met this fully realized one of fire, I was shouldered aside like a rabbit in the path of a charging ox. Blood poured down my nose.

I recovered a moment later. A second of Minerva’s beetles wrapped mandibles around the Immortal Ascendant. Both her arms were restrained, meaning I had a free shot, so long as I could land it. No warrior would miss an opportunity like this one.

I charged in, weapon in hand and battle cry on my lips. The World Titan Fiendbody roared within me, and my Earth cultivation rose to join it. Zeal and muscle worked in harmony for a perfect thrust aimed directly at the Immortal Ascendant’s face.

For an instant, I thought that maybe I could end this fight with a single blow. But only for a moment.

A second later, those hopes were crushed. The Immortal Ascendant’s gaze snapped onto me, finally registering her perilous situation as a threat. The hand holding her flickering flame was grasped tightly in the mandibles of an undead beetle, but that didn’t matter as the fire grew into an inferno.

Undead chitin, animated by Death zeal, turned to ashes in a moment. Spell Eater landed, and I felt the tip of my weapon draw blood. But then, a second later, the fires reached me.

I had gone for a swim in a lake of molten lava and emerged without so much as a burn. Since then, I’d lost all fear of hot things. I’d reached directly into the burning coals when forging since they were harmless. I was beyond fire, or so I thought.

As my flesh turned to flames, every memory I had of burning myself came to life one after another. I grit my teeth as the fires roared along my skin. I focused on drawing on Identity again. I was me, not a mass of fire. I had to focus on that concept. Thankfully, here I had the home ground, so I wasn’t contending with the Immortal Ascendant’s will directly. All I had to do was focus on restoring myself to normal.

The flames went out, and I breathed a little easier. If it had been a perfect success, I would have instantly returned to the way I’d been before getting attacked, but as it was, the best I could manage was reducing my injuries to a few blisters. This was the same attack that killed Lyssandra and presumably Yeminel and Arien as well. Thankfully, the World Titan Fiendbody made me a bit tougher to put down.

The other beetle died a moment later as the Immortal Ascendant twisted her hand and brought that crimson dagger around. The beetle’s mandibles snapped apart beneath her strength. A moment later, it was consumed in flames, just like its twin nearby.

I finally got a better look at those enchanted plates on the elf’s body. As I had suspected from afar, those few had very little to do with enchantment or defense. In fact, they weren’t pointed outward at all. All the zeal contained within the enchantments was directed inward toward the wearer.

Were they some sort of energy stabilization armor? That was possible, but another theory was taking shape in my mind as I examined the armor more closely. It was riveted on the woman, with no latches or seams to speak of. The armor wasn’t intended to ever come off. She was stuck in that suit and probably had been for a long time.

There were visible signs of rust on the equipment, which meant there was iron incorporated heavily into the enchantments. This certainly wasn’t elven work.

It seemed that I’d underestimated the Cult of the Unblinking Eye once again. Somehow, they’d managed to enslave an Immortal Ascendant.

“Why do you work for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?” I demanded of the Immortal Ascendant.

She was silent, eyes bearing down on me as she held her dagger up and slit a furrow into her other hand. Blood dripped onto the ground, caught flame, and spread in all directions. I jumped clear of it while keeping her attention fixed on me.

I had to remember the goal here wasn’t to land hits. It was to buy time for my friends to recover the wisps of our fallen allies.

But try as I might, the Immortal Ascendant wouldn’t respond.

“They’ve gotten into your head, haven’t they?” I asked. “I can help you. Save you, assuming there’s anything left to be saved.”

There was no response. Nor did the Immortal Ascendant slow the progress of her spell. Whatever hold the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had on her was firm enough that no words of mine would sway her dedication.

I imagined the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had pulled some extensive tricks to dig their roots so deep. The elf before me had probably been captured by Demigod and put in that suit of armor. Perhaps even earlier than that. Only once she was completely under her thumb would they have allowed her to reach Immortal Ascension.

It would explain why Sam thought her aspect and use of concepts was crude compared to what they were used to from Immortal Ascendants. This woman literally wasn’t all there when forming her cultivation. A simple aspect and concept were probably all the cult could manage.

That suit of armor was an impressive feat of magical engineering, assuming it did what I thought it did. It might be worth grabbing if I had a chance to recover it. There were plenty of Immortal Ascendants out in the Ten Thousand Worlds, and knowing how one could be restrained could save my ass one day.

But as I dodged that crimson dagger swinging through the air as fast as a lightning bolt, I realized that was a vain hope. There was no way I was restraining this woman. Not here, at any rate.

“I’ve got you, Theo!” Elara jumped forward. Blue electric arcs cut through the fire and slammed against the armor the Immortal Ascendant was wearing. Runes lit up along the length of the armor, forcing the Immortal Ascendant within to freeze for a moment as her body twisted unnaturally.

“Whatever you’re doing, Elara, keep that up!” I said as I darted in with Spell Eater again. My spear grazed her cheek, cutting off a lock of hair and drawing blood.

We were doing it! We were taking on an Immortal Ascendant!

Then she finally spoke.

“Hostile forces exceed current power levels. Requesting restraint reduction to level five.” Her voice seemed monotone and eerily calm.

A moment later, the runes on her armor shifted and changed. The heat around us doubled in intensity, growing stronger and brighter. My concept had been strong enough before, but was that still the case?

Two of the plates on the Immortal Ascendant’s armor flaked off and tumbled to the ground, revealing bare patches of skin on her arms and the sides of her stomach.

There were still bits of metal on her wrists, but now that the rest of the armor was gone, it was clear that those weren’t part of her armor. They were manacles. And the band around her neck was likely a collar.

“Got it!” Dean yelled to me. “We got the wisps! Theo, let’s retreat!”

“Elara, Yeminel, time to disengage! Minerva, send in the rest of those beetles!”

Elara slipped out of combat as quickly as she entered it. Yeminel was a bit slower, though, so I wrapped a hand around her waist and hauled her off behind me.

The Immortal Ascendant turned to chase me. She was faster than I was, but Minerva had just enough time to set the beetles on her. Those wouldn’t stop her for more than a moment, but a moment was all I needed.

I opened up a Pocket World Passage. “Everybody through, now!”

Sam, Dean, and Tivana had all seen the passage before, so they scrambled through. Tivana pulled her mother in behind her. I threw Yeminel in, then grabbed Melaris and Valanda under either arm as I barreled straight through to the Hearthwood.

I dropped both of them the moment I was thrown and turned to the entrance. A wave of fire engulfed my Pocket World passage, and I closed my eyes and shielded my face with one hand as I slammed the barrier shut behind me.

“Whew. That was a tough one...” I sighed as I arched my back and stretched. “Immortal Ascendants really are something else.”

My smile fell from my face when I saw the state of Melaris and Valanda, both badly burned. They wouldn’t be in any shape to do much of anything without intensive care. Yeminel still had lingering wounds from her recent resurrection. No doubt Arien and Lyssandra would be in similar shape when they were resurrected.

All their followers would be arriving shortly, and they wouldn’t want their subordinates to see them like this. I had to get them all to the Medical Bay quick.

“Alright, both of you, with me.” I picked them back up and ran down the hall until I found the Medical Bay. I flopped the two of them down on the nearest open beds. “I know the robots are big and scary, but if you let them poke and prod you, you’ll feel better much faster.”

“More conquests, patriarch?” asked an elf in the Medical Bay. I recognized her as Katiana, Sava’s older sister. She’d reached True Mage some time ago, and now she was pushing Wizard.

“Friends, more friends!” I waved my hands.

“Of course...” Katiana flashed me a coy smile.

I left the Medical Bay after that to reunite with the rest of my comrades, only to find them looking up at the sky with pointed fingers.

“What?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”

Dean pointed up at a massive crack in the sky. “Theo, you wouldn’t happen to have another hidden pocket dimension waiting to break loose and spill monsters out into the world?”

I grimaced. Sure enough, there was a dimensional tear right up above our heads.

“I’m pretty sure it was just the one. Whatever this one is, it isn’t mine.”

Dean let out a breath and hefted his axe. “Looks like whoever sent that Immortal Ascendant after us really doesn’t like us.”

“Mac, sound the bells. I hope those upgrades were finished because we’ve got another fight on our hands!”


Chapter
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“We need to seal that spatial tear before something nasty comes through,” I told Dean.

“Agreed. It’s a damn good thing you’ve got three Demigods of the spatial aspect, huh?” Dean grinned, but I sensed a knot of tension on his brow.

[The new defenses are ready, Theo,] Mac said in my mind. [Shall I sound the alarm bells?]

“Not quite yet, but tell our forces to rally. If Dean and the others can seal this thing, it might be a false alarm. But I want to be ready just in case they can’t.”

Dean, Tivana, and Lyanva worked together to seal the spatial tear, and as the minutes passed, it looked like they were succeeding. I caught brief glimpses of the things on the other side of that spatial tear, and they weren’t anything I wanted to get to know any more than I already did. Too many eyes and teeth.

Likely, that was some band of ferocious beasts that could normally only be found on distant, uninhabitable worlds. Either that, or they were strictly denizens of the Primordial World.

Slowly but surely, the seal zipped closed. As the last of it vanished, we looked at one another as though about to start celebrating. But before we could let out so much as a cheer, the spatial tear opened again, this time bigger than ever. And this time, it had brought friends.

“Shit! I’ve got the big one in the middle. You two, get the ones on either side.” Dean quickly began working his magic again, but this time, he was working on his own. Even still, he seemed to be succeeding, though much slower than before.

Queen Lyanva was barely holding her own. The tear she was working on wasn’t getting any bigger, but it wasn’t getting any smaller, either. How long should she keep that up?

Worst off was Tivana. As the newest spatial Demigod and by far the youngest, it was clear that she was far beyond her depth. Sweat poured down her brow as she closed her eyes and strained herself.

I wanted to help, but I was no space cultivator. I could coax the other elements into listening to me, but not on this level. Whatever was clawing at the other side of Tivana’s spatial tear would soon break its way through.

[Shall I sound the bells now?]

“Do it.”

The alarms went up around the Hearthwood. A few had stopped to stare at the spatial tears overhead, pointing with wonder and surprise. Now they knew we didn’t have things as well in hand as we might hope.

“Send a message back home!” Dean said through gritted teeth. “This is the sort of thing where we’ve got to call in the whole family. Sam’s crew too. We need the cavalry for a job like this.”

I relayed that message to Mac.

[We’re fortunate we upgraded the Teleportation Array. Otherwise, we’d be in for a traffic jam,] Mac said. [First, all these Demigod allies’ friends of yours, and now Sam and Dean’s subordinates as well? We’ve already got three dozen new Sorcerers and more than two hundred Wizards here.]

As the spatial tears continued to rage above us, the first of our allies began to arrive from the Teleportation Array. I directed any with a spatial aspect to join Sam, Dean, and Tivana. Mostly, this was people from the royal family, but my new Demigod comrades had a few subordinates with those aspects as well.

But despite the reinforcements, I could sense growing danger. The three tears our Demigods were working on sealing were the largest, but as time went on, smaller tears opened up one after another. More unknown, hostile monsters stuck their heads up with malevolent intent.

A siege was coming, more intense than any we’d ever faced before.

Fear gripped me. I was afraid for my family. Afraid for everyone who’d come to call the Hearthwood home. These were the people under my protection. They were depending on me to protect them, as I always had.

But amidst the fear, a strange calm settled over me once again. There was clarity in realizing Dean, Lyanva, and Tivana’s efforts would soon fail. These monsters would come to pick a fight. And if it was a fight they wanted, then a fight was what they’d get.

“Everyone, get ready!” I called out, my voice carrying over the din of the gathering forces. “You know your positions. Get to them!”

Tivana let out a sharp, pained yelp as the monsters on the other side of the barrier finally got the better of her. In that one instant of inattention, tentacles as thick as tree trunks wormed through the open tear and forced it wide. Soon, the tear became so large it stretched from one end of the Hearthwood to another, and all the tentacled horrors came crawling out.

Void Kraken (Late Demigod, Level 57)

This gigantic, otherworldly horror of tentacles is capable of crushing buildings with a single swing of its many limbs. Beware their tough skin, the toxic gasses, and the many whip-like smaller tendrils that can project from up to a hundred meters away.

Seven-Headed Eldritch Hydra (Mid Demigod, Level 55)

Not to be confused with dragons, these seven-headed beasts grow two heads each time they are slain. Each head can shoot beams of sinister purple energy that poisons anything it touches, and they are unkillable except under unique circumstances.

Abyssal Reapers (Early Demigod, Level 52)

Slender and fast, these horrors phase between dimensions to evade barriers and defenses to attack their targets’ souls directly.

“Mac, get those shields up and start relaying my words to our troops through the intercoms,” I yelled. The Hearthwood’s energy barrier had been a work in progress the last time we were attacked, but it had come a long way since then.

Moments after giving the order, the city’s energy barriers activated. Most of the spatial tears were high enough to end up outside the shield, but not the one that just opened. We’d have to deal with that one the hard way.

“Those Abyssal Reapers sound a lot like those monsters we fought before! There’s a good chance they can phase right through the shields. I want all spare Demigods ready to take those things out before they can get into the city. All citizens below the Wizard realm, get to your designated spatially compressed bunker!”

Dean had been generous enough to share his special bunkers with me, and I’d expanded on them greatly with the help of The Wanderer. I felt the life signs of countless tens of thousands of people wink out by the moment as they vanished to safety down their designated route. Any other city would already be halfway to crumbling by now, but we’d faced so many gargantuan threats that a few hundred rifts unleashing apocalyptic monsters of incredible power were just another day for us.

The Sentry Towers by the walls were the first to open fire. There were a lot more of them now than I remembered, and now all of them were fully automated. Repeating crossbows had been replaced by something more akin to automated turrets as they spat out kinetic and energy projectiles by the thousands.

Individually, the little blasts would have been little more than insect bites to Demigod-level monsters like the ones coming our way, but these were coming in so fast and so numerous that they were slowing down the Hydras and the Krakens.

Now that they were spilling out of the open rifts in force, I was getting a better grasp on their numbers. There were at least three hydras and two krakens. The Reapers were the most numerous and also the ones we had to watch out for the most. If any of them were going to phase through the walls to our spatial bunkers and slaughter our civilians, it would be them.

Thankfully, the energy beams some of the sentry towers were firing were doing a number on them. And it was just about time for...

“Now Mac! Activate those Level-Reducing Sentry Towers!” I yelled.

Beams of familiar rainbow energy struck each of the Reapers. As it did, they went from Demigods to Sorcerers, making them far less intimidating.

Yeminel and Melaris were back on their feet, and with the advantage of a whole realm, they could hack their way through the invaders. I even saw Valanda rushing down one of the Reapers. Despite her formerly impoverished state in the Primordial World, she seemed to be an amazingly capable melee combatant. She’d found a sword somewhere and was hacking her way through a Reaper. Every time it rematerialized, she’d cut another limb off. I needed to introduce her to Assyrus. She could join Assyrus’ and Yorik’s sparring group.

The bulk of the Hearthwood’s armed forces stood atop the walls surrounding the city. During peacetime, these people upheld law and order throughout the city and the lands beyond. But during a battle like this, they’d just get slaughtered by these powerful foes.

So, instead, the lot of them were working together to empower large arrays that gathered power and fired off massive projectiles from an enchanted bronze tube. Put another way, they were the heavy artillery.

Guarding them were rows and rows of golems. Some were controlled by Mac, others by dedicated golem pilots among the armed forces. All of them would be put to the test. I shot a glance back toward where I knew Argona would be. She had a Demigod-level battle golem far larger than the ones I’d fought in the Primordial World, and knowing her, she’d flee to that thing instead of her designated bunker.

Once upon a time, I would have been mad about that. But she wasn’t a newly manifested Heartwielder anymore. If she was determined to fight for the Hearthwood alongside her brothers and older sister, I couldn’t stop her.

At the thought of Argona, I scanned the walls. Dulik was up there, of course. My half-orc son would never miss a battle. Thankfully, he had a good head on his shoulders and knew his own limits. I could trust him to stick to the walls. Being a body cultivator, he wouldn’t be of much use firing magical artillery, but if anything came up those walls they’d be glad to have him there.

Comela was there, leading from the front. She fired off blast after blast of powerful magic from the artillery piece she’d been given command of. To my surprise, I found Segolas there with her. And he was following directions for once. It probably helped that a lot of the others on that same artillery piece were also members of my family. I was both proud and worried that so many were fighting together for the Hearthwood.

I dove into the fray to help finish off the Abyssal Reapers. My aid wasn’t exactly needed, but I wouldn’t stand by and let these things roam my city streets while I stood and watched.

I hacked three of them to pieces in quick succession. By the time I was done, all the ones that had appeared were dead, but there would no doubt more of them would be trying to slip through those open rifts as the battle grew to greater intensity.

“Watch out for more of those things. The towers will help. We can’t let them run loose in the city.” There were nods of agreement all around. With the reapers dealt with, I turned back to the Hydras and Krakens. Those would take a bit more blood and sweat to put down.

We were doing it, though. Slowly but surely, we were beating back these monsters coming to attack us. We hadn’t even deployed the new and improved golem army yet, and already we were kicking in the teeth of our enemy.

That should have set me at ease, but instead, I felt the hairs rise on the back of my neck.

Could we have been underestimated again? Not likely. Not after fighting the Cult of the Unblinking Eye so many times. Not after they, or whoever it was that was after me, deployed a mind-controlled Immortal Ascendant to come after us. If that hadn’t stopped us, a few Demigod monsters attacking my home turf certainly wouldn’t.

No, this was just the opening salvo, I was sure. The only question was when the main attack would come. And what form it would take.
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“Let me take care of those Hydras,” Sam said. “They might be able to heal from ordinary wounds, but I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“You can take them out without making them more powerful?” I asked hopefully. Dealing with those things would be difficult with our conventional arms. The only thing I could think of was launching a few of the Hearthwood’s new nuclear weapons at them.

“When something is fated to die, its ability to heal matters little,” Sam spoke confidently, so I decided to leave the Hydras to him.

“Then it looks like big and ugly is ours, Dean.” I tilted my head toward the Void Kraken.

It was one ugly beast to behold. It had that twisted and malformed shape of something that wasn’t put together quite right. It had no symmetry, and any similarities to conventional creatures were a poor imitation crafted through writhing tentacles. Four broad ropes of braided tendrils made up something akin to legs, though dozens of equally large appendages shot out of its back and rear.

The only discernible structure to the beast was a head-like shape, complete with a rounded, gaping maw that led into utter blackness. A wide assortment of thinner, faster tentacles swirled around it, each ready to grab something or someone and pull them into that inky darkness.

“You think those are eyes there?” I asked as I pointed Spell Eater at the closest thing to a vulnerability I could find.

Dean shrugged. “Hell if I know. I’m just going to do my usual and start chopping tentacles off. Hopefully, that’ll keep it distracted for you.”

With our plan settled and agreed upon, we launched into battle. Dean’s axe materialized in his hand, and each step he took carried him far greater distance than it should have. He seemed to pop in and out of existence as he materialized in different places around the Void Kraken’s body. Each time he appeared, he swung his axe and took another chunk out of the beast. The smaller tendrils he could slice off entirely in a single swing. The larger ones required a bit more effort.

A creature of lesser size and scale would have been disabled quickly, but this Void Kraken was simply too big. There were too many tendrils, and new ones were forming from the bloody stumps of the ones Dean severed.

Dean wouldn’t be able to kill this thing alone, no matter how quick and strong he was with his axe. I waited for the right opportunity, then launched myself off the ground with my spear. I soared over the monster’s back, still targeting those glowing orange orbs. I wasn’t sure if they were eyes or not, but they looked important enough to be worth stabbing.

When I finally reached them, I realized the glow I sensed from afar was less an optical organ and more a mass of flesh filled to the brim with strange, chaotic zeal. Not an eye then, but still potentially important. I smashed Spell Eater down into the center of that mass of zeal and activated it.

Energy drained out of the beast I’d stabbed and flowed through my weapon and into me. The energy flow was as thick as the massive tendrils whipping around me. The power I pulled from the beast every handful of seconds represented more zeal crystals than Dean had left for me in the dungeons beneath the Hearthwood. If I could drain one of these regularly, we’d not need prisoners generating zeal for us.

The Void Kraken wasn’t about to let me drain it though. A massive tentacle swept down to where I was standing and nearly smashed me if I hadn’t swung over to the other side of Spell Eater at that same moment. More tendrils came at me, and I swung left and right to avoid them. Those things were fast, and I didn’t like their sinister energy. Was that Void zeal? I wasn’t sure what void zeal did when shaped into a blade, but I didn’t want to find out.

Dodging and weaving around the approaching tentacles made me feel like a pole dancer, swinging around Spell Eater as I was. I couldn’t break contact with the spear without the void zeal Spell Eater was stealing running loose. Plus, I still had a few more tricks to put into play.

“Want to play rough, then?” I chuckled as I shoved Spell Eater a little deeper and gave it a twist. I wasn’t just being vindictive there. The twist and shove ground off some iron from Spell Eater’s edge. That was a dangerous material to any creature of zeal. This Void Kraken was far less vulnerable to it than elves, but that didn’t mean it was immune.

I surveyed the damage while I focused on putting the Void Kraken down. More monsters were spilling out of the open rifts, but so too were the defenses and allies of the Hearthwood as we rallied.

Many of our ally’s vassals, such as the Golden Sword Sect Leader or Yillinarena of the Auqualian Isles, were present for the protests earlier. Combining those extra Sorcerers with my own harem’s rapidly growing powers meant that we had quite an arsenal at our disposal.

And combining those forces with the defenses of the Hearthwood, we’d turned our city into an impregnable fortress. The walls stood strong, and all the enemies that had slipped past them were swiftly dealt with.

But the same could not be said for our surrounding countryside. The ground shook with the power of our battle. Mighty trees that had stood for hundreds of years cracked and tumbled.

Local monsters cowered in fear, many retreating into nearby dungeon entrances to hide from the chaos of the world around them. Birds dropped from the sky, dead before they hit the ground. They were likely killed by the tremendous pulses of energy being released during this clash of giants.

I suspected people could hear this battle in Deania’s old capital. Clashes between Demigods were neither quiet nor peaceful. I knew for a fact that a Demigod was strong enough to destroy an entire planet if they aimed their strength at the right location.

We weren’t trying to do that, but the energies exerted during our fight were still enough to crack the ground beneath us and send fissures shooting in all directions. Molten magma from the world’s core burbled up, turning the forest into a fiery hellscape.

Already, the damage was spreading. This was the reason I had opted to drain the Void Kraken rather than beat it into submission. Had I chosen to do the latter, we’d probably end up with a new volcano right at our front gates. Even so, our efforts looked like they wouldn’t be enough. So many Demigods were fighting here that some potentially continent-destroying side effects were inevitable.

“Mac, I need you to stabilize the ground to keep us from causing any earthquakes.”

[If I was not already doing so, things would be far worse right now. Believe me!] Mac replied.

I cursed inwardly. If Mac and all his dungeon cores were already taxed to maximum capacity, then we really were pushing the limits of what this world could handle. Not for the first time, I realized why so many Demigods preferred to stay in the Primordial World. Things were just tougher there, and better capable of surviving something like this.

If I wanted anything beyond the reach of our walls to survive, I realized I’d have to help Mac a little. I reached toward the ground, focused on solidifying the surrounding terrain. It wanted to break, shatter, and otherwise be sundered apart with every enormous blow.

I focused on making it like sand. The ground shifted and shook, but it absorbed the blows instead of being carried by them. Mountain-sized dirt clods might be tossed in the air, but they would tumble back down and settle into something that somewhat resembled their previous configuration.

The continent would survive. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of any elves living on the surface near here.

“Minerva, make some undead and evacuate people from Queenshold and our surrounding settlements. They should all be in bunkers by now, and you can just carry them through the Teleportation Array into the Hearthwood.”

[Your will is my command, Master,] Minerva replied.

In the far distance, I felt several Wizard-level skeletons spring to life and start running for our surrounding settlements. Unfortunately, we probably would have to rebuild everything outside of the city. But that would be a small price to pay if it meant our people survived this with the city intact.

I felt the Void Kraken in its death throes now, flailing wildly and mindlessly as he tried desperately to buck me off. Dean had been busy with his axe, and most of the limbs that had the reach to swat at me had been hacked clean off. That made my job much easier, and I was draining the beast beneath me all the faster.

Sam was still only partway through his battle with the Hydras, but he had unexpected help in the form of Elara. The Late Demigod wielded bolts of lightning in either hand, and when she struck each Hydra, it spent a few moments completely paralyzed. That gave Sam the perfect opportunity to cast his Fate spells.

From a distance, I could see rivers of sweat running down his brow and more than a little blood dripping out his nose. He was using his concept, and though nothing seemed to change when he was done, I could tell something had changed in the world, as surely as when I used Identity to change the nature of an object.

Yeminel and Melaris assisted the two of them against the hydras, and I could sense more concepts at work.

Ordinarily, multiple Demigod concepts did not mix well. They were more likely to conflict than to work for a single purpose, even when their users were allies working together. But something about what Sam had done had countered that effect. His concept was the glue that held others together and urged them to work in harmony.

Whatever was happening was near completion. If only it had a little extra help. I lent my Identity concept to the cause. It felt like my power was carried by strong winds. It reached out further than ever before, bolstered by the efforts of four other Demigods.

Suddenly, each Hydra froze in place, no longer capable of movement. But that was the least of their worries as I held out my hand and focused. Their blackish-green hides tuned to light brown, the color of beach sand. With a twist of my fingers, they cracked like sand castles left out too long.

One moment, the hydras were there, ferocious and roaring. The next moment, they were blowing away in the wind, every one of them destroyed in an instant. A cheer rose up from the walls at the tremendous display of magical might. Fought normally, those hydras would have been next to impossible to kill.

But when they’d been transformed from living monsters to piles of sand, not even they could heal back to their original form. We’d done it!

“Dean! The rifts!” I shouted. “I can put the Void Kraken down from here.”

Tivana and Lyanva were already working feverishly to close the rifts. Now that there were no longer several Demigod monsters pushing from the other side, they were having a much easier time shutting the open rifts. With Dean’s help, they could hopefully close them completely before much more came through.

Here and there, I spotted a few shades, and I called them out for the Sorcerers to put down the moment they were struck by the power of a Level-Reducing Sentry Tower.

Seconds turned to minutes, and the monster assault slowed. With the progress our spatial Demigods were making on the open rifts, the fight would soon be over with minimal casualties on our behalf. It had been a good fight, but we’d been more than a match for our enemies.

The Void Kraken collapsed beneath me. The remainder of its body began rapidly dispersing into zeal. Normally, something this big and strong would linger for years as it decayed, but I had drained so much power out of it through Spell Eater that there was little left of it but a shell.

I jumped off it while it fell apart, then turned to survey the rest of the city. “We’ve got our work cut out for us repairing the city. Does anybody know if it’s possible to trace the origins of those rifts? I’m not fool enough to believe that those were a coincidence. Especially after the Immortal Ascendant we just fought. We need to conduct a full investigation. I want--“

A voice came down from above, speaking loud enough that the entire city could hear.

“There’s no need for an investigation, Theo. I freely admit it. Both the Immortal Ascendant you faced and these little pets we found were sent to you by us, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

I looked up in the sky and saw Ethan’s smiling face looking down at us. Wearing a suit and tie, he looked just as I remembered him. Standing calmly with his hands clasped behind his back and a placid smile, he looked like he was waiting for an invitation inside rather than announcing he’d been behind our recent attacks. Attacks during which several of the Demigods present had nearly died permanently.

And his confidence was well deserved, for he hadn’t come alone. Louis, the supposed leader of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and a powerful Late Demigod, stood off to one side. And on his other flank stood Liora, the Immortal Ascendant we’d barely escaped with our lives.
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“Bold of you to come here after we’ve already slain all your pets!” I shouted up at Ethan, Louis, and their pet Immortal Ascendant. “What’s stopping me from taking my revenge here and now?”

Ethan let out a humorless chuckle as he waved a hand at Liora. “I would suggest not.”

“Your pet Immortal Ascendant won’t be enough to save you. Not here.”

Ethan smiled, this time genuinely. “Oh, we know all about those special sentry towers of yours. They’re just as clever as they are dangerous, of that I’m certain. There’s a reason why we’re having this conversation outside your city walls. I suspect that if any of us were struck with one of those, you wouldn’t be willing to talk like this. That’s all we want, really, just to talk.”

“Sending a horde of monsters from the Primordial World is a hell of a way to ask for a chat,” I spat back at him.

Ethan grimaced. “Yes, that was not ideal, but--“

Louis held up his hand, cutting Ethan off.

“This is your last chance, Theo,” Louis began. He had none of Ethan’s tact but far more intimidation factor. If Ethan was the politician, Louis was the general. He spoke and would brook no argument. “Join the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Join us, and this can all be over in an instant.”

“It already is over, Louis!” I gestured to the battlefield. “You’ve thrown your worst at me, and I’ve survived both attacks. It’s clear to me now that your crew and mine can never have peace. You will plot and scheme against me day after day, and nothing will change.” I shook my head. “No, Louis, this is your last chance. Disband the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and leave this world forever. Do that, and I will not hunt you down.”

“Bold. And foolish.” Louis shook his head. “You know so little and yet think so highly of yourself. Perhaps if you were a little smarter or less stubborn, this would have gone differently.”

“You cast that die long ago. It was your cult that sent an assassin for me when I was new to this world. Illiel fights by my side now. As do many of the elves you’ve callously discarded. What have you done in your hundreds of years here? I’ve built a city with dams, bridges, trains, and electricity. Your people still live the way you found them.”

“They are not our people.” Louis turned to me with a glare in his eye. “They’re just elves. They make good servants, which was all they were ever designed to be. As for what we’ve done with these last few hundred years, you need only ask your friends.”

I shot a glance at Sam and Dean, both of whom glared up at Louis defiantly.

“You weren’t able to kill us off all those years ago, like you did with so many other new humans. You won’t do so today!” Dean shouted.

I had heard as much before. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had always struck me as a bit contradictory. They claimed to be an organization by and for humans formerly of Earth. And yet they killed their own kind when they refused to join up with them. Why was that?

There had to be an answer. I had my suspicions, but now I could hear them from Louis’ own mouth. While anything I got out of Ethan would probably be a carefully crafted lie, Louis seemed far more direct.

“I’ll never join you, Louis. No one should, considering how many fellow humans you’ve killed off! You’re not a brotherhood. You’re an organization of slaughter, schemes, and backstabbing.”

At that, Louis actually smiled. There was a glint in his eye that told me he thought he knew something I didn’t.

“Don’t tell him.” Ethan raised a hand, apparently catching the same look I did.

But Louis waved Ethan off. “It doesn’t matter anymore. We’ll tie up this loose end soon.”

“Don’t tell me what?”

“The reason why we had to kill off all the fellow humans who refused to join us. You remember the message you got when you came here, don’t you?”

I nodded. “As if it were yesterday. The same strange man brought you to this world, didn’t he?”

Louis’ smile broadened. “He did. In a ship much like your own. I call mine The Challenger. Through its powers, I constructed the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and accumulated the artifacts of a dozen potential competitors. And in doing so, took them out of the game for good.”

“What game do you speak of?” I frowned.

“This battle royale, of course!” Louis gestured widely. “That’s what Xoreth called it when he brought us here. I don’t know if you’ve delved into ancient history, but that is the name of the man you met. We are here to replace his fallen friend Elirith, creator of the Elves. Assuming one of us is worthy. And we shall prove that worthiness by being the last man standing.”

Suddenly, the pieces started coming together. No wonder the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had been hunting down humans and taking their artifacts. Louis was eliminating competitors.

“So that’s what this is all about, is it? You want to win?”

“We shall,” Louis replied.

“We?” I asked, eyebrow raised. “Not you?”

For the first time, I sensed Louis’ mouth tilt down into a frown. There was a hint of something in there that I’d said that he didn’t like. But it was gone a moment later.

“Yes, we. When your ship is mine, I shall tribute its power to The Challenger, unlocking its full powers once and for all, including the ability to return to Earth. That is what we’ve promised all our members. I could have promised the same to you and your friends if you had joined me and given up your artifact.” Louis stared down hard at me.

I laughed. “Sorry, but I don’t need to go home. My home is right here.”

“This is your final last chance,” Louis repeated. “Now that you know what’s at stake, I’ll give you this opportunity to cooperate with us. Only by joining us and giving The Wanderer to me will you survive. I’ll even consider allowing you to return to play with these elves of yours after we have won once and for all.”

“Last chance this, final chance that.” I cracked my knuckles. “You know you’re only supposed to give one of those, don’t you? How many times do I have to tell you guys no? Next thing, you’ll be pounding on my door to tell me about your religion and how it’s my last chance to convert.”

Louis’ expression took an abrupt turn for the worst. “This time, I mean it.”

“How many others surrendered to you? There were fewer Demigods from your faction at the conclave than I expected. In fact, I haven’t seen many others from the cult besides you and Ethan in a good long while. Where is everybody else?”

If Louis’ expression had been menacing before, now he seemed positively fuming. I’d struck a nerve there. Had the others left him? Or had he done something more sinister? Knowing the Cult of the Unblinking Eye as I did, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn there weren’t nearly as many living human members of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye as these two pretended.

Face locked in a scowl, Louis spoke. “So be it. Slave number three, destroy them all, then flatten this city.”

Liora, the fire-aspect Immortal Ascendant standing by Louis’ side, stepped forward. Her eyes were dull and distant, just as before, but now the reason for that dullness was clear to me.

“So this is it, huh? Our final battle?” I raised my eyebrows as I twisted Spell Eater in my grip. I had certainly thought they’d be a bit more patient. Perhaps my plan to shut down the Planetary Defense Array had forced them to accelerate things. Whatever scheme they’d had before, it was clear that it had since fallen apart, and now the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was bringing out their biggest guns to deal with me.

“How did you ever manage to capture an Immortal Ascendant without being one yourself?” Elara demanded, fingers sparking with electricity.

Louis looked like he planned to ignore her completely, but I spoke up as well. “I’m curious as well.”

Buying a few more seconds would be useful to me since, throughout our whole conversation, I’d been exchanging frantic communications with Mac and Minerva.

We were hauling in people from our outer settlements and vassal nations, one bunker at a time. Meanwhile, the Teleportation Array was working at full speed to reinforce us. Those Demigod allies of mine hadn’t been kidding when they said they each had a few followers. Given half another hour, we’d have enough of an army to conquer a planet.

Arien and Lyssandra would soon be on their feet again, if I had anything to say. Putting two more Demigods on the field in defense of the city would make this upcoming battle much easier. I wasn’t sure what kind of power Louis wielded, but he was only a single Late Demigod, much like Elara.

My main worry was Liora, the captive Immortal Ascendant. She was the one who could do some real damage. And she’d be the one who’d be toughest to beat.

“This one was just a True Mage when she came to us.” Louis gestured to Liora. “For her, we reversed our usual Dual Cultivation technique. Instead of benefiting the human man she slept with, the process benefited her. This held the dual purpose of ridding ourselves of some more useless members of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and raising up a powerful fighter already modified to serve. Now, she can be very useful to our purposes indeed. Her powers are somewhat lackluster since they were harvested en masse from Sorcerers and Demigods before being combined and transferred into her, but they are sufficient to call her an Immortal Ascendant.”

It was much as I expected then. Liora had been the Cult’s long before she reached Immortal Ascension, and she’d only reached Immortal Ascension through some of the cult’s tricks. Despite her power, she didn’t have the overwhelming oppressive feel of a true Immortal Ascendant. Perhaps that was our chance.

“We can win this,” I told my companions. I could tell Elara, Sam, Dean, and the others had come to the same conclusions I had. My plan was simple, and with a few nods and a wink, I had Sam and Dean at least on board. We would fall back until we could lure that Immortal Ascendant in range of a Level-Reducing Sentry Beam. The moment she was brought down from Immortal Ascendant to the Demigod realm, the fight would be over.

Louis or Ethan might never fall for such a ploy, but mind-controlled minions like the one we faced now tended to make some obvious blunders. All we needed from her was one.

“I’ll hold her off,” I announced. Being the most durable of the Demigods here, that role would once again fall to me. “I’ll be counting on the rest of you!”

“Don’t worry, my love. We will defeat them, even if I have to give my life to do it,” Elara promised.
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Liora whispered a word. Her voice was so low and quiet not even my acute hearing could make it out. But deep in my gut, I knew the word meant fire, for that is what the world became.

I felt her will, the power of an Immortal Ascendant, stretch out to surround my fair city.

Not long ago, some of my children by Sava thought it would be nice to decorate the outside of the walls. The grass surrounding the walls was always cut short, and the trees pushed back to ensure nothing could crawl along branches and sneak into the city. But that didn’t mean the open ground could go to waste.

A ring of broad, flat, and open terrain like that was perfect for turning into an idyllic meadow for flowers of every sort. Many cute and fluffy creatures called that meadow home since it was one of the few places in the Hearthwood safe from higher-level predators. Comela had even mentioned a family of bunny-like creatures she and the other soldiers on the walls had been watching day after day.

They’d started as one male bunny and a few females and, over the passing months, had grown into a sprawling clan of hundreds. At the time, I’d thought them similar to the Hearthwood, complete with a founding bunny patriarch and his bunny lovers.

If they had survived the fighting against the void monsters by retreating into their burrows, they were surely dead now as flames engulfed the walls. Heat drenched our surroundings as flickering flames painted the world orange. The stone extensions to our wall started to melt, so hot was the fire.

That was likely the goal behind this attack. To create a flame so hot that our defenses would crumble. This was conceptual fire, and it could burn away materials from the Primordial World. Mundane earth and stone were nothing by comparison.

But the creations of The Wanderer were made of sterner stuff. The paint and accessories we’d adorned our defenses with burned away in an instant. But the substance beneath it all held strong.

Soon, the false stone cladding we used to disguise the unusual nature of The Wanderer’s walls faded away, and instead of smooth beige stone, we had the glint of shiny space-age metal. To this day, I still wasn’t quite sure what The Wanderer was made of. It seemed like stainless steel in a lot of ways, though if it was, it didn’t burn elves upon contact in the same way other iron alloys did.

Whatever it was didn’t mind Liora’s fire concept. When the flames receded, and the molten stone slagged off, they stood strong, with defenders shielded and still ready for battle.

“Attack!” Louis commanded. At first, I thought he was speaking to Liora again, but instead, another set of rifts opened up behind him. From that rift streamed many elves, all of them blank-faced and placid.

Most of them bore the elegant robes and bronzed skin of the lands surrounding the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s main territory. These were forces the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had lain claim to long ago.

Each one of these women had probably once been powerful matriarchs on par with the various leaders of the great clans of Deania. Some were probably the leaders of their respective nations.

But in this battle, they were merely fodder the Cult intended to throw at our walls to test our defenses.

And test them we did. As the army flew, ran, or charged at us, the sentry turrets sprung to life and began spraying wave after wave of kinetic or energy beams at them. Those who didn’t have defenses against such attacks were bloodied or driven back right then and there.

Thinking foes would see the waves of ranged attacks raining down on them and pulled back to a safe distance, but these were not thinking foes. They charged, heedless of the danger. Some were cognizant enough to cast shield spells, but not nearly enough.

Shortly after the turrets sprung to life, the magical artillery came into play. Comela was still on the walls, commanding a group of my children to gather energy to fire dense beams of sunlight zeal. By combining the powers of enough lower-level cultivators, even a True Mage like her was able to cut through a Wizard’s defenses.

By the time the first wave reached the walls, there were only a third of them left. That was when the Hearthwood’s own defenders sprang into action.

Valanda was there fighting with my family. She’d found Yorik and Assyrus on her own and was fighting side by side with them, along with Amisra. The rest of my matriarchs were prepared to defend the walls as well.

They weren’t alone, though. I saw the Golden Sword Sect Leader, Sava’s sister Katiana, in one corner. In another, I saw Ullua, Assyrus’ old rival for leadership of the Waterbeetle tribe.

There was Mayatania, the alchemist, Sava’s assistant and friend from her past life. Then there were Feilinith and Teilinith, throwing roots and vines aplenty.

Even Yavilla and Tavilla were there. Neither of them were warriors, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t support those more inclined toward fighting. The pair of them had grown several wide wooden slides leading from the back of the wall from the ground, and even now, they were transporting the wounded back to the Medical Bay.

The weaker golems were down there helping with logistics. Mac must have been controlling those. The Demigod-level golems would come into play when the fighting on the walls grew fierce enough to warrant them.

All this I noticed out of the corners of my eyes. The rest of me was busy charging down an Immortal Ascendant.

Liora held up her hand, flicking two fireballs at me. For a moment, I felt the same way I had once, long ago, when facing down Matriarch Crimson Dragon. But I had fought countless battles between now and then. Overcome countless enemies. One mind-controlled Immortal Ascendant wasn’t going to stop me.

Fire washed over me. The concept seared my skin. I could have counteracted it with concepts of my own, but I was saving that power for when I truly needed it. This was only pain, after all. I could endure it.

Behind me, my comrades threw spells of their own from a distance. Spatial whips, bolts of lightning, gusts of wind flew past me. It didn’t matter as long as they drew attention away from me.

Spell Eater slammed into Liora’s belly, driving her back a half dozen paces. She held two burning flames in her hands. These were brighter and stronger than the fireballs, and they could do some real damage.

I would have to use a concept to counteract them. But a thought struck me as I fought.

What if I dodged them? What if I evaded this attack completely and pressed my assault.

From so close against a foe of such power, such a feat should have been impossible. But I had done the impossible before. Tivana had shown me that much.

And so I once again embraced the essence of the impossible and drew on a new concept. One that I shouldn’t possess, and yet through my dual cultivation with Tivana, I had ahold of it, anyway.

Liora’s left hand came a little too slow. I ducked my shoulder just enough for her to miss me. Her other hand twisted and tilted, but a small movement of my elbow threw her aim off. The fire in her hand slipped from her fingers and fell to the ground. I’d completely evaded her attack, though it hadn’t come without some mental fatigue. Still, the Impossible concept seemed far better suited to defying the odds against this Immortal Ascendant than either Gravity or Identity.

I felt something stir deep within me, and my cultivation stirred in response. Earth zeal flowed through me, followed shortly thereafter by body and mind. The Wanderer threw several notifications across my vision.

Congratulations, you have advanced to a level 54 Mid-Demigod Earth Spirit cultivator!

Congratulations, you have advanced to a level 51 Early-Demigod Mind Cultivator!

Congratulations, you have advanced to a level 55 Diamond Muscles Body Cultivator!

Whatever Tivana and I had done, I needed to do it again. As many times as possible, in fact. I only wished I’d figured this out sooner when I still had time because this was the fight where I’d really need it.

The sudden surge of new power turned the small opportunity I’d found into a large one, and Spell Eater pierced the Immortal Ascendant’s stomach.

Normally, I would have started to drain her zeal then, but that was a long and slow process. Despite the Impossible concept allowing me to land a move I never should have been able to, I didn’t expect to be able to keep it up for long enough to do appreciable damage that way.

Luckily, Spell Eater was still full to the brim with power from a certain Void Kraken I’d slain. And taking in the zeal of the wrong aspect was even worse for spellcasting than being completely drained.

I pumped the Kraken’s void zeal directly into the Immortal Ascendant’s core. Her zeal was bright, quick to move, and even quicker to burn. The void zeal was inky black, sticky, and got everywhere. It was the perfect counter.

Had the Immortal Ascendant only been a Demigod, she might have lost complete access to her powers immediately. The flame within her would have been snuffed out until she could purge the Void zeal.

As it was, it merely dampened her abilities, like casting a wet blanket over a bonfire. The flames would be smothered for a while, but eventually, the hot embers underneath would burn through the water and cloth.

I pierced her nine more times in quick succession, each time aiming for a major meridian. Once, I’d tricked a True Mage into destroying her own cultivation through a zeal reversal of the wrong aspect. Her case had been far milder than this one. But the channels and spirit of an Immortal Ascendant were far more durable than a True Mage’s, so what would have crippled a True Mage ten times over would just cause Liora a bad day.

Burning through this damage would take even someone like her a few moments. And in a fight like this one, a moment might as well be an eternity.

I twisted, spinning and turning as I gripped her by my spear. Spell Eater’s length gave me extra leverage, and I swung my weapon like swinging a stick with a ball at the end of it. Only in this case, the stick was the Immortal Ascendant, and instead of aiming for the goal, I was aiming right for my Level-Reducing Sentry Towers.

Arms cocked back, I threw. I released it just in time to feel something striking my back. I didn’t need to turn to know it was Louis. A lance of indescribable pain shot up my spine. It was more than one blow could have possibly caused, which meant he’d mixed in mind magic somewhere.

An instant later, the mental assault began. I wasn’t on his level with mind magic, but I’d spent years preparing mental defenses specifically to combat the direct and overwhelming mental attacks the Cult of the Unblinking Eye favored.

I ignored the pain and finished my throw. Liora went flying. Her expression showed the faintest hint of surprise as her back struck the wall.

A moment later, a beam of rainbow lightning struck her. Then, three more in quick succession. I felt her power drop from Immortal Ascendant to Demigod. And then from Demigod to Sorcerer. The fact that her cultivation had been temporarily crippled likely meant the beams were even more effective than usual.

“Grab her!” I heard Yorik yell from the walls. In an instant, she had the weakened Immortal Ascendant pinned in a headlock while several of my matriarchs swarmed her. So long as her powers were restrained, she was as good as finished.

Eltiana clamped a zeal-restricting collar around her neck, and Illiel clapped two hands on either of Liora’s ears. Perhaps she was working a little mind magic of her own. Whatever the case was, I turned my attention away from that fight and back to the man who’d kicked me in the back.

“Knight takes queen, Louis. Your strongest piece is gone. You will follow her soon.” I pointed Spell Eater toward his chest. With Liora out of the picture, I could end things even right here and now. And that’s exactly what I planned to do.

“I don’t think so.” Louis held his hands wide. Two more spatial rifts stretched wide and then tore open behind him. Monsters began spilling out, along with a pair of elves, one with silver hair and one with midnight black hair.

Just like Liora, the two of them had blank and expressionless features, along with the powerful but simple zeal I’d sensed from the fire cultivator.

“Slave one, slave two, attack!” Louis commanded. And suddenly there were two more Immortal Ascendants on top of me.
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My thoughts of victory had been a little premature. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was just getting started. I don’t think Louis expected me to deal with his Immortal Ascendant so quickly, but now that I had, he was throwing two more at me.

From the look on his face, if he had any more of these, he would have thrown them at me as well. Each required who knew how many human sacrifices to create. At least now I knew what happened to most guys who joined the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I could at least be reasonably certain he didn’t have any more up his sleeves, but fighting these two would be hard enough.

Worse, he had many more Sorcerers, Wizards, and True Mages up his sleeves. Raising so many up had probably required stripping most of this world’s resources bare through several golden ages. Either that or buying them through the slave markets of the Primordial World. I wouldn’t have put either out of the cult’s capabilities.

I fell back to rejoin my allies. Whatever Louis had hit me with was still sending tingles up my spine, and I didn’t want to get hit by it again for fear that they’d worsen. I stretched my mind zeal through my body to figure out what was going on. It took me a few moments to figure it out.

The bastard had gone right for my neck and severed my spinal cord through a combination of kinetic energy and mind magic. Anybody relying on mundane biology to control their body would be completely paralyzed. Unfortunately for him, I moved my body largely through the World Titan Fiendbody. That was quick enough to react at the speed of thought. By comparison, the messy biological pathway running through my spine was slow. These days, it was just there as an emergency backup.

I quickly focused on healing the spinal cord injury. Meanwhile, I issued orders.

“I’m going to try to pull the same thing we did before. The two new Immortal Ascendants aren’t smart enough to dodge it unless they’re being directly controlled. The trouble is, that’s exactly what I think is happening. Meaning if we want to take them out, we need to distract Ethan and Louis.”

“Your wish is my command, my love,” Elara declared. Sparks danced between her fingertips once again, and just as before, I was surprised by the sheer devotion toward me coming from this woman I’d met for the first time mere days ago. I still wasn’t sure if I was her husband from the past, but if I wasn’t, I was going to be very jealous of the guy who was.

“We will support her in keeping the stronger one off your back,” Yeminel promised. Behind her, Melaris nodded.

“Us as well,” Dean said, glancing behind himself toward his daughter and granddaughter. Tivana and Lyanva nodded along.

“Then I will counter Ethan, along with Arien and Lyssandra.” Sam gestured to the two remaining Demigods, forming a smaller team. “If either of us can eliminate our target, we will help the other team.”

“Try to end things quick. I’m not sure how long I can keep two unknown Immortal Ascendants from doing something unpleasant to me.” And with that, we were off. The battle began again in earnest, this time boiling to a fever pitch. I was glad Minerva had evacuated our exterior settlements as soon as the fighting began because, at this point, there would be no preserving them.

The two Immortal Ascendants raised their hand. Ice flowed from one raised palm. Gusts of wind from the other. Both were simple and straightforward attacks, but were made imposing by the sheer power behind them. These two were just like Liora. I still had a little Void Kraken zeal in me. Could I land a hit to destabilize one of their cultivations?

I looked for an opening, dodging left as a blade of wind swept over me. I sidestepped, only to realize I’d been caught in a trap. My heels froze in place, trapped by icicles wrapping around my boot with terrifying speed.

Normally, a bit of frozen ice wouldn’t be anything to worry about, but the concept in this stuff made it too strong for me to break free. With one swift decision, I swept Spell Eater around and sliced off my foot at the ankle, then backpedaled to get out of the way. Blood spilled out of my stump, and with the loss of maneuverability, I had to resort to my new Impossible concept to dodge the Immortal Ascendants’ next series of attacks.

Using Spell Eater as a walking stick, I would have said I was on the back foot. But since I only had one foot until the severed stump regrew, saying it wouldn’t make much sense. I hobbled around the battlefield, bouncing on my makeshift crutch faster than any one-footed man had ever moved before. My leg tingled the entire time as I funneled energy and vitality to the stump as the nerves there replicated and stretched out into the new limb.

Even when my foot regrew and restored some mobility, it soon became clear that I was outmatched. Two Immortal Ascendants, even two who were merely puppets, were too much for me.

Their magic couldn’t be countered by any defense of mine that didn’t use some of my own concepts. But I had a limited supply of that kind of power and couldn’t afford to waste it.

I would have rather fought Liora again as one of the two Immortal Ascendants. The fire attacks she made were at least slow enough for me to dodge. The wind-aspect Immortal Ascendant in particular was insanely fast. She jumped around the battlefield, moving faster than I could blink. And I could blink pretty damn fast.

In the end, I had to give up on going on the offensive at all. The two of them were simply putting too much pressure on me. After a few exchanges, I had to start using the Impossible concept again just to stay alive, and blood was dripping out my nose and down my face from the strain.

By my count, I’d bought about thirty seconds, but as fast-paced as this fight was, that short time felt like an eternity. I glanced at my comrades. My one hope was that they were winning and would soon rush to my aid after dealing with Ethan and Louis.

Sam and our two allied Demigods had Ethan on the back foot. That much I expected. Ethan was only an Early Demigod, the same as the rest of us. They probably would have finished him off completely if not for the fact that Ethan had a few special items.

The artifacts that Ethan was using to stay alive were not something that could be made in this world. Or even in the Primordial World. Around one wrist, he wore a watch much like mine. Each time Sam or the others were about to deal him a mortal wound, the watch glowed and warned him in advance. Its connection to fate must have been strong enough that even Sam couldn’t fool it.

In his other hand, he clenched a steel ball bearing. It gave his entire body a silvery shine, and the ranged spells Arien and Lyssandra threw at him vanished the moment they touched his skin, dealing no damage at all. There was also a crown of laurel leaves wrapped around his head. I wasn’t sure what that one did, but whatever it was, it was keeping him in the fight.

These all had to be items from other humans absorbed by the cult. People like Issac, who’d died just because they were competing with Louis. Perhaps Ethan was to Louis what Sam and Dean were to me. An old friend from his past life. I suspected that was the only reason Louis had allowed Ethan to reach Demigod.

But Louis... he was another matter entirely. He was the one who’d come to this world with a ship of his own and all the advantages I had. In the short time I’d had here, I’d become the strongest of my friends and allies. Louis had apparently been up and about far longer than I had, and he’d used that time accordingly.

While Ethan was merely holding his own, Louis was winning.

Louis’ mind magic was something to behold. He clearly had some level of body cultivation to be able to hit as hard as he did. He also had spirit cultivation related to the force aspect. Both of those had been perfectly combined with his powerful mind cultivation.

In other words, Louis was a threefold cultivator, just like I was. In battling him, my allies weren’t fighting one Demigod, but three of them. He was weaving circles around Dean and the others. We had underestimated Louis’ skills. As I watched the fight out of the corners of my eyes, I watched Dean unleash a ferocious series of killing blows that tore the landscape and shredded Louis into a million pieces ten times over. Each swing of his axe took a chunk out of the ground, large enough to be called a canyon.

But when he was done, the Louis Dean thought he’d killed dissolved into mist, nothing more than an illusion. The same scene played out several times throughout the rest of the battlefield as Louis divided my allies up and took them on one or two at a time. Despite being vastly outnumbered, he was putting all of my allies under pressure.

In other words, our current plan had already failed. If we kept at it, sooner or later, he’d kill one of them and start evening the odds. Either that, or I’d fail to dodge an attack from the two Immortal Ascendants I was keeping busy, and that would be the end of me. We were losing.

“Fall back to the walls!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. This offensive wasn’t working, and broken plans needed to be tossed aside. It was time to retreat to the safety of the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. If any of our enemies pursued us, we could turn the tables then.

I held on a single breath longer as my allies fought to disengage and fall back. The two Immortal Ascendants chased me for a while, and my hopes rose that the towers could hit them, but Louis ordered them back before Mac could target either of them.

Meanwhile, on the walls themselves, things were far from peaceful. Allies, new and old, were battling for their lives against the hordes of elves and monsters being thrown at them. The sky was dotted with thousands of wisps drifting along the edges of the battlefield.

Some of them were ours, but most belonged to our enemies. Thanks to our extensive defenses, we were killing about thirty enemies for every one of ours that fell. And most of those who died were followers of Lyssandra, Arien, Yeminel, or Melaris. Their forces didn’t understand our defenses, and a few of them had taken flight and fought beyond the reach of the sentry towers without realizing it.

That ended now. Louis and Ethan weren’t willing to risk themselves with the presence of the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. Nor would they risk their Immortal Ascendants.

That meant their minions fighting our defenders were suddenly on their own against ten Demigods who were still nursing grudges from being on the losing end of the previous fight. I grabbed two Late Sorcerers, one in either arm, then dragged them over to the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers until they were good and drained. They struggled uselessly in my hands.

“Lock these ladies up down in the dungeon. They can generate zeal crystals for us until we can fix them.” I tossed them toward Yorik. She’d know what to do. She’d helped me capture many a wayward elf just like these two. And I really did plan to fix them up... eventually.

Until then, I realized this battle was burning through points like water. Capturing a few hundred sorcerers like these would go a long way to replenishing our zeal reserves when this battle was over. And it would end sooner or later. If Ethan, Louis, and their Immortal Ascendant minions couldn’t come into the city, then the most they could do was place us under siege. And the more zeal we could generate during a long-term siege, the better.

Unfortunately, my Demigod comrades weren’t quite as forward-thinking. Either that, or they were working their frustrations out by slaughtering the enemies and throwing themselves at the walls. They cut through one enemy after another, killing dozens with every spell.

That was alright as well. They’d pop out a little weaker, but we could recover elves from their wisps. It might even make purging the cult’s mind control a little easier for those at True Mage, though higher cultivation levels like Wizards and Sorcerers would retain the brainwashing despite reincarnating into a new body, at least until they were treated.

With ten Demigods on the walls, the wave of attackers broke like waves upon stone. We could handle attacks like those for a thousand years and still be standing strong. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had a lot of elves at their disposal, but there was no way they had that many. Surely, they were running low on mind-controlled underlings by now. I’d visited their main compound, and while they had a lot of minions, they weren’t infinite.

When the fighting finally stopped, a cheer went up from our walls. To our allies, it must have looked like we’d retreated to slaughter all the attackers after successfully driving back the Immortal Ascendants and enemy Demigods.

“One more victory for the Hearthwood!” I heard Comela yell. Several others joined her.

“Our enemies are cowards. How dare they stand outside our walls so arrogantly!” Segolas added. “I dare those Demigods to rush me right here and now!”

Despite his words, I took note of the fact that Segolas was standing directly between three Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. He was also right over the hatch that would reveal Argona’s Demigod-level golem if the need for it arose.

I waited for the jubilation to die down. We weren’t victorious yet, but if our people were seeing this as a victory instead of the first step in a long siege, then all the more reason to let them celebrate.

As I took to the walls, I took Segolas’ spot and waved to Ethan and Louis. “Not going to try your luck again? I’m right here!”

Louis and Ethan stayed where they were, much to the jeering of our people. Instead, Louis waved his hand. A tent appeared right beneath his feet, and he slowly drifted to the ground. Several more tents appeared around the city. As I feared, we were only just getting started.
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Once confident that our enemies were digging in for the long haul, I stepped back from the walls to do the same.

The first order of business was to capitalize on our gains, and that didn’t just mean dealing with the new prisoners. Lots of people had major breakthroughs during the battle, and many others were on the verge of doing the same.

If ever there was a time to open up my coffers to my people, it was now. Mac had been keeping careful watch over the entire battle and had been assigning merit points accordingly. Now, those who’d fought long and hard could receive their just rewards.

New weapons, skill books, and cultivation supplies were being distributed by the wagonful. We even had a bit of a celebration in front of Castle Mac. With so many of the city’s residents in spatially compressed bunkers, the place felt a little like a ghost town. If things remained quiet, we’d have to start letting the lower-ranked cultivators out to run their shops and businesses again.

After that, I built a task force to collect wisps led by Nela. We couldn’t leave the city, but we found that the big tree I stole and planted in the center of the Hearthwood was something of a lure for them. Wisps flew toward it by the thousands.

“We can collect the wisps that fly within the city’s walls, but there are a lot more outside of it.” Nela shook her head. “I don’t dare send anyone outside the city to retrieve them. It’s a shame they’ll be left to wander. Odds are the Cult of the Unblinking Eye will recapture them, and they’ll be brainwashed again as soon as they manifest.”

I ran my fingers along my chin in thought. “Just leave those to me. I think I have the beginnings of an idea to deal with that. After all, we have a lot of fairy guests left over from my Sacred Grove experiments. It’s about time we put them to use again.”

Nela shrugged. “I shall leave it in your capable hands, then. I’ve noticed most of them are hanging around that enormous tree you brought back. A curious item, by the way. Like other landmarks you obtained during your conquests, this one seems to make cultivation a bit easier when near it, depending on the element of the landmark. I suspect the fairies are the same, so they are gathering there.”

“But the big tree is their favorite, huh? I’ll check things out there...”

Nela and I parted ways, and I recruited some additional help and supplies before putting my plan into action at the base of the big tree.

“Hey, fairies! Free cookies for anyone who brings me some of those glowing balls! And a whole cake for anyone who brings me some of the big super glowy ones.” I held up a tray of baked goods.

The cookies I had some of the maids from the Whitewood Clan whip up and the cake I’d found in an oven in the city. I’d pulled it out just in time to keep it from getting burned. The baker was probably in one of the bunkers somewhere and had abandoned her shop. I left a zeal crystal on the counter as payment before raiding the shop of confectionery supplies.

One thing I’d learned, thanks to my work with Sacred Groves, was that fairies loved sweets. It was a ploy involving a sweet that had even gotten the Immortal Ascendant-level Fairy of the Immortal Glade captured by the Satyr King, after all. So, something similar would surely lure these fairies to my side.

My prize attracted their attention and interest. Up in the branches and between waving leaves, I could see fairies turning to look and watch me. They had the cute faces of young women, each shaped much like an elf. I would have found them cute if not for the fact that they each had the attention span and memory of a goldfish.

Just because they weren’t too smart didn’t mean we couldn’t still be friends, though. I’d caught more than one citizen sneaking these fairies a cookie or two. And after I blew up their planet, these fairies were probably an endangered species. It was only right to give them a place to stay here.

It took a while for the wind to blow the scent of freshly baked cookies around the area, but eventually, it picked up, and a few of the fairies took off. I had to hold up a wisp to show them what it was a few times, and gradually, more and more zipped off. Eventually, the first of them returned when I was still walking around with the cookie tray.

“Balls, balls! I found two balls. Give cookie!” a fairy said, zipping out from between my legs. I jumped back in startled surprise, but she held two glowing wisps under either arm.

“Oh, yeah, those count.” I took two cookies from the tray and exchanged them for the wisps, which I tucked into my Dimensional Storage.

“Yay! Cookies! Thank you, handsome man.”

I laughed. “No, thank you. And there’ll be more cookies for anybody else who brings me magic glowing balls!”

“Cookies! Cookies! Must get cookies!” the fairy yelled as she hurtled off her tree branch and over the distant walls.

The wisps were good, though a bit small. They must have been True Mages weakened significantly sometime during the fight. Though they were the same aspect, the energy patterns felt almost identical. Perhaps a True Mage had been split in half, and each half became its own wisp?

Perhaps the wisp would turn into twins. Such an injury would make purging Ethan and Louis’ mind control easier. I’d make a note to keep an eye on those two. If chopping wisps in half was an option, maybe it was one we should be thinking about.

More wisps came in, and more cookies went out. I even handed out the cake in exchange for a Sorcerer-level wisp.

I sent a few messages through Mac for more baked goods and more help handing out rewards and collecting wisps. As I gave out more rewards, word of my bargain spread from fairy to fairy. While the big tree housed most of them, many of the other fairies had taken to hanging around the other trees and landmarks of the city.

Fairy magic was a strange thing, and it looked like their presence had twisted the shape and structure of the ley lines running beneath the city. Before long, this place might become a Sacred Grove again, much like the one I’d made that had been destroyed. I would do something more with that if I had the opportunity. It might be a decent surprise to hit Louis and Ethan with if I could figure out a way to push a Sacred Grove to the Demigod level.

Eventually, my reinforcements came from Comela and several of my other children.

“You’re just in time. I’m almost out of cookies.” I handed an empty tray to Comela.

Comela looked at the empty tray of cookies. She was still wearing her armor from the battle. “I was told this was an important mission that concerned the future of the entire clan. We’re... handing out cookies?”

I ran a hand through her hair affectionately. “Sometimes the things the clan needs are hard. Sometimes, they’re easy. But they’re always important.”

“Yes, Father!” She threw me a salute and then started running to replenish the cookie supply.

I helped her and her siblings get the hang of things and was about to attend to other matters when I sensed a powerful Immortal Ascendant power hurtling toward us at high speed.

“Take cover!” I yelled.

How had an Immortal Ascendant snuck into the city? They were supposed to be under constant surveillance from the walls and by Mac. He was running scans for them every couple of seconds.

I glanced left and right. We kept Level-Reducing Sentry Towers hidden here for this sort of thing. If I could lure her toward one, then I would have a chance.

The burst of powerful presence came to a sudden stop before me.

“Give cookie!” the Immortal Ascendant demanded. As the dust cleared, I realized why she’d gotten by our defenses. This wasn’t one of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s Immortal Ascendants at all. This was the Fairy of the Immortal Glade. The one I thought I’d left behind on a destroyed manor drifting in space with the explicit hope of avoiding future problems having such a powerful and scatterbrained entity would bring.

Naturally, when faced with the unbridled power of an Immortal Ascendant, all I could do was hand over the object of her desires. No matter how cute the hip-tall pouting fairy before me might be, she could probably cause even more destruction than the Immortal Ascendants outside. Being a natural Immortal Ascendant, she was probably stronger than either of them.

How had she even gotten here? And how had she caught a wisp? The Satyr King had clipped her wings, and even now, she only had a pair of tiny stubs coming out of her back. She didn’t look like she could fly. Then again, anybody who reached Immortal Ascension was bound to have lots of tricks. Even when that person was a scatterbrained fairy.

I counted myself lucky that she’d only grabbed a cookie rather than something valuable. And looking at her hand, she was holding out a large glowing wisp. That was a Sorcerer-level wisp.

“Here’s your reward.” I handed her a cookie, and she immediately let go of the Sorcerer-level wisp. It tried to fly away, but I snatched it before it could escape.

“Yum!” the Fairy of the Immortal Glade said. A moment ago, she’d been holding a cookie, but now all that was left of it was a chocolate smear across her face. The treat probably didn’t go as far for her as it did for the rest of her kin. Most fairies ranged from finger-length to arm-length, but this one was nearly tall enough to be a short elf.

“You know, the reward for a Sorcerer-level wisp was actually a whole cake.” I waved her justly earned prize in front of her. Though she seemed satisfied with the cookie, I thought it best not to cheat an Immortal Ascendant.

“Cake!” The Fairy of the Immortal Glade dove for the cake. I let her gobble the whole thing. That one at least lasted multiple bites.

“Seems like you enjoyed it. I’ll have to tell the baker it went over well.” I smiled down at the Fairy of the Immortal Glade. She wouldn’t have seemed scary if not for the sheer quantity of power she was emanating.

“Yep!” she replied.

“Mind telling me how you found your way to the Hearthwood?” I asked curiously.

“Was looking for my tree. Here it is. Had to jump a lot to get to it,” the Fairy of the Immortal Glade mumbled around a mouthful of cake. It was the most words I’d gotten out of her.

I fan my fingers through my hair. Jump a lot? She couldn’t mean literally jumping.

“Do you mean you moved through ley lines?” I asked.

The big fairy nodded as she polished off the cake, then patted her bulging belly in satisfaction.

“Fascinating.” That meant she had an ability similar to Unearthly Movement, only hers was far more powerful than the ability I’d come up with. It probably involved some sort of bizarre fairy concept that had helped her reach Immortal Ascension.

“Say... are you still hungry?” I asked curiously.

“In a bit,” she replied.

“Good. Good...” I rubbed my hands together. “You saw those people outside my walls? Well, they’re friends of the Satyr King. The man who put you in that jar. The one I rescued you from, remember?”

“Bad goat man.” She nodded emphatically.

“Right. The bad goat man. These guys are his friends, and they’re very mad at me for dealing with the bad goat man. Among other things. If they caught you, they’d probably want to put you in a jar too.”

I watched her eyes widen in terror. “No more snacks!”

“Absolutely right. They would keep you from getting any snacks. Not like me. I have lots of snacks for you, like the one I just gave you.”

She perked up. “More? Really?”

“Yes, but the bad men outside are causing a lot of trouble for me. I could use your help and that of your people to get them to leave. You see, each guy out there has a bunch of items that make them very hard to kill. If you bring them to me, I’ll give you lots more cookies.”

“Good cookies?” she asked suspiciously.

“Absolutely. The best cookies we can make.”

“Be right back!” said the Fairy of the Immortal Glade.

I felt a smile slowly spreading across my face. Ethan and Louis were about to have a very bad day.


Chapter
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Several steps needed to be enacted immediately to make full use of the Fairy of the Immortal Glade.

Most of the Sorcerer-level wisps had already been retrieved by the more powerful fairies in exchange for cakes, but I tested the full scope of her abilities on those that were still within the range of Mac’s scanner.

Just as I had suspected, the Fairy of the Immortal Glade had an ability set that worked much like Unearthly Movement. Only her ability to zip through ley lines wasn’t limited to earth zeal. She could travel through water, air, fire, or just about anything else.

She also seemed to need far lower concentrations of zeal than I did. Where I needed a river to go anywhere, a brook or stream was more than enough for her to squeeze through.

As a result, she could vanish from one location and appear in another in the blink of an eye. No wonder the jar the Satyr King had kept this fairy in had blocked out zeal so completely. Anything less, and she could have escaped as soon as it suited her fancy.

Soon, I was a dozen cakes poorer but a dozen Sorcerer-level wisps richer. It was probably the best deal I’d ever made. On their own, these dozen wisps would generate a huge quantity of zeal crystals, which could then be sacrificed to the Mana Generator for as many points as I needed to build new defenses and repair existing ones. Already, shimmering blue lines of energy covered the Hearthwood as Mac restored our walls to their original state.

But all that was merely getting a feel for what the Fairy of the Immortal Glade could do. So far, she’d proven herself so fast and nimble that nobody in the enemy camp had even detected her.

By the time she was done, many of my people hiding in the bunkers had come out and were ready to return to their homes and places of business. I found the owner of the bakery I’d raided earlier and commissioned her and a dozen others to make the finest baked goods she could create. Doing so would take some ingredients from the Primordial World and stuff from that utopian version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, but for a mission as crucial as this one, I was willing to pay any price.

We used those rare ingredients as base materials to make flour and dough. That I had to grind myself with a mortar and pestle, since none of the cooks were strong enough to grind grain from the Primordial World. I wore out several rocks pounding away at the stuff before Sam gave me some cooking supplies he’d purchased in the Primordial World on a previous adventure.

The real advantage we had, though, was the Hydroponic Farm. The many plants we had in there were of the highest quality. They might not be as physically sturdy as the things grown in the Primordial World, but everyone always said they were incredibly delicious.

“Remember,” I instructed Yavilla, who would pass my orders around to the array of chefs I’d hired for this task, “the Satyr King searched his entire planet for the chefs and the ingredients that finally lured the Fairy of the Immortal Glade into a trap. We want something that’s just as good, along with the promise of more.”

“I understand the gravity of the situation,” Yavilla replied. “The chefs know they are cooking for an eccentric Immortal Ascendant who could either destroy this city or save it. I’ve never seen them so focused.”

With the cooking done and several teams of people all dedicated to keeping the Fairy of the Immortal Glade happy, I attended to all the other tasks I had to do around the Hearthwood. Mainly, that was getting the prisoners set up and generating power, moving zeal crystals into the Mana Generator, and dual cultivating with my companions.

The dual cultivation especially took the edge off being under siege. The influx of new energy also helped me consolidate my advancement to the Mid-Demigod realm.

More importantly, Sava, Assyrus, Eltiana, Nela, Melise, and Illiel were now on the very edge of the Demigod realm. Pushing a single one of them over that threshold would bolster our strength dramatically. I couldn’t take all the credit for that, though. They’d fought very hard during the last battle, and for them, the pressure of battle had pushed each of them to new heights.

But even more important than having one of them break through was whether or not I could repeat what had happened with Tivana.

If I could get another concept out of them, then the Cult of the Unblinking Eye wouldn’t know what hit them.
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Nela was the first to finally break through. She’d fought hard from the walls, and golden beams of sunlight had scorched more than one foe who dared attack our walls.

I held her tight in my arms throughout her breakthrough. The beams of golden sunlight were so bright that they tore a hole right through the side of my sex dungeon, but I was soon able to point Nela in the direction of our enemies. I hit a few tents and barricades belonging to our besiegers, but I was too focused on making sure Nela broke through safely to focus on hitting anything important.

My chief concern was taking her through the process safely. Nela had spent far less time in the Sorcerer realm than Tivana. In fact, I might even say that Nela’s natural talent should never have taken her to Sorcerer at all. She wasn’t lacking the drive or motivation, but a woman leading the shattered remains of the Songstone Clan could never have risen this high without a lucky encounter.

And her lucky encounter was meeting me. I felt her zeal bend to my caress. It was as familiar to me as her body was by now, so soft and pliable to the touch. On her own, her body would have torn itself apart. But that didn’t matter, with my zeal spreading through her and reinforcing everything from her bones to her skin with superhuman power. I could make her tough enough that even her own powers running rampant on the inside wouldn’t be enough to kill her. Not that I would allow that to happen.

Now that I’d done this with Tivana, I was a lot better at anticipating future issues. And being conscious of what I wanted to see most. Her concept.

Nela had spoken to me at length about what she wanted. Just like Tivana, her concept came to me in flashes of memory. I was prepared for it this time, so even though the images were duller and less refined, I caught most of them anyway.

There was Nela, clothes ragged and armor without its brilliant shine. She was fleeing through the wilderness while servants looked at her with just the faintest glimmer of hope in their eyes.

“Can you really hide us from the Sakaku Clan, Lady Nela?” a servant asked.

“I will, for that is my duty.”

Just as soon as it appeared, the image was gone and replaced by another. She was standing in a circle with Melise on one side and several of her subordinates on the other. They were plotting together.

“Are you certain he was a chaka? Did my eyes deceive me? That could have simply been a hideously deformed elf.”

“His features were too regular for that, my lady,” said Ghessa. “He seemed reasonably handsome. We should definitely snatch him. It’s our best shot at preserving the Songstone Clan.”

I smiled at the memory. At the time, Ghessa and I hadn’t exactly gotten along. Little had I known she’d thought I was handsome from the beginning. I’d have to snatch her from wherever she was staying in the city and rub it in a little.

“If that is what we must do, then I will do the deed myself,” Nela declared. “For that is my duty.”

Another scene appeared this time, with Nela guiding several fresh-faced young women. One of whom I recognized. Comela. Elves didn’t really age, especially not when they’d advanced a bit, but this version of Comela had an easy-going and relaxed expression the current version of her had long since cast aside.

“You have a duty to my side of the family, Comela. But also a duty to everyone who follows your father and the entire Hearthwood Clan. These are not gifts we pass down to you but tools so that you may do what you must a little better. You are privileged, and with that privilege comes the burden of duty.”

“I understand, Mother,” Comela replied.

In my mind, they really had just been gifts. But Nela had turned them into something that had probably shaped Comela’s understanding of the world from that day forth.

More images appeared before me, and it soon became clear what Nela’s concept was. Duty. A sense of responsibility had always weighed heavily on her shoulders, but it hadn’t been clear exactly how heavy that sense of responsibility was until now.

The idea that her position of privilege by birth came with great responsibilities had been core to her identity. And now it was the core to her power as well.

“D-did it work?” Nela asked. I opened my eyes. She was tightly bundled in my arms, panting and exhausted.

I would have run my hands up and down her body to check for any injuries, but I had been doing that the entire time we dual cultivated. She was fine. Better than fine, in fact.

“It worked,” I replied, pulling her into my lap. I ran my fingers through her hair. Moments ago, it had been splayed out all along the bed and should have been a tangled mess, but combing my fingers through it twice was enough to straighten her golden locks to a smooth silky curtain. I’d never get over that little oddity of elven hair. From the little pamphlet I’d recovered from deep below the world, the creators of the elves had worked very hard on it.

“Good... I... need to get to the... walls... and...” Nela’s voice trailed off as I withdrew both myself and my power from her body. Weakness overcame her, and she slumped into my arms, unconscious. The World Titan Fiendbody had kept her from taking any damage and ensured a perfect breakthrough to Demigod, but she had still exerted herself tremendously.

I hauled her off to the nearby bed, where many of my other companions were waiting. They glanced at me expectantly.

“Success. Nela is a Demigod. Now, let her rest. I will rejoin the rest of you shortly. I have a bit of business to attend to outside.”

A chorus of cheers rang up from my companions, and they hugged one another. We were nothing if not a team, and I was glad everyone was so pleased to hear that one of their number had reached the Demigod realm. Sooner or later, all of them would if I had anything to say about it.
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I showered, dressed, and was out the door at Demigod speeds. Before long, I was standing before the big tree. Though it was as tall and as imposing as always, now there was a bustle of activity around it. Comela was there organizing bakers and chefs the same way she’d order troops on a battlefield.

Flashing back to that memory I’d seen of her from Nela’s breakthrough, I realized how proud I was of the woman she’d become.

“Comela, how goes the project?” I asked.

“Father. The lesser fairies have brought us more than five thousand wisps, all at least at the True Mage level. I’ve already requested that Mac expand the dungeons. When these wisps are generating zeal crystals for us, we’ll have as many as we can use,” Comela proudly announced.

“And hopefully, many powerful new allies when the room clears up to treat them for their mind control,” I added.

“That too.”

But out of all the fairies we were teaching to be tiny flying kleptomaniacs, there was one in particular I was most interested in. The Fairy of the Immortal Glade. I glanced around, and Comela seemed to realize who I was looking for. She pointed me in the right direction.

Sitting on a tree branch, the Fairy of the Immortal Glade was happily munching on a pastry as big as her head. Each bite she took from it seemed supernaturally large, like she’d employed reality-warping magic just to stuff herself with more snacks than should have been possible for her tiny frame.

“Hey there again. It’s me.”

“Snack man!” The Fairy of the Immortal Glade waved to me. “I found one of the other human’s shinies. I got a pastry for it!” She held up the pastry proudly.

“I see that. Mind giving it to me?” I asked.

She rummaged around in her clothes. I noticed someone had given her actual clothes. The patchwork leaf kilt she was wearing before was nowhere to be seen.

Eventually, she tossed me something that clearly didn’t belong to the world of the elves. “Here you go!”

As soon as she was done, she went back to munching away. But my attention was on the item now in my hands.

I knew what it was right away, a locket, and from the coolness at my touch, it was made of silver. The craftsmanship was also fine. Too fine to have been made by elven hands. As good as they were with wood, elves would not have made a thing like this out of silver. No, this was an artifact from Earth. But was it the kind of artifact I was looking for?

I clicked the latch, and the lid slid open, revealing a picture of the Hearthwood. An odd thing for either Ethan or Louis to hold precious...

Then I looked closer. The image of the Hearthwood was moving. This was no picture, this was a magic spyglass.

After a bit of fiddling, I figured out how to turn the camera around. I zoomed in on myself, then looked around. Despite my best efforts, I could not sense myself being observed in the slightest.

Satisfied, I turned it on the Cult of the Unblinking Eye camp outside our walls. I soon found the nearest tent and looked in on Ethan. He was scowling to himself as he flipped over cushions and blankets one after another, likely searching for the very locket I now held in my hands. A magnificent device for spying on my enemies had suddenly found its way out of my enemy’s grasp and into mine.

I grinned, rubbing my hands together all the more.

“Like it?” the Fairy of the Immortal Glade asked when she saw my expression.

“Oh, I don’t just like it. I love it. Now, let me show you some images of a few other things I’d like you to swipe for me...” I shifted the locket around so the fairy could see. This was going to be good.


Chapter
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“So, do you think you can get them?” I asked the Fairy of the Immortal Glade. Her feet kicked back and forth as she gazed at the images I was showing her in the locket.

After a long moment, she nodded. “Yep. But it’ll cost you.”

I straightened. Here was where she named her price. She really had me over a barrel right now. Taking away Louis and Ethan’s special items was the best way to turn the odds in my favor. My only other option was to wait until all my matriarchs had reached the Demigod realm and defeat Louis and Ethan’s forces with overwhelming power. But that would take both time and lives.

In short, our chance for a swift and good ending to this conflict lay entirely in this little fairy’s hands. She could demand anything she wanted from us, and I had little choice but to pay her price.

“I want...” she began, and I tensed, face wincing at what would no doubt be an exorbitant price. “...ten!”

“Ten?” I shrank back, bracing myself for the worst. Ten thousand years of servitude? Ten nuclear missiles? My firstborn ten children?

“Ten cookies!” the fairy declared, hands on her hips.

“Wait, that’s all?” I froze in surprise.

“Ten really big, really tasty cookies!” the fairy insisted.

“Bigger than the ones I gave you before?”

“And tastier!”

Slowly, I nodded. I had to school my expression to avoid looking too relieved, though inside, I was ready to throw a banquet in this little fairy’s honor.

“Little lady, you’ve got yourself a deal.” I held out my hand. The fairy grabbed three of my fingers, which were all she could wrap her fingers around, and gave me a firm shake. “I’ll get you your reward on my name as Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.”

“Deal accepted, Pastry man of the Hearthwood Clan,” the fairy replied.

“You know, when I pulled you out of that jar, I introduced myself but didn’t get your name. It feels odd to keep thinking of you by your title.”

“I’m a fairy,” the fairy of the Immortal Glade replied. “But sometimes my name is...” She paused, meeting my gaze. I leaned closer. “Sometimes, my name is... Bob!”

“What? That can’t be right...” I frowned.

The fairy, whose name definitely wasn’t Bob, left in the blink of an eye, leaving behind only the sound of bells and windchimes in her wake. I glanced at my hand. A mark appeared where she’d shaken my fingers. There was tiny, neat handwriting in elvish.

The note said, ‘It’s not actually Bob.’

I shook my head. The Fairy of the Immortal Glade seemed as scatterbrained as her lesser kin at first glance, but I got the impression that she knew a little more than she let on. Did she intentionally act dumb to make people underestimate her? But if that was the case, the Satyr King never would have captured her. Maybe she was smart, but just a bit too crazy for it to do her any good?

Whatever the deal with her was, I rallied the forces of the Hearthwood to bake pastries and cookies that smelled increasingly delectable. I wasn’t sure what kind of price the Fairy of the Immortal Glade would charge for Ethan and Louis’ other items, but it was better to be prepared.
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I returned to the walls to check out what was happening there. As soon as I got to the top, I shook my head.

Our previous fight had turned the beautiful forest view surrounding the city into a real dump.

All that surrounded us now were the burned-out husks of broken trees. Even now, the fires were still raging, and the air was full of so much smoke I wouldn’t have been able to see my hand in front of my face if not for the city’s shield.

The Cult and their forces had to be completely reliant on magical senses. And even if they could see, they were probably pretty miserable sitting in the middle of a muddy wasteland. The beautiful grassy meadow outside the walls had been completely destroyed in the earlier fighting. Thankfully, everyone in the Hearthwood was nice and comfortable.

It wasn’t just the smoke from burning trees making the air unbreathable. Sulphur filled the air just as much. Dean, in particular, had been lashing out wildly with powerful attacks that shattered the ground. If not for Mac stabilizing things, we would have had even more trouble, but as it was, some chasms were deep enough to draw out molten magma from deep beneath the planet’s crust.

In short, even with my earth cultivation, it would take weeks to clean this place up. Probably months, depending on how far the damage extended.

The Teleportation Array still had a constant stream of people arriving from Deania and our vassal nations, so I suspected that the Hearthwood wasn’t the only place affected. Unleashing planet-destroying forces on the world had consequences, and we were seeing the most obvious of them.

The Cult of the Unblinking Eye would pay for this...

Shortly after having the thought, a frustrated scream echoed through the air. Had another priceless treasure of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye unexpectedly gone missing? I could only hope.

It wasn’t long before I got the opportunity to find out for myself. The Fairy, whose name definitely wasn’t Bob, came zipping around the corner and fluttered to a stop before me.

“Got it!” she declared.

“Well done!” I congratulated her. After a swift exchange of cookies for an artifact of immense magical power, I pocketed my new toy and sent her off on another mission. The Fairy of the Immortal Glade vanished and reappeared moments later, which made me suspect she’d grabbed both items in one trip and had saved the second set for another set of cookies.

I didn’t voice my suspicions though and happily handed over her reward. She munched the cookies down in the blink of an eye and soon started jumping from place to place even faster than she’d been moving before. Her sudden bursts of teleportation took her into the air a few times before she landed in one of the upper branches of the nearby tree and swiftly went to sleep while rubbing a slightly distended belly.

She seemed happy and healthy, which was good. The last thing I wanted was for her to get sick from all the sugar. If she lost her fondness for sweets and started asking for actual payment, keeping her happy would get much more complicated.

When she was gone, I pulled the device I’d gotten out of my pocket. It was a bulky-looking old pocket watch. The original humans really were fond of timekeeping devices that weren’t really timekeeping devices.

I flipped the lid open to reveal a small touchscreen display. A digital pocket watch, how silly. I read the text on the screen.

Remaining Redos: 7

Time until next charge: 14.5 years.

Redos? What could that mean?

The item was very peculiar, and unlike the locket, no matter how I looked this one over, I couldn’t quite figure out what it was supposed to be for. This item felt a bit more powerful than the locket. Perhaps it was on the same level as the crown Queen Lyanva had taken from the Sunspire King. Or the new QCA that I’d integrated with The Wanderer.

There was only one way I was going to figure out what this thing did, and that was by using it. I started pushing buttons until the number of Redos went down by one.

Nothing happened.

I shrugged, then tucked the device into my pocket. I could always figure it out later.

While she was sleeping off her latest rewards, I rejoined Comela with the lesser fairies. By now, there were few wisps worth stealing around the Hearthwood, so it was time to set the rest of the fairies on a new task. These fairies were damn hard to catch, so anything they could gather outside the walls would be a boon to us. What else did I need?

We already had samples of all the valuable plants and monsters in the Hearthwood. That was a good thing, too, since most of it had already been rendered sterile by all the smoke and magma of our last fight. More people? Most of our vassals had made it here through the Teleportation Array.

“What is it, Father?” Comela waited patiently while I toyed with the digital pocket watch. “I don’t want--“

As Comela spoke, I sensed something falling from overhead. If it had traveled faster, my senses would have caught it earlier, but this was slow enough that my instincts hadn’t identified it as dangerous.

And it really wasn’t dangerous, but my daughter had her mother’s lovely golden hair, and I would have hated to see it messed up for even a moment. I stepped forward and leaned over her. A sticky cold pile of bird poop fell directly on the top of my head.

“Father!” Comela held a hand over her mouth. “How dare that insolent bird poop on the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan! I’ll have someone shoot it down immediately!”

I waved her off. “It’s only a little bird poop. You know, some cultures consider that lucky. Anyway, about the fairies...”

I cut myself off as something about the world changed. It was so fast and so subtle it could hardly have been said to have happened at all. And yet happen it did. I looked around to find myself alone. Comela was walking toward me, but she wouldn’t arrive to where she was standing for another few seconds yet.

“What is it, Father?” Comela asked, voice exactly the same this time as it had been before. “I don’t want--“

A clump of mud shot out of the ground at Comela’s feet, directly upward and spreading outward. The glob of bird poop that would have struck my daughter instead was intercepted and bound up in the mud.

“Impressive reflexes, Father,” Comela said. Meanwhile, I examined the digital pocket watch.

No, upon further inspection, it was more like a stopwatch. Only this one worked in reverse. That’s what the time indicator was about. It inverted time for the user, and from the looks of it, I had six shots left.

I would have loved the chance to experiment with something like this, but at the current time, the combat applications were more important. No wonder Louis had done so well against an overwhelming force of Demigods if he had an item like this at his disposal.

How many charges had he blown through to survive our last fight? At least a few, no doubt. Tricking my allies into fighting illusions couldn’t have been easy with their centuries of battle experience.

But all that was moot now. The item was in my hands, and it, like the others, would soon work for me.

“Father?” Comela asked, sensing me lost in thought. I tucked the magic stopwatch away for when I had a proper plan for it and addressed what I’d wanted to speak to Comela about.

“I think it’s past time we set up another Sacred Grove,” I said to Comela. “Talk a few of the fairies into helping you get started. Use one of the spatially compressed bunkers Dean made.”

“Me?” Comela asked with surprise.

“Yes, you. I’m not sure a Sacred Grove’s power will cross over from compressed space to real space, but as long as you’re inside it, you’ll have an ace up your sleeve. And if it works for you, maybe we can duplicate the feat for a few of your siblings.”

“Why not make one for you?” Comela asked.

“I’ve been down that route before, and while I will do so again, a Demigod Sacred Grove requires a lot of resources, though. Another source of Wizard-level power won’t do anything for me, but it would do a lot for you. As I understand it, that’s how the elves of the Elven Star Dominion used Sacred Groves. They were training aids to help keep young, promising descendants alive.”

“Understood, Father. I will try to recruit some fairies!” Comela smiled. She’d always been the most ambitious of my children when it came to cultivation.

After speaking with Comela, I did the usual rounds. I checked out the repairs and renovations to the defenses, the new prisons, and their ability to extract zeal crystals from our prisoners, making sure we had a steady supply of clean water and food, managing waste, and all the thousand other problems that crept on when managing a city.

I was quite thankful I had Mac and the Hydroponic Farm. The former was keeping the city tectonically stable and had built underground leech pits to process the city’s waste. The latter was feeding everyone using nutrients harvested from those same waste systems.

The volcanic activity had broken my dam, so all the water drained out. Somebody clever had cast a spell to keep the turbines spinning by hand. That seemed a bit backward to me. If we were going to do that, we might as well cast a spell to generate electricity on whatever it was the things were powering. I’d have to suggest it to Argona. It looked like the power cables mainly were headed toward her lab.

I opened the door to find a nuclear weapon disassembled into its component pieces on the table. This was our latest design, fully self-propelled and even capable of some target-seeking capabilities. It relied more on Argona’s knowledge of golems than my knowledge of circuitry, but there were a few tricks I now knew how to pull, thanks to technology that would make these things harder to fool or knock out using a spell.

I helped her make a few minor improvements, but the project worked well overall. My help wasn’t even really needed since Argona had already hired three hundred assistants.

“How many of these missiles can we field?” I asked Argona.

“More than a thousand!” Argona said proudly. “And some of them are super-sized, too!”

A thousand! I felt beads of sweat on my forehead. That was enough to kick up the kind of dust that would blot out the sun and send a world spiraling into an ice age...

“You seem troubled, Dad?” Argona saw the tense look on my face.

I shook my head to clear it. We were in the middle of a war for survival. I wasn’t about to demilitarize in the middle of something like this. After all, detonating a few nuclear weapons had proven very effective in the past. I was certain the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had a trick or two. This was one of mine.

“Argona, I want you to double production. I’ll give you whatever resources you need. If need be, I want to field enough weapons to flatten the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s entire territory.”

“Okay.” Argona shrugged. She had no further reaction. I supposed that was to be expected, though. At heart, she was born on this world, not on Earth. To her, nuclear weapons were just one more unique discipline of study. She returned to work, and I left her to it.

A question remained on my mind even after I left, though. How far would I go to save what I’d built here? To protect my family, vassals, and everything we cared about?

The answer was obvious when I thought about it. I was willing to go all the way.

There was only one question. Could Louis say the same?


Chapter
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Assyrus’ breakthrough to the Demigod realm was just as dramatic as Nela’s. Thankfully, our additional preparations ensured that, this time, she went through it undetected. Her aspect and concept helped, since hers was largely about skill. Once she had the concept in hand, stopping its effects was easy.

Assyrus had always been the most innately gifted of my women, except perhaps Tivana. Though, unlike Tivana, Assyrus didn’t have an entire nation supporting her advancement. She had trained quietly in her tribe in the wilderness, always destined to rise to chieftain of the Waterbeetle Tribe.

As a result, she’d spent much of her days practicing simple weapons techniques and had grown quite skilled with them. Skilled enough that she could fight Yorik to a standstill with melee weapons, despite not being a body cultivator.

And like Yorik, she truly loved fighting. Though to Assyrus, it was less the rush of battle and bloodlust and more the act of testing her skills and pushing them to greater heights. To learn where her limits lay and the breaking past them repeatedly.

The battlefield was all well and good, but the sparring arena or the training ground worked just as well for her. Anywhere she could put what she’d practiced to the test was where she wanted to be.

I supposed it was only natural that she would unlock a related concept. It took time to put a name to it, but eventually, I called it the Champion concept. And thanks to our connection, I shared that moment with her. I experimented a bit with it and found it worked well with the idea of Duty from Nela.

Nela had been experimenting with her own nascent Demigod capabilities as well. She found that using them granted her a substantial passive buff when taking actions in alignment with her responsibilities. It wasn’t as fight-changing as Tivana’s Impossible concept or my Identity concept, but it was far longer lasting.

Assyrus’ concept was similar in that it also provided a passive buff. When active, Spell Eater felt light in my hands. My fingers were more nimble, and I was keenly aware of an opponent's weapon no matter how they tried to conceal it. Between the two of them, I’d judge my fighting prowess as roughly forty percent greater than before in a stand-up fight.

At the Demigod level, every step forward came with a mountain of work behind it, so a boost like this was one that had my allies from the Primordial World salivating with envy. They might work for a century to master a spell that would give them a mere five percent boost. In contrast, I’d gained eight times that in less than a week.

But it still wouldn’t be enough to take on one Immortal Ascendant directly. Let alone two. Their overwhelming spells meant neither of them would fight me in a stand-up fight. Still, the boost would help me stay alive a lot longer in a fight against them, so the new concepts definitely wouldn’t go to waste.

Besides, I wasn’t nearly out of matriarchs. If I kept getting power-ups each time one of them ascended to Demigod, perhaps I could defeat a pair of Immortal Ascendants, no matter how they fought. While leaping that tremendous gulf would be harder than any before it, as a Late Sorcerer, I had been fully capable of slaying weak Demigods. The same would be true for Immortal Ascendants if only I had the time to prepare.

After a bit of aftercare for Assyrus and training with Nela, I sent most of my matriarchs into the Cultivation Chamber, where the time-accelerated state would hasten their own eventual breakthroughs to Demigod. I would make my usual rounds around the Hearthwood, then experiment a bit more with the locket and the digital pocket watch in preparation for our next big fight when Elara stumbled across me.

“Elara, funny meeting you here. Out for a stroll as well?” I said amicably. I hadn’t had nearly enough time for this latest companion of mine since returning to the Hearthwood. I felt a bit bad about that since she was giving my city her all to defend it. I’d even seen her teaching many of our people in open-air lectures. When she started talking about zeal, even powerful Sorcerers like the leader of the Golden Sword Sect sat on the muddy ground, listening like a fresh-eyed student.

“I wish I could say it was a coincidence.” Elara shrugged her shoulders shyly, looking nothing like the powerful Late Demigod I knew she was. Perhaps time in the Primordial World had humbled her, but she seemed not to have the lofty confidence other Demigods had. Unlike other Demigods, she also had no followers to speak of. She’d arrived with me alone in the Hearthwood. Despite constant activity from the Teleportation Array, nobody had arrived carrying her banner. That was a far cry from my other Demigod allies, who now had hundreds of Sorcerers and thousands of wizards in the city.

“But?” I asked, curious at Elara’s presence.

“I asked your friend Sam to peer into my future and find a good time to bump into you. One where you could talk comfortably. I know you’ve been terribly busy lately, and how passionate you are about dual cultivation.” I saw a faint crimson hue flush across Elara’s face.

I shook my head. “For you, Elara, I’d make time. But as you said, now is a good time to walk and talk, so why don’t we?”

I held out my hand, and Elara happily wrapped her arm around it. Linked like lovers, we strode through the Hearthwood.

“I should have guessed the Patriarch would nab another one,” I heard someone mutter as we walked by.

“Well, this is just great. It seems the standard has been raised again. Now, you need to be a Demigod to slip into the Patriarch’s harem. I knew I should have clawed my way in when he was only a True Mage. I knew the heavens could be cruel, but must they rub my mistakes in day after day like this?” another elf moaned as she cradled her head in her hands.

I tuned them out to better focus on Elara.

“I wish we could do more with this time we had. You are not that different from how I remember,” Elara said.

“You talk as though we’re on a time limit,” I chuckled. “Tell you what. We’ll sit down and exchange notes when we’ve finally driven off the Cult of the Unblinking Eye for good. Then we’ll figure out if I’m really your long-lost husband or not. If I am... well...”

Elara shook her head. “Don’t trouble yourself on my account. I know you are him with all my heart. Soon enough, you’ll know as well.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked suspiciously. Elara was suddenly acting suspiciously cryptic.

“My time here is nearly up, which means you will meet me for the first time sooner or later.” Elara cast me a sad smile. “Please be patient with her. It took me many years to free myself of the perspective the Elven Star Dominion imprinted on its people. When you meet me, I probably will not be particularly cooperative. But feel free to use whatever means necessary to bring me under your wing.”

“Elara, you can speak straight with me,” I said, not liking the way Elara spoke, as though preparing for death.

She took a breath. “Alright then. If you insist on me speaking plainly, then please remember to tie me up nice and tight the first time we meet. It was very hot. Especially when you smacked me on the ass. That was wonderful. I might have moaned and complained then, but I’m giving you permission now. It’s perhaps my fondest memory of--“

“Woah, woah...” I held up my hand. When I’d asked her to speak candidly to me, I hadn’t expected her to speak this candidly.

The flush on Elara’s cheek had turned redder as she spoke, and she fanned her face with her hand as if to cool it. I felt her pressing up against my side, two perky nipples pressing against my chest. “Sorry, sorry. I was lost in the memories for a moment. But do your worst to me! I’ll be a naughty, evil genius whose help you desperately need. I insist you torment my past self until she breaks and bends to your will! Punish me thoroughly for the crimes she’ll one day commit! After all, she’ll need memories that’ll last her a thousand years of loneliness.”

“Uh... right... okay.” I scratched the back of my neck awkwardly.

“Oh no. You think I’m weird now.” Elara took a step back, covering her mouth in horror. “I thought you were into that sort of thing, though? That’s what I remember, at least. And you’ve got that whole sex dungeon thing. Apparently, it isn’t even your first sex dungeon. You build a new one wherever you go.”

I reached out with my hand to pull Elara back by my side. “Nothing like that. I’m just... caught off guard, is all. None of my other companions were nearly as bold as you when getting started. I’m usually the one guiding sweet, innocent maidens into my dungeon of debauchery.” With a few notable exceptions, of course.

“Oh. Oh...” Elara’s embarrassed flush turned back into a smile. “Well, don’t worry. You’ll get that chance with me as well.”

I tried to pry a little more, but despite my best efforts, Elara remained cryptic. In the end, I took it as an odd way of reminding me that she was interested and that I shouldn’t forget about her while keeping busy with my matriarchs.

I would make time for her eventually. Right now the priority was making more Demigods and getting more glimpses of their concepts. That would get us out of our current predicament. Well, that and talking with a certain fairy.
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“So, fairy whose name is not Bob, I’ve found a few items for you to find here on this little locket if you’d care to nab more for me.” I waved the locket the Fairy of the Immortal Glade stole for me days ago.

“Cupcake! Cupcake! It’s a cupcake day today,” the Fairy of the Immortal Glade said.

I nodded. “Ask, and you shall receive. The finest chefs in the Hearthwood are hard at work making the tastiest cupcakes a fairy could ask for. Just wait and see.”

“Yay! Alright, Pastry man of the Hearthwood. I will grab you your shiny things.” The fairy jumped down from her tree branch and landed on the ground as gently as a falling leaf. She seemed to drift downward slower than possible, given that she was roughly the size and shape of an adult woman, albeit one on the smaller side.

“Good. Get it for me, and you’ll have as many cupcakes as you want.” This item, in particular, was of great interest to me. I wasn’t sure of the details, but I was pretty sure I’d seen Louis wearing it near constantly. Seeing how powerful a watch that could reverse time was, if Louis favored another item even more, it was bound to be even more incredible.

I’d caught a glimpse within a chest by Louis’ bedside table. The chest was enchanted to block out all types of magical detection, but the new locket I’d obtained was another matter. It pierced the magical defenses like they weren’t even there.

It was an earpiece, simple and old-fashioned by the world’s standards when I left Earth. It couldn’t have been something Louis brought here, which meant it had to be an artifact given to one of the humans who arrived here to compete in this little deadly game we had all involuntarily signed up for.

I’d seen Louis wearing it throughout the entire Demigod party. I thought he’d been communicating with someone, but maybe he used the item for something else instead. The real question was, what made this earpiece so important to him?

I’d like to think I waited patiently for the Fairy of the Immortal Glade to return, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. I fidgeted, jumped to the top of the walls for a surprise inspection, paced in a circle, and generally was far more nosy than usual.

Eventually, I channeled my will into something productive. Despite first appearances, it was clear that my secret fairy thief was skilled at what she did and knew how to wait for the perfect opportunity.

I checked in with the locket now and again to find the chest still sitting locked, though the fairy had assured me that a locked box only made swiping things easier for her. Something about reaching back in time and grabbing the item before the box was sealed. I couldn’t tell if it was some profound Immortal Ascendant power or incomprehensible fairy gibberish. In her case, the two blended into one and the same.

The trick with stealing this particular item was that Louis took the earpiece with him whenever he left the tent. It was only in the box when he was using his bed. Normally, we’d simply wait for him to sleep, but Louis was a Demigod with little need for sleep like me. Especially when on a campaign like this. The bed had nothing to do with sleep.

Apparently, Louis and I had disturbingly similar tastes. His desires were darker shade of gray though, while I favored a more playful, whimsical style. The heavy bedposts were made of firm enough metal to restrain all but the most powerful of elves.

Louis, like me, was busy practicing dual cultivation for one last power-up before our next battle. His dual cultivation technique was considerably more harmful to his partner instead of cooperative like my technique was. As a result, he was rapidly accumulating a pile of former Sorcerers, Wizards, and True Mages drained down to their last drop of power and reduced to nothing more than Mage Acolytes trying to build up their first layer of power on the way to True Mage.

I avoided watching events too closely through the locket and kept my eyes on the prize. Eventually, the fairy made her move. A powerful Mind Mage like him might be able to sense someone watching him, even through an artifact. While Louis was thoroughly distracted, I heard the faintest click of a lock. It happened so fast I could hardly sense it, even though I knew it was coming.

The lid didn’t even open after the click, but my instincts told me something had happened. Well, my instincts and the thousand alarms that went off.

Louis whirled around, tearing himself free of the elf he was partway through draining. His eyes immediately landed on the box, lids widening in panic. He jumped for it and tore the lid open. Whatever mechanism locked the device had failed, thanks to the Fairy of the Immortal Glade’s powers.

“No!” he screamed, falling to his knees. His hands went to his temples as he stared at the empty box in horror. He looked left and right, then under the bedside table. But the earpiece was gone.

He grabbed either side of the box and tore it in half. “Useless trash! Thief! There’s a thief about! What are you all lying there for? Search!” He yelled at the pile of elven flesh he’d heaped beside his bed. Half of them were unconscious.

Bodies used to a higher power level felt heavy and useless when drained. To them, the loss of power likely felt like the difference from being an Olympic athlete to someone bed-bound and horribly ill. They could still move, but just climbing to their feet would take more work than running a marathon would have before. Still, their fear of Louis forced them up and about anyway.

“Where are you, thief?” he demanded to the rapidly emptying tent. The search spread wider, but I knew it was already too late, for the thief was already at my side.

“Got your thingamabob, pastry man of the Hearthwood!” she said, proudly presenting the earpiece to me.
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Putting on the earpiece was the first thing I did. I silently directed the fairy to her cupcakes as I fiddled with the buttons on the device. One of these had to activate it... there we go!

I heard something buzzing to life. I held back to wait and listen. While I was normally a talkative sort, sometimes keeping your mouth shut and ears open led to learning more.

Seconds ticked by, and I feared perhaps I hadn’t really activated the item after all. Those fears were proven unfounded a moment later when I heard Louis’ voice on the other end of the line.

“So, finally done messing around? You waste far too much time with those little elven playthings. It’ll take ages to reach Immortal Ascension at this rate,” the voice began.

I kept silent, waiting and listening. What was this voice? It sounded like Louis, but something about it wasn’t quite right. The voice was his, but the words were not.

When I didn’t speak, the voice continued. “Good. Now I want a report. How is the operation to take down that last opponent going? Is the spatial tunnel through the Primordial World complete yet? Remember to send in the void monsters first to over-saturate those troublesome towers. You’ve already lost many elves, and we’ll need plenty to drain for the final push to Immortal Ascension. Taking this man’s women may not be enough for that since most of them are only Sorcerers. They're also quite loyal to him and all strong willed, so I doubt very many will survive the destruction of their minds.”

Still, I remained silent. But in my head, my mind was whirling. A tunnel through the Primordial World? Why hadn’t I thought of that? Of course, that was something Louis would try. He’d opened those rifts after all. I had to fire up the Trans-Reality Oculus, scout it out, and shut it down.

But meanwhile, I continued to watch and listen. I was increasingly certain that I wasn’t listening to Louis anymore, despite the person on the other end of the line mimicking his voice. Was this the true mastermind behind the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?

But if that was the case, why was he talking through an artifact? I was certain that’s what this was. These communication devices had been long outdated when Louis and I left Earth. Everybody used a brain implant.

Even if Louis had lost or damaged his, he surely could develop a magical form of communication. There were no cellphone towers to make this sort of thing work on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

This could only mean the voice I heard belonged to the artifact itself. But why was it using Louis’ own voice to speak to him?

There was some sort of trick going on, and for once, I wasn’t the butt of the joke.

“Once you’ve taken The Wanderer,” the voice continued, “we can scrap it for parts. The Challenger will, at last, unlock its full, unbridled capabilities and be capable of traversing the length and breadth of the Ten Thousand Worlds, from its first moments to its last, and all the possible realities between. It will be glorious. You’ll finally be able to meet your future self in person. I’m terribly excited. Can’t you wait to meet me?"

The silence that followed those words stretched on and on without end. Clearly, the voice on the other end of the line had grown suspicious of my silence and was waiting for a response.

“Sure,” I replied, hoping that by keeping things brief, he wouldn’t be able to tell that I wasn’t Louis. I had no such luck, though.

“Wait a moment... who are you? Where is Louis?” the voice demanded.

It seemed like I wouldn’t get any more information out of the artifact for free. The person on the other end claimed to be Louis’ future self, but why wouldn’t he remember getting his earpiece stolen if that were the case?

“This is Louis’ secretary. Please continue where you left off. I’ll be certain to report it all to him,” I told the voice.

“Bullshit. I know who you are. You’re...” the voice trailed off, suddenly going silent.

“Hello?” I asked into it. “Please go on. You were just getting to the good part!”

Still nothing.

Damn it. I hated when the villains realized they were spilling their whole evil plan and cut themselves short. Whatever happened to bombastic braggarts who’d boast about how clever their schemes were and how useless my resistance was?

I sent a few messages to scout for that spatial tunnel the voice had mentioned. We needed to shut that down before it opened up in the middle of the city. That was probably the next attack waiting to happen. As soon as those rifts opened up, Louis and his besiegers would attack us again with a plan to overwhelm the walls and break in.

That would not happen now. I’d shut down this and any attacks like it, buying myself that much more time to make more Demigods. Time was on my side, I just needed to continue to be cautious and patient.

While I talked to Mac and ensured our spatial cultivators were dealing with those tunnels through the Primordial World, I carefully watched Louis. The more I watched him, the more it seemed like he had lost his mind. He was tearing through random tents, ripping them to shreds as he howled in rage.

He hadn’t been this angry even during the middle of our last fight. I watched Ethan hastily make himself scarce after a brief exchange. Thanks to a sound barrier, I wasn’t sure what they said, but Ethan was definitely not on Louis’s good side at the moment. Nobody was, it seemed.

Eventually, Louis settled on throwing rocks at my wall. Enormous boulders, each the size of a school bus, came flying one after another. They crashed into the shield surrounding the actual walls, bending it, but if it had been so easy to break through the shield, they would have smashed their way in during their last attack on the city.

“Theo! I know it was you! I know you took it!” Louis snarled as he threw another giant rock.

I stepped onto the wall. My guards had taken a few steps back. It was hard not to when somebody was throwing giant boulders your way, even if a faintly shimmering shield protected you.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Louis!” I yelled back at him.

“Lies!” Louis snarled. “My earpiece. Give it back! I don’t know how you stole it, but it isn’t the only item of mine to go missing!”

“Give it back... or what?”

“Or you’re never going back to Earth! Not now, not ever!”

I let out a low chuckle. “Louis, I already refused you once. I told you already that this was my home, didn’t I? Well, surprise! I meant it. I don’t care about your offer to return to Earth.”

That only made Louis howl all the more. He had no leverage over me, and he knew it.

It was interesting to see him lose his cool. Either that little earpiece had meant more to him than I thought, or the version of him on the other side of that earpiece had been the real decision-maker behind the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I wasn’t sure which was more likely just yet, but I was leaning toward the latter.

“Damn it! You don’t know what you’ve done!” Louis shouted. “You’ve ruined the future! Ruined it! If you don’t give that back right now, it’ll be impossible to recover!”

I chuckled. “That doesn’t sound like my problem. Besides, any future where you win doesn’t sound like one where I win.”

Louis growled. “I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice.”

“Don’t make me laugh, Louis. Anyone with eyes can tell how desperate you are. My offer’s still open, though. Lay down your arms and flee to a world far from here. Abandon the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and leave this world to me. That’s your only chance to live.”

Of course, the enmity between Louis and I had grown insurmountable at this point. Given half a chance, I would hunt him down and finish him off. But one Demigod could hide well in the vast expanse of Ten Thousand Worlds and who knew how many alternate timelines. Based on what Sam said, those small pocket world timelines were unstable and would collapse sooner or later, but he could always keep jumping from branch to branch. Odds were good he’d be able to hide from me for a long, long time. But there was no need to tell him that.

But as I expected, Louis didn’t accept my generous offer.

“Enjoy your last few days alive, Patriarch of the Hearthwood. You and everything you’ve built will die soon...” With that dark promise, Louis leaped into the air and took flight. The two Immortal Ascendants followed him, and a moment later, Ethan hastily scrambled after them. They abandoned the rest of their army where they stood.

“Did all the powerful members of the enemy army just leave?” Queen Lyanva asked, clearly thinking the same thing I was. She had joined me on the walls to listen to Louis’ angry rant.

“Looks like it.” I shrugged. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Victory party!” Queen Lyanva threw her hands in the air. A moment later, a wave of spatial zeal swept out over the encampment around us, wiping out a third of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s surviving forces with one blow.

After Queen Lyanva tested the waters, we discovered no trick or surprise for us. The remaining forces of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye were helpless without the upper levels of their power. All it took was a few of us Demigods to rout them.

Defeating them had suddenly become so easy that slaughtering them all felt wrong. They were all thoroughly mind-controlled, so all we had to do was capture those with enough autonomy to order the others around. We finished off the forces of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

There were lots of powerful Wizards and Sorcerers here, and this had to represent a considerable portion of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s remaining forces.

Why had Louis abandoned them? Surely, this was a massive blunder on his part. The theory that the voice I’d spoken with over the earpiece was the real mastermind behind the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was becoming more and more likely.

We slapped zeal-restricting collars around the last half of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s forces. It was a good thing we’d expanded the prison dramatically otherwise we wouldn’t have had a chance at holding this many. As it was, we’d probably have to release a good portion of the True Mages we had down there. Wizards and up would generate many more zeal crystals to power the city and were a better use of cells.

When things were well enough in hand that I could pass the job off, I let Illiel coordinate with Mac and take over. Meanwhile, I picked up that earpiece I’d gotten back up and stuck it in my ear. I had to fiddle with the buttons to get it working again, but sure enough, it booted fine. I also noticed that the battery was still fully charged, which proved that this was a genuine artifact.

“So, who is this, really?” I asked the voice as soon as communication was reestablished.

There was a long silence in response.

“What? Hoping I’ll fall for the same trick you did?” I chuckled. “I’m afraid not, pal. I only play the villain in the bedroom.”

Finally, a voice came from the earpiece again. This time, the voice was my own.

“Well, well, if it isn’t my younger self. Running around defending the Hearthwood from this and that, huh?” the other version of me chuckled. “I remember when I used to do that. Not anymore, though. Not much challenges an Immortal Ascendant as strong as me.”

“Cut the crap. I don’t sound that full of myself. And why are you using my voice? Go back to pretending you’re Louis. Otherwise, I’m going to hang up.”

The voice on the other end of the line let out a long sigh. “Come on, little buddy. You’re a younger version of me, aren’t you? That makes you basically a little brother. Or a less experienced twin.”

“My experience with magical clones is that they’re always evil. I’m going to assume you’re the same,” I replied.

“So reluctant to trust!” the voice on the other end of the line clicked his tongue. “But that’s alright. I’m sure I’ll win you over eventually. After all, Louis trusted his older self.”

“That’s what you’re supposed to be, huh? Let me guess, you told him that’s what this artifact does? Put you in contact with a more experienced version of yourself?”

“Thank the heavens! I was afraid I used to be a dumbass...” my older version chuckled.

“And you know everything about my present situation?” I asked.

“As best as I can remember. But you know how time is. All wibbly, wobbly, and whatnot. Some things bend and change. Maybe break entirely if you screw with them hard enough. I promise to do what I can to guide you, though. And let me tell you, you’re going to need it.”

“Why? What’s coming?” I asked.

“The Challenger.”
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It took me a moment to place the name. Louis had mentioned it before. That was the name of his ship, the special item he’d arrived to this world in, just like me.

It was also the reason he wanted The Wanderer. If he could absorb The Wanderer the way The Wanderer had absorbed the QCA, he would unlock some hidden new ability his ship would otherwise never obtain.

“And yes,” said the voice that claimed to be my future self, “before you ask, it works the other way around. If you beat Louis, The Wanderer can absorb The Challenger, granting you complete control over the ship’s true capabilities. You’ll still be limited by the ship’s energy stores, but the training wheels will come off, so to speak.”

“Meaning no more points and quests and whatnot. If The Wanderer can do it, it’ll happen.”

My reaction was twofold. First, there was fear that something as powerful as The Wanderer was coming for me. Something like that was bound to pack a punch. Mac and I had gotten Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. But Louis had been around far longer than I had. What tricks did he have up his sleeves?

But just as present as the fear was something else. The same ambition that had driven me to accomplish so much else in such a short span of time. What new secrets could I unlock if I scrapped The Challenger for parts to improve The Wanderer?

I didn’t have to wait long before Louis returned.

A great bulky monstrosity of metal appeared on the horizon. Unlike The Wanderer, whose physical form defaulted to a phone booth, this ship did not try to hide what it was.

It looked like someone had started with a sci-fi battleship, then started heaping magic on it without care for physics. The ship's engines drifted in the air alongside the rest of the ship, completely detached from its main body. If those invisible places had been filled out, it might have looked like an enormous biplane with two wings and engines.

The ship was also big. Very big. Where The Wanderer was tiny, this thing was a giant. From front to back, it might have stretched from one side of the Hearthwood to the other. There was no way to measure it now that most of our trees were barren, magma-splattered wasteland.

“Everyone, take cover!” I yelled as I sensed a massive energy buildup from the front of The Challenger. Those were laser cannons if I’d ever seen them. Likely magically enhanced through some fusion of enchantment and technology, much like Argona and I were trying to do in the Hearthwood.

I joined them behind the walls, which was also a good thing. Those laser cannons lit up brighter than the sun as they struck the energy shield surrounding the Hearthwood. There was some sort of reaction there that caused a deafening explosion.

The energy shield that had protected us until now popped like a soap bubble. Whatever that beam was, it had been engineered to take down shields like ours in explosive fashion.

[Directing... energy... outward!] Mac grunted from the strain. Though he had no physical body, I could tell that whatever he was doing was taxing his processing cycles to the limit.

I stood up to catch the tail end of the explosion. Whatever maneuver Mac had pulled had saved the walls at the cost of utterly destroying the area outside them. Not that there was much left to save. Everything beyond the Hearthwood’s protection was a barren wasteland. Now, the sand and ash had turned to glass from the flash of intense heat and pressure.

Ironically, we’d saved their lives by imprisoning the remaining portion of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s forces. If they were still in their tents besieging us, they would have been vaporized by that latest explosion. If that was his opening attack, Louis wasn’t pulling any punches. That meant neither could I.

“Argona, deploy the golems! Demigods, with me! We need to ground that ship. If we can knock it out of the sky, we can point its weapons away from the city!”

I yelled my orders, and behind me, my family and allies scrambled to action. Massive compartments around the walls opened up, revealing not just one but six massive Demigod-level Planetary Defense Golems. Mac and Argona would pilot them, but what we really needed them for was their weight.

[Argona wishes to know if she has permission to use the experimental nuclear weapons,] Mac asked.

"Granted!" I yelled in reply. If this was an item on par with The Wanderer, and Louis had spent the last few hundred years figuring it out and pushing it to its limits, then we'd need every advantage we could get.

Dean had proven he could lift The Wanderer, which hopefully meant that while The Challenger was heavy, it wouldn’t be impossibly so. As long as we could grab hold of it long enough to disable the engines, we could shift the fight into one on our terms.

I was the first in the air, but Elara soon joined me flying just off to my side. Sam and Dean took flight soon after, along with Lyanva, Tivana, Yeminel, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris.

The ship started charging another energy beam. “Scatter!” I yelled. We didn’t want to make one big target.

The others flew to one side, but I continued straight and true. Spell Eater could absorb energy. Why not this energy? Anything would be better than letting another one of those beams hit the city. With no shield to protect us, I feared the kind of damage it would do.

I grabbed the gun, though up close, I realized it wasn’t a gun at all. It was more like a dome-covered depression on the side of the ship. I tried to peel the metal covering it away, only to find it utterly immune to my strength. Even the iron of the Primordial World had bent in my grip, but not this stuff.

I cocked back my arm, and just as the beam was about to fire skewered the gun with my spear. Something shattered like glass, and I felt a flood of energy pour through Spell Eater. I recognized it as the same kind of energy that flowed through the Mana Generator.

It was more powerful and potent than zeal, like maple syrup, compared to raw tree sap. If I had never experienced it before, I might have lost my hold on the potent substance. But I had experienced it before, so I gritted my teeth and pulled it through me. It seared the insides of my channels like liquid fire, and with anything short of the World Titan Fiendbody I might have died from this act alone.

But I did have the World Titan Fiendbody and the will to endure. The blast of energy dissipated within me until whatever was powering the gun was cut short.

“That’s all you’ve got?” I grunted, blood dripping from my nose. “Well then, my turn.”

I reversed the energy flow, dumping it back from myself into Spell Eater. A burst of crimson light lit up within the gun and shot into the ship itself. Tough as this stuff was, it wasn’t tougher than its own energy source. The beam of crimson light cut through the gun’s internal mechanism, ensuring it would never work without extensive repairs.

But my attack had only silenced one gun on the ship’s side. The other energy beam had fired freely and struck the walls with all the wrath of an angry god.

The futuristic energy weapon struck my walls, melting away the stone beneath it and cutting into the smooth metal produced by The Wanderer beneath. It cut a deep gouge into the metal, and some at the top of the wall jumped down into the city streets below as the section they were standing on turned too hot.

When the dust finally settled, it looked like the wall survived, though it wouldn’t last through another of those attacks. I would have to make sure another attack didn’t happen.

My allies landed atop The Challenger shortly after I did. They had even less success tearing away at the ship’s body than I did.

“I can’t get through!” Dean yelled as he hacked at the body of the ship.

“Yeminel, Dean, with me! You can throw sand in the turbines if you work together!” Sam called out.

The three jumped on top of one engine, and Yeminel started working her summer breeze magic. A bit of beach sand kicked up out of nowhere, and with Dean’s help, a lot of it got into something spinning within. From the horrible noise the engine was making, the engine would rip itself apart, given time.

The gun started firing up again, and I leaped from one side of The Challenger to the other. I plunged Spell Eater into the other crystal turret, absorbed its energy, and bounced it back into the device, causing it to explode.

One burst of strange, higher-level energy was hard on me, but two had blood dripping from my ears. Perhaps an Immortal Ascendant could wield this power to their own ends, but not me. Still, I had survived worse than this, and now that the guns were down and the engines on one side partially disabled, we had a chance at wrestling this thing out of the sky.

“Argona! Mac! Send in those big golems!” I yelled.

The six massive Demigod golems climbed over the walls. The two closest to us reached The Challenger first, and they each grabbed the body of The Challenger in one massive hand.

Even with the tremendous size of the Planetary Defense Golems, the ship was still bigger. It was like a few normal-sized people trying to wrestle down a whale. The rest of us were nothing more than ticks.

The Challenger gained altitude as Louis realized what we were doing. Soon, the Planetary Defense Golems were dangling in their air, their weight not nearly enough to ground us.

“Switch targets to those engines! If we can bring those down, maybe we can bring the rest of the ship down too!” I yelled. My voice was probably indiscernible over the supernatural wind Yeminel was throwing, along with the roar of the engines and the sound of battle, but Mac must have relayed the orders.

The rest of the golems had to jump to grab hold of the engines. It wasn’t an easy leap, especially for something of their size. The square-cube law meant that things that enormous would need a tremendous amount of energy to get airborne. And yet they managed them, anyway. Argona must have given them all another set of upgrades.

Two golems latched on to the one Yeminel, Sam, and Dean had weakened and, with their combined efforts, brought the engine all the way to the ground. As they yanked it free from the patch of air suspended beside The Challenger, something happened and the whole ship started wobbling, as if they had torn the engine free from an invisible wing.

A moment later, the upper engine flared brighter, while the two on the other side dimmed. The onboard computer compensated for losing an engine by making the remaining one work harder to keep the whole ship aloft.

That’s when it revealed it wasn’t nearly as helpless to this attack as it first let on.

Its reply to our attacks came in the form of intense heat. The entire hull of the ship flashed as bright as the sun. My clothes burned away in an instant, and the skin beneath blistered. My less durable companions were forced to jump off when the attack began.

This had to be a close-quarters defense feature meant to purge interstellar parasites through intense heat. And right now, my allies and I were parasites. But there was a weakness here. I could sense the metal turning soft beneath my feet. This attack was hot enough that the otherwise impenetrable hull had lost its strength. This was my opportunity if I had the strength to seize it.

So, I used my concept of Identity to turn the weakened hull into something even softer, like cheese. In its melted state, it was far swifter to cooperate. Then I thrust Spell Eater down and sliced clean through it. Soon, a thick plate of metal about twenty centimeters thick flaked off and fell to the ground. The resulting hole was barely wide enough to claw my way through.

Burned and bleeding from more than one place, I had finally done it. I was inside The Challenger. Now, I could do some real damage and bring this ship to the ground.


Chapter
Thirty-One



The first thing I did was focus on regenerating from my injuries. I wasn’t in any shape for a real fight, but after half a minute of concentration, I was feeling human again. After that, I entered my Dimensional Storage for new clothes since what I’d been wearing had burned away.

When I stood, dressed for battle again, I took in my surroundings.

I had hoped to land in a control room so I could start flipping levers and turning dials. No such luck on that front, though. The rest of the chamber was more themed after the bronze age than the style of the rest of the ship. The odd contrast between the futuristic and distant past gave the place an eerie, alien feeling.

I recognized the furnishings and appearance of where I’d landed, though. Between the marble walls and the mosaic floor tiles, this was the style of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s main compound. Which meant I’d walked these very halls before.

When Ethan tried to get the Satyr King and me to resolve our differences, he’d given me a tour of the place. While I hadn’t seen everything, I had seen a few hallways that I wasn’t allowed to go down at the time. Surely those places led to somewhere important! All I had to do was find somewhere I recognized.

I wandered through long hallways and opened a few rooms. I remembered them being full of elven servants before, but all the people who would normally take care of this place were probably gone now. Most of them had probably died assaulting my walls. If the Cult was willing to dress Wizards and Sorcerers up as maids, they would probably also throw them at our defenses as fodder.

I had to be careful and fast here. I wasn’t sure what sort of surprises the Cult might have, but if I was struck by something similar to the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, I’d need to retreat quickly. I suspected my entry hadn’t gone undetected, and at the very least, Louis would have to be really foolish not to install some cameras inside his ship. I certainly had plenty inside The Wanderer.

The one thing that I didn’t want to happen was to run into Louis or his Immortal Ascendants. He was probably keeping them close, and either of them could do some serious damage to me. Meeting them would also mean an immediate retreat.

Since I could get out of here at any time, it was worth taking the risk to attack from the inside. I just hoped it would pay off soon. Destroying a few walls or pillars wouldn’t do much of anything.

The ship’s important features had to be somewhere up. I had entered down and to the right of the bridge, which meant going closer to it would likely lead to vulnerable targets. Though doing so did run the risk of bumping into the people I didn’t want to meet. I debated internally for a while. I wanted to shut down the engine and ground this thing, but was I willing to risk a confrontation?

My mind went back to all the familiar faces of the Hearthwood. This couldn’t go on. I had to end it. If I was fast, I’d hopefully be gone before any such confrontation could take place.

I jumped up the stairs and ran down several halls at high speed. Finally, I got lucky as I recognized a hallway Ethan had shown me. This was where he’d shown off the national treasures of various nations conquered by the Cult.

From there, my search went much faster. There was a hallway on the left side where I’d come in. From there, two right turns and... there!

I came across a metal door that looked nothing like the others. It was locked, but fortunately, it wasn’t nearly as tough as the ship’s hull. I carved through it as easily as slicing a pumpkin and made my way inside. The sight before me reminded me a lot of The Wanderer’s control center.

There were blinking lights and oddly shaped glass tubes left and right. Like aboard The Wanderer, most of these did nothing. But some of them must not have been entirely for show. I couldn’t figure out which was which on short notice, but I didn’t need to when the only thing I had to do was start smashing.

I found myself oddly surprised. It had been all too easy to get to this point. There had been no defenders to confront me. Nor any automated defenses. An invader like me going through The Wanderer would have encountered both by now.

I whirled Spell Eater overhead, hacking and slashing randomly at my surroundings. Desks and consoles were sliced in half, one after another. The constant rattle of broken glass scattering along the ground was music to my ears. A siren blared overhead, and water sprayed down from a fire suppression system overhead.

Midway through smashing the control center I’d found, the defenders I’d long been expecting finally showed up. Only when they appeared were they quite underwhelming. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye really had overcommitted to their assaults because the only crew they had to throw at me were a handful of elven Wizards. Twelve of them spilled into the room, spells at the ready.

“Seize him on the orders of the great master!” one elf said, looking more lucid than the others. None of the other wizards spoke, so I assumed that the others were just mind-controlled puppets placed under her care. I confirmed this theory a moment later when I looked her over with mind magic and sensed little strands of mind zeal stretching her head to those of the other wizards.

It didn’t look like something she’d cast herself, more like something created by an item. Now that I looked closer, I saw a headband on the elf’s brow. That had to be the item of control in question.

In a flash of movement, I cocked back my arm and threw it straight through the lead Wizard’s chest. She blinked in surprise, not even realizing she was already dead. Really, a Wizard should have known better than to fight a Demigod. Not without more backup than this.

I collected her wisp and grabbed the hair band before it clattered to the ground. It was a bit small for my head, but it could wrap around my arm easily enough.

“Stop! New orders for all of you. Help me smash stuff!”

“Yes, mistress...” one of the mind-controlled Wizards replied in a robotic, monotone voice.

I winced. I would have fixed that if I hadn’t been so pressed for time. But I knew from experience that these mind-wiped warriors of the Cult didn’t take new orders easily. The massive reduction in intelligence was a real sign of poor craftsmanship on the Cult’s end. If I’d been evil, I would have filled this place with crazed, obsessed women desperate to do anything to please their Patriarch.

I couldn’t deny how useful they were, though. More hands made light work, and the women quickly hacked apart the room. The sprinklers overhead went off when I tore some pipes out of the wall, though I had no sign that anything vital had been deactivated.

I asked my new minions to lead me to something vital, but they weren’t conscious enough to know the answer to that question. Perhaps I should have captured their leader instead of taking her out so quickly.

They followed close behind as we hacked through the next three locked doors I found. Upon destroying the third room, the entire ship started tilting sideways. I wasn’t sure if it was something I did or the work of my allies outside, but we were finally dealing serious damage to this monstrosity.

The last locked door I found contained something truly unexpected.

“Ethan!” I jumped back when I saw Ethan floating in a tank of liquid. He had a mask over his face, and his eyes were closed. I expected him to jump out at me and fight me any moment now, but he remained where he was.

Now that I looked a little closer, maybe this wasn’t Ethan. He seemed younger than the one I’d met. He was wearing nothing but a big metal diaper, which suggested he was staying in this tank for a long time. Nutrients would come in through the mouthpiece and out through that thing.

He wasn’t the only guy floating in a tank, either. There were other people I recognized as well. Tim was there, along with the Sunspire King and many others from the Cult I’d fought over the years.

“Clones?” I asked aloud, though none of my new minions answered me. “What are so many clones doing here?”

Surely, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye knew that making clones was playing with fire. Had they figured out some trick that I hadn’t? There appeared to be a considerable amount of mind magic around each clone. More than what was needed to keep them simply asleep.

The Ethan I’d met had most certainly come out of one of these vats, which was why his new clone looked younger than the rest. It probably took time to develop, and had to be restarted from scratch after the old one was set free to walk about after the original died.

Or had that been a clone as well? Likely so. Perhaps this was why Louis had been so willing to sacrifice his fellow humans to create a pair of enslaved Immortal Ascendants. They were just clones.

A theory came to mind. One that would explain everything.

Louis mentioned wanting to win a battle royale and join the humans who had once ruled over the Ten Thousand Worlds. You didn’t win a battle royale by getting your enemies to surrender to you. Just giving up their artifacts wouldn’t be enough. I knew that even if I lost The Wanderer, I had the power and the connections to keep fighting, anyway. And I didn’t think it was even possible to break my bond with The Wanderer without killing me.

The only way that sort of thing would work would be if the original was killed, the bond severed, and then a clone was created to fill the original’s role. Louis probably killed all the original humans who joined him and only ever showed off clones as members of his club. That’s how he transferred their artifacts over.

I suppressed a laugh. It had all been a scam from the start. I should have guessed as much. In a world where I’d been foolish enough to join the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, I would have long since been killed and replaced by a mind-controlled clone. Would Sam and Dean have been able to tell when I finally met them again?

Perhaps one of the Cult’s newest members was Issac, who my clone had watched fight the Cult of the Unblinking Eye to his last breath. A bit of cloning here and a bit of mind control there, and suddenly, a former enemy signs up to join, minus one precious artifact that could have made him a competitor to Louis.

I shook my head. This wasn’t what I was looking for, but perhaps its existence was something I could use. Learning that he wasn't the original would probably disturb Ethan, and I saw an opportunity to exploit the resulting wedge between the two leaders of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

Just as I closed the door behind me, there was a burst of energy from somewhere deeper inside the ship. It wasn’t related to anything we were doing, which meant it had to be either Louis’ work or that of my allies. A sound followed shortly after that, starting as a dull thrum and turning into a roar. A weapon to retaliate with, perhaps?

No, that was a power source. And it had a familiar feel to it. The energy fluctuations reminded me of the laser beams I’d absorbed but in a purer, unmodified form. I ran toward it, and as I got closer, I realized there was something even more similar than the laser beams. This thing felt just like the Mana Generator.

Could I interfere with the flow of energy to the engines? If I could, this thing would fall from the sky for sure. And maybe I could disable the weapons while I was at it.

“This way!” I led my new minions through the halls in the sound's direction.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Everything was bigger aboard The Challenger, including the Mana Generator. While the one above the Hearthwood was a glowing orb the size of my chest, this one was enormous. It was as big around as the facility we launched rockets from in the Hearthwood.

But at the same time, I got the distinct impression that it wasn’t any more powerful than mine. The energies were the same, but they were far less concentrated here. What was a constant swirl of light-blue light aboard The Wanderer was in here a sparse spiral of light that traveled through a larger empty spherical chamber.

It was far thicker than zeal could ever be, but here, with the power more dispersed, the differences and similarities were clearer to see.

My objective was clear. I needed to figure out how to cut power to the engines or otherwise disable this thing. Both weapons and engines would be useless if there was nothing to power them.

Under other circumstances, I might try to destroy the Mana Generator itself, but something this powerful would likely release more power with its destruction than the World of Woods and Wilds had when I blew it up. Like my own Mana Generator, it was simply too dangerous to destabilize excessively. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t use it.

That same power could be circulated haphazardly around the engine room and, if allowed to run wild, would surely do deep structural damage to the ship within. It was something Mac had warned me about during my early days bonding with The Wanderer.

I was lucky that this thing was similar to my own Mana Generator otherwise I would have been at a complete loss when faced with it and the exotic energy within. Fortunately, I’d spent considerable time studying The Wanderer’s power source, so the mechanics of this one were clear to me.

I noted the differences right away. For one, while this Mana Generator was far larger, the energy was less dense. The room was bigger though, so I was unsurprised. The Challenger seemed much less keen on the reality-warping space bending features The Wanderer loved so much, so this might very well be the uncompressed size of The Wanderer’s Mana Generator.

The lack of spatial compression would make this one a little easier to work with. A modest perturbation in the power flow should hopefully overload whatever safety mechanisms were in place for the ship’s weapons and engines, destroying both in the process. The only question was how to make that happen.

Earth zeal would not be sufficient for this task as it had been back then. Studying it further, if I wanted to destroy the Mana Generator, I would need to use its own energies against it. This might have been an impossible task for any other Demigod, but I’d been exposed to the higher-order energies of my own Mana Generator for a long time.

Just recently, I’d felt how it interacted with the World Titan Fiendbody, so I knew how much I could safely take. Hopefully, it would be enough.

I had hoped my new recruits would be able to tear the place apart with me, but everything in here was too sturdily built for that. The place was made of the same metal as the hull of The Challenger. If I had difficulty bending it, these Wizards would find damaging it impossible. Clearly, the designer of The Challenger knew this was a weak spot.

So instead, I waved my Wizard assistants over and opened up my Pocket World Passage. I wanted that ready for me to dive through when this thing was ready to blow. And as long as I was getting it ready, I figured I might as well send these ladies through. There was no point in them dying with The Challenger when they’d been so helpful to me.

“You all, through the portal. Find someone at the Sorcerer level. Tell them that the Patriarch of the Hearthwood is the most handsome, heroic, and clever. Also that his wit and charm have convinced you to surrender. Oh, and that you are incredibly envious of their--“ A loud noise echoed from somewhere else in the ship, and I had to cut my instructions short. “Anyway, get through there and surrender!”

If they looked for a Sorcerer, odds were decent they’d end up in the hands of one of my matriarchs. They’d probably be locked in the prisons somewhere until they could be treated, at which point their whole time with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would be nothing more than a bad dream.

They ran through, and the moment they were gone, I jabbed the tip of Spell Eater into The Challenger’s Mana Generator. The barrier proved a little tougher than I thought, which was a bad sign. This might take more power to trigger an energy overload than I thought.

Despite my misgivings, I cocked back my arm and jammed Spell Eater into the barrier. The energy within twisted and swirled in a little eddy around the tip of my weapon. The power was already swirling toward me, eager to escape. If only I could haul this energy back to my own Mana Generator. It probably represented hundreds of thousands of points.

Visions filled my mind of connecting a big jumper cable connecting Spell Eater to my Mana Generator, but I didn’t have the time for that. Nor any idea what kind of metal might conduct this type of power. I would have to do this the painful way. Instead of a cable, I would have to use myself for any energy collection and storage I might need.

I held on for dear life as the energy influx began. Power flowed through Spell Eater, but my weapon could only contain so much of it on its own. The enchantments Argona and I had so carefully etched into the variety of iron alloys lining the weapon glowed with power. Too much power. If I forced them to take on much more of it, they’d come apart completely and I’ve have blown my chance to disable the Mana Generator.

This was going to be the painful part. I started pulling on the power. It came eagerly, barely contained within Spell Eater. Once again, it felt like hot magma flowed through my veins. Anyone without the World Titan Fiendbody would already be crippled. Within me, I could sense Minerva trying to help me. If I was filling a bucket, she was struggling to hold on to a spoonful.

[Can’t... take... more...] she groaned.

I shifted her deeper into my body. She shouldn’t have been handling any of this power. She was a spirit made entirely out of zeal. Who knew what kind of damage handling a different kind of energy could do to her?

“You’ve done plenty already, Minerva.”

I drew more energy into myself. Sweat beaded on my brow, and power filled my body. All one hundred and twenty-eight particles of the World Titan Fiendbody within me took their fill, and then after that, the energy poured toward my core.

I strained to contain the powerful energies flowing within me, but only for a moment.

“That’s got to be enough...” I said through gritted teeth. Then I reversed the flow of energy, pushing power back out of Spell Eater’s tip.

Energy streamed from my weapon in thick currents. It might have looked like a laser beam if it were ordinary zeal, but with this power it was something far more energetic. I had to dig my heels beneath me to keep Spell Eater lodged in the Mana Generator’s containment sphere. Otherwise, both my weapon and I would be thrown across the room.

As I grit my teeth in determination, I realized giving my all wasn’t enough. The ship hadn’t even trembled from that sudden surge in power. I’d need to give it my all and then some. So that was what I did. I started again, absorbing power and building up to an even more explosive crescendo.

More power flowed into me, and more shot right back out to further destabilize the Mana Generator. Blood seeped out, first through my ears and the corners of my eyes, and then spilling out of my very skin. I spat some up on the floor and kept pushing.

The world around me spun just as the shell surrounding the Mana Generator broke down. I was doing it! I was almost there! Just a little further...

I heard a sound akin to cracking glass. A strange feeling overtook my dizzy head. For a moment, I saw myself as someone else.

My mind flashed to a man of impossible size. Bronze skin, broad shoulders, and an imperious gaze, he gazed out over creation like an aloof god. He stood floating in space, his body so big he was nearly as large as the nearest star. He held out his hand and spoke a word I could not discern, but that word was a command. Cosmic dust swirled from all corners to form a molten core, then a shell to surround it. Soon, he was holding a world in his hand, barren and dull, but it was a world nonetheless.

My thoughts shifted, and another vision appeared before me. It was the same massive figure but now shrunk down to more normal proportions. He gazed over the barren landscape of his new world and found it displeasing. With a thought, he turned the densely packed space debris into gravel and dirt.

He scooped a fistful of the newly made dirt in his hand and turned it over between his fingers. Then, I witnessed a feat even more impressive than the time Grognak the orc Wargod made diamonds in his clenched fist. This man turned a simple rock and stone into a seed the size of a fingernail.

No quantity of zeal could accomplish such a feat, only a concept. He must have used something like my Identity concept, only far more developed and with far greater control. I had only recently learned how to turn one simple substance into another. Something as complex as making a seed was completely beyond me. It would require complete knowledge of how a seed worked on the molecular level and to be able to visualize all of that in a single instant.

It was an incredible feat... but not one that was completely beyond my capabilities, if only I knew how to do it.

The man planted the seed and several more like it, and they took root. The next vision came from who knew how many centuries later, but what had once been barren rock was now a grassy meadow surrounded by towering trees.

The man knelt on one knee, playing with dirt and mud the way a child might. Soon, the mud he shaped took the form of a bunny so realistic that only its color revealed it wasn’t alive. But the more I watched, the more the brown mud shifted and lightened until, eventually, it became fur. Not long after, the bunny jumped on its hind legs and hopped away.

This man had created an entire planet and then filled it with life. It was a wonderful sight.

And that was all it would have been to me if I hadn’t experienced Tivana’s, Assyrus’ and Nela’s recent breakthroughs. There was something more to these flashes of insight. I could feel it.

Whose memories were I viewing? And what concept were they trying to pass on?

It wasn’t like with my women, who each spoke a word I could latch on to as we jumped from one memory to the next. This was a more elusive idea and not one I was ever intended to perceive. It had to be coming from the energy I had coursing through my body. I’d certainly never felt this much flowing through me before.

More images flashed through my mind, and the strain grew greater. I shrugged off the pain to force myself to focus. Perhaps there was no word to put my mind to, but there had to be a hint in these visions somewhere.

I reviewed them twice over before I realized what the hint was. I ignored the sights and sounds of a being of tremendous power making a world and instead focused on the feeling coursing through him.

It was the same as the energy flowing through me now.

That realization ran through me, settling into place and feeling right as it did so. I had long since known the Mana Generator contained a higher-order energy, but until now, all my attempts to cultivate it had failed one after another.

Had I finally grown strong enough to put my old theories to the test?

How much longer could I risk taking this power to myself? And how much longer before the Mana Generator exploded? I wanted to be out of here and through my Pocket World Passage when it was ready to blow.

But eyes opened or closed, I saw a bright white haze. I’d probably blinded myself with all the power running through me. It would heal soon enough, but right now, being blind was inconvenient. My spirit sight told me roughly where I was in the room, but watching the colors and swirls within the Mana Generator needed real eyes.

Still, feeling along the containment sphere with my magical senses did give me a few hints about how things were going. The containment sphere was holding, but the elaborate pipes and tubes around it were bursting one after another. Power was leaking out of the Mana Generator and spilling into the room around me. Already, the room was hot enough that things were spontaneously catching fire.

I would have to hope so because looking myself over with spirit sight told me that I was in even worse shape than the Mana Generator. I was burned and blistered worse than I’d ever been before. Taking in that much raw conceptual power was hard on a physical vessel, even one as tough as mine.

So far, I’d only ever seen humans come back from the dead as evil clones. My companions might turn into a wisp and resurrect, but that wouldn’t be the case for me. I needed to get out of here before my body fell apart completely.

I tore Spell Eater free and brought my attention back to my body. As soon as my attention was back on it, my troubled state became instantly apparent. My entire body ached, burned, trembled, and just about every other unpleasant sensation all at once. All together, it was enough pain to make a lesser man go mad.

I shrugged it off and waved my hands about until I used my spirit sight to find the passage. I was just in time too, because I heard furious footsteps echoing out behind me. Normally, my senses were quite keen, but there wasn’t much left of my ears, so I suspected whoever was making those sounds was very close.

“You!” he shouted. I thought it was Louis, but it was hard to tell with how much everything hurt.

I tried to reply but found my mouth no longer capable of speech. He raised his arm to cast something, and I raised Spell Eater. My weapon was still overflowing with power plundered from the Mana Generator, and I fired it at him.

Whatever happened must have been effective, because the shriek of pain came through loud and clear despite my wounds.

I slammed the Pocket World Passage closed behind me and stumbled into The Wanderer. From there, I stumbled with one hand, tracing the wall to the Medical Bay. Mac guided me, since I could still hear him loud and clear.

[I’m clearing a bed for you. And the hallway. If you go out looking like that, people are going to think you’re another one of those void monsters.]

I tried to croak out a response, but the best I could manage was a mental reply.

[That bad?] I asked.

[Yes.]

Mac directed me to step into a large vertical container filled with something that seemed thicker than water. I wasn’t sure what it was, but after all the recent upgrades, I wasn’t keeping complete track of the new features in every room.

What I did know was that the liquid was cool to the touch, and it made me feel itchy all over. That was good, though, because as soon as I felt that itchy sensation, I realized how much of my body had gone numb. I was in rough shape. Rougher shape than I had been that time the Sunspire King put a hole in my chest where my heart usually was.

But that wasn’t anything that couldn’t be fixed through the liberal application of magic. So, I concentrated on healing. That potent energy from the Mana Generator still swirled and twisted through my burned and scarred channels, but I’d gotten better at containing it.

In fact, I’d even gathered some small portion of it to reinforce the one hundred and twenty-eight particles that made up my World Titan Fiendbody. That slowed the rate at which it was damaging me and made repairing myself despite the intense flow of energy a lot easier. Whatever was in this tank I was floating in was also quite helpful.

I felt that a normal person placed in a tank like this one could regenerate lost limbs, organs, and eyes and perhaps even turn back the clock by a few decades. Those features were all wasted on me since the World Titan Fiendbody could do that on its own. But I was grateful for the help, which accelerated my natural healing considerably.

I cast my mind to repairing my body. I wasn’t sure what was happening outside, but I needed to be ready for action as soon as possible.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Nearly six hours had passed by the time I was fully healed, far longer than it normally must have taken.

I crawled out of the pod and flopped on the ground, shivering a little at the chill. Toward the end there, after the itchiness went away, I was actually starting to get comfortable in that vat of liquid.

“Mac, what’s the status of the battle?” I choked out as I coughed out some of the goopy stuff and rummaged around for a change of clothes. Nothing was left of what I’d been wearing when I went into battle, but normally, someone would have laid something out for me.

[You will find your change of clothes waiting for you by the new medical shower. It’s off to your left,] Mac advised.

I quickly darted in, cleaned off, and changed. While I dried myself, Mac filled me in on what was happening outside.

[After your daring attack, The Challenger took a nose dive directly into the ground. It isn’t firing its weapons at us anymore. I’m not sure what you did, but a massive internal explosion blew out all the engines and every weapon we could see. The enemy ship is down, as far as we can tell.]

“So we won?” I asked hopefully.

[Well... not quite. Its hull proved completely impenetrable, even to your fellow Demigods. Worse, whatever systems remain are enough to create a shield. Whatever level their shield is at, it’s far higher than ours. We can’t get through it.]

“But they aren’t attacking us anymore, right?”

[That is correct.]

I let out a sigh of relief. My primary worry while I was in that tank was that my people had been fighting and dying on the walls while I lay in a bucket, not accomplishing much of anything. I was very glad to learn that wasn’t the case.

“Good. I want to take a look for myself.” I quickly made my way to the walls and confirmed everything Mac said was true. The Challenger was pointed nose-first into the ground like it had crash-landed.

“Any activity?” I asked Nela, who was the first Demigod I found on the walls.

“The fighting was intense for a little while there. I was dodging beams of light left and right! But whatever you did has them grounded. I’ve been firing off occasional attacks to drain the shield surrounding the downed ship, but that is all that’s happening now. You missed little after your heroic, and reckless, sabotage mission.”

She nudged my arm reproachfully. I supposed I should have told my matriarchs what I was doing. They wouldn’t have been happy with it, though.

“What about those ten Wizards that came through before me?” I asked.

Nela smirked. “Yes, they came through singing your praises. I must say, dear, do you really need ten mind-controlled thralls? Most of the people in the Hearthwood are perfectly willing to do everything you say if only you ask. There’s no need for mind control. I'm sure there are plenty here who would be willing to roleplay anything you want.”

I chuckled at her teasing. “Very funny, but they aren’t for me. Try to fix them up with the rest. I have more than enough ladies on my plate, thank you very much. Now, so long as you have everything under control, I won’t get in your way. Just remember to call me the moment there’s trouble.”

“As long as you can promise the same. No more daring infiltrations without us. I’m a Demigod now, remember?” Nela looked me in the eye before leaning close and planting a kiss on my cheek.

I quickly returned the gesture. “Alright, point taken. I will see you again soon.” I shot a glance at the crashed form of The Challenger. “Now all I need to do is figure out how to crack that tin can open and end things for good. We’ve been under siege far too long already, and I won’t stand for another day of it.”
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I started pacing the city back and forth, chin in hand. I was thinking, but I might as well make myself useful while doing that thinking. Minerva needed my presence to send out undead handymen around the city, and I could compartmentalize a chunk of my mind to help. At the same time, the bulk of me focused on thinking.

My hand not holding my chin in contemplation waved about and cast Earth-aspect spells one after another. The magic seemed to flow a little easier after my time in the tank. Maybe I’d had some lingering damage, and scorching my meridians clean before regrowing them had helped clear out the issue.

Whatever was going on, I was certain the people of the Hearthwood were grateful. Despite Mac’s best efforts to stabilize the city’s foundations, the ground had cracked in several places. That had destroyed buildings and left fissures wide enough for an elf to fall into if they weren’t paying attention on their daily commute to work.

All in all, the air around the city was subdued but hopeful. While they couldn’t see over the walls, I suspected most of them knew the ravaged state of the lands outside our city. Word had definitely spread with all the refugees we’d taken in from our vassal kingdoms. Our battle was one felt across the continent.

But they had also seen the massive ship in the sky. And now they knew it had plummeted face-first into the ground while our Demigods pelted it from all sides. They were hopeful the hard times were at an end.

There were a few scuffles here and there. Not all our vassal nations had the same laws or customs that we did. Thankfully, one thing the Hearthwood definitely didn’t have in short supply was a police force. I had a lot of kids, and joining the local guard was a good step for those without high enough cultivation to fight in a battle like the one we were having.

We also had some rather impressive surveillance capabilities, thanks to The Wanderer. Spy cameras and hidden microphones were completely undetectable by magical senses and often proved rather effective. An all-seeing, all-knowing central authority should have terrified me, but it was okay when I did it. Emergency wartime measures and all.

Someday, I would get around to writing a better bill of rights for my people, but it was awfully easy to forget about when the city kept getting destroyed. The fact that a lot of citizens also seemed very aroused by the idea that their absolute monarch could drag them off the streets into his bed chambers at any time certainly helped. Heck, the only protest we’d had lately was people protesting I didn’t do that more often.

By the time we were done, I knew what I needed. I needed someone wiser than me, who’d maybe even done something like this before. In other words, I needed a consultant.

Normally, finding the right one would be quite difficult, but I had a shiny new headset that Louis was fond of. Through it, I could speak with an older version of myself.

I needed to investigate the abilities of that item a little more thoroughly anyway. If it truly did what it claimed, it would be no wonder why Louis was so fond of it.

I retreated to my Personal Chambers. Nowhere else would be as secure and safe for storing these priceless artifacts. Each was one of a kind and completely irreplaceable. I didn’t think I’d be getting more of them now that Louis had retreated inside The Challenger.

The real question was what to do with these artifacts now. So far I'd gotten no prompts from The Wanderer asking for them, but that didn't mean they couldn't be integrated. The locket I could probably safely integrate; that item seemed relatively straightforward. I imagined doing that would let me access the locket's abilities from anywhere, which would certainly be handy.

But what about the earpiece? That seemed a lot more questionable. I wasn't even sure what the thing really did yet, let alone what it would do when scrapped for parts. Integrating it before I was sure might be dangerous. I would have to put up with this thing a while longer, at least until I puzzled through its secrets.

I sat down, made myself comfortable, and then placed the headset over my ear. I pushed the button and waited for the voice on the other end to speak up again.

“There you are. I would have thought you’d be more eager to get more information from your future self,” the voice on the other end said.

“We have yet to establish that you are, in fact, a future version of me. For all I know, you could be a voice just pretending.”

The voice on the other end chuckled in just the way I would have. “What’s so hard to believe? You’ve seen things more unbelievable, haven’t you?”

“From what I understand of time travel, you shouldn’t be possible. Humans only have one real version of ourselves at a time. We can get a bit confusing with our personal timelines, but for you to exist, a version of me would have to sit down in the future and speak into a microphone, acting as you.”

“And who’s to say you won’t?” the voice asked. “You have that crown, don’t you? The one that belonged to the Sunspire King. It could also do the impossible and grant wishes, albeit with a price.”

I frowned. I didn’t have the Sunspire King’s crown. Queen Lyanva was still hanging onto it. Was she supposed to give it to me at some later point? If so, surely this future version of me would mention that. But the way he spoke made me think he thought I already had it. It would have been a logical assumption since I was collecting these things, after all. I probably could get the crown from Tivana’s mother if I needed it.

This called for a test.

“You haven’t spoken the password. That’s why I’m suspicious of you.”

“Password?” the voice asked.

"Right now, I'm thinking of one. The one that would prove to me that you’re a future version of me.”

The voice chuckled, but this time, there seemed to be a hint of nervousness in it. “Can’t I just recite the names of all our matriarchs? And what happened during those early days in the Hearthwood? Few remember that little bonding ceremony of ours.”

“The password,” I insisted, voice growing harder as my suspicions grew.

“It’s been so long...” the voice groaned. “Let a man think a moment.”

“Well?” I asked.

“Come now, must we really? Ah, I think I have it. Quite the childish password. Should I really say it?”

“Yes. Now.”

“Fine... fine. The secret password was ‘I love big elf boobies.’ Satisfied?” the voice replied with a sigh.

I relaxed back into my chair. That really had been the password I’d been thinking of.

“Alright, voice. You’ve won a little trust with that,” I replied. “Now, I’m sure you know the problem I’m facing. I’ve got a can and no can opener. How do I bust open The Challenger?”

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” the voice on the other end replied. “It’s a good thing you brought your vassals to the Hearthwood. If I were you, I’d bring anyone else you care about over as well, because things aren’t going to be nearly as cheery for anyone pretty soon.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Just that there’s more going on than you think. I would sever your attachments to this lowly mortal plane. Focus on preparing for advancement to Immortal Ascension. New options will open up to you then, and you’ll find everything you cherish so much where you’re standing doesn’t matter so much anymore.”

“You’re asking me to abandon my family and everything I’ve built?” I asked, a frown forming on my face again.

“Yes. Tuck everything you care about inside The Wanderer for safekeeping, then leave on a journey of self-discovery and fulfillment. Maybe you can bring Sam and Dean along, though their odds of reaching Immortal Ascendant without your help are slim. They’ll probably have to wait until you can guide them as they guided you during your early days.”

“Not so sure I can do that. I’ve worked hard to build this place. This is where all my friends and family are. I’m not going to just throw it in a locker because I’m tired of it. I can’t just leave and come back later.” I frowned. How much would I have to have changed to ask something like this of my past self? I didn’t like that line of thinking.

“It’s up to you what you choose,” the voice warned me. “But the tin can you mention? It’s a can of worms. Open it at your peril.”

“Yeah, I’m going to need a more thorough explanation than that,” I said.

“There are lots of worlds out there to explore. Many of them with women just as beautiful, fun, and in need of rescue as the elves you know and love. And many of those worlds will have hints and resources that will make reaching Immortal Ascendant much easier. Use them,” the voice urged me.

“You really don’t want me around the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, do you?”

“Look, I don’t want to answer your question on how to destroy The Challenger. It can be done, but it’s not in your best interests. Get what I’m saying?” the voice said.

“But I’m asking anyway. Are you going to answer?”

The other side of the line was quiet. He’d speak to me no further. I liked to think I was a little more helpful than that. I wasn’t the type to give people cryptic warnings or half-truths and expect them to figure out the answers on their own, was I?

I took the headset off and placed it back on the desk before me.

The voice on the other end of the line had satisfied my tests. Despite that, I wasn’t quite taking him at his word. He didn’t want me to finish Louis off, that was certain. In fact, he wanted me to leave this world behind entirely.

Why?

The more I learned, the more questions I had. I used to think I was knowledgeable. Or at least knew what was going on. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had an evil plan to take over the world.

But now I had a voice from the future claiming to be me. Louis was apparently getting advice from his own future self, though I had my suspicions that the voice had his own agenda. Meanwhile, Louis had replaced all the original humans who joined the Cult of the Unblinking Eye with clones, including Ethan.

He wanted to absorb The Wanderer with The Challenger to unlock its full features. For what? To open a way back to Earth? But Louis didn’t want to go back to Earth. That was Tim’s wish. And Tim was long dead. And he knew for a fact he couldn’t win Sam, Dean, and me over with the promise of a way home.

And how did the Planetary Defense Network fit into all of this? Louis wanted that golem factory online for a few months more. Why? How did that fit in? None of it made any sense.

None of it made any sense yet, that is. Sooner or later, I would figure it out.

I just hoped I wouldn’t be too late.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Ididn’t trust the voice, which meant my first order of business was getting some facts straight. For that, I needed an expert on time travel. Fortunately, I had one who was a good friend and was already in the city.

Sam’s particular brand of magic wasn’t too useful for hammering away at the walls of The Challenger to destroy it, but he was good at repairing damage to the city. Looking back an hour when I’d been helping with repairs, we’d crossed paths several times. I would have talked to him then if I hadn’t been so deep in thought. Hopefully, he was still at it.

I found Sam much where I left him. A house had fallen down and killed several heartwielder-level occupants. Saving them was probably beneath the power and status of a Demigod, since any of his subordinates would have been able to do the same. Even so, Sam worked his magic to bring the house back to pristine condition. When he was done, I added some structural reinforcement to make sure it wouldn’t collapse again.

“The beam through the center looks like it had termite damage. It never should have been used in construction,” Sam pointed out.

“Yeah...” I sighed. Making people get building permits would prevent this sort of thing, but it would also be a pain in my ass. I’d have to find someone else to manage the whole thing before I got it rolling. “Anyway, Sam, I got a few time travel questions.”

“I may or may not have a few time travel answers.” Sam shrugged in reply. “It’s a tricky subject.”

“You know what? It’s better if I show you.” I took Sam back to Castle Mac and to my room and handed him the headset.

He put it on his head and waited patiently for a voice to come through on the other end. And we kept waiting.

Despite our best efforts and lots of fiddling, the voice on the other end of the line refused to speak to him.

“That’s very strange. I’ve never had an artifact malfunction to this extent on me...” Sam shrugged. “Maybe we can try Dean?”

So, the two of us hunted down Dean and handed him the headset. Soon, it worked as well for him as it had for me.

“Holy shit, that’s beautiful,” Dean said as his future self chatted with him about all the new pickup lines he had developed. “I’m crying now. Wiping a tear from my eye as we speak. I don’t think a single elf in the world could resist a line like that.”

I shook my head.

“What was the pickup line?” Sam asked me curiously.

“I must be on your naughty list... because I haven’t met you until now...” I sighed. Soon, Sam joined me in shaking his head.

"Get it? Because they're elves!" Dean said.

Since the headset worked fine on Dean, the only thing we could figure out was that Sam’s own understanding and capability with fate zeal was interfering with the artifact’s functionality somehow. In the end, Dean and I had to explain what it was like secondhand.

“It was awesome!” Dean said. “Future me learned to play the guitar. I always wanted to play the guitar.”

“Where did your future self get a guitar?” I asked.

Sam shrugged. “It was probably just a lute.”

“I know the difference between a guitar and a flute,” Dean scoffed.

“Not a flute, lute,” Sam corrected.

“Flute, lute, whatever. Same thing.” Dean rolled his eyes.

“Anyway,” I said as I pulled us back on topic. “Sam, is this artifact possible? Are we really talking to future versions of ourselves?”

“What else could it be?” Dean asked.

I shrugged. “A trick, perhaps? I’m just not sure what purpose it would serve.”

Sam frowned. “If it is some sort of trick, it’s one way out of our league. I’ve looked at The Wanderer and a lot of other artifacts as well. I don’t have the slightest idea how they work. And I’m willing to bet Louis doesn’t either. If someone messed with that earpiece thing, it wasn’t him.”

“What about an Immortal Ascendant? Could one of them do it?” I asked.

“Certainly not an ordinary one. Who do you have in mind?”

“The Witch of Frozen Blood.” She was probably still upset I ruined her plan to take over the world. Or at least, our iteration of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

Sam shook his head. “She isn’t famous for fine enchantment work and a detailed knowledge of time manipulation.”

“Yeah. She’s more about setting up Ponzi schemes. Except instead of taking your money, she takes your soul!” Dean wiggled his fingers ominously.

“If not her, then I can’t figure out who.” I only knew one other Immortal Ascendant, Grognak. And he and I had gotten along rather well. I had a few suspicions about why we got along rather well, but they weren’t exactly the sort of thing I could confirm. Not until I was an Immortal Ascendant myself, at any rate.

Dean slapped his thigh. “So you’re safe! No trick, that’s really myself, a future badass and lady killer. Good to know. Theo, I’m assuming you have dibs on every elf in the city, so I’m going to go find some terrified survivors out in the wilderness to rescue and test my new pickup lines on!”

With that, Dean launched himself into the air. He vanished over the horizon a few moments later.

I turned to Sam.

“I hate to say it, but Dean might be right. There’s nobody with both the motive and cause. Maybe you’re just being overly cautious with this headset thing?” Sam cocked his head curiously at the device, likely still wondering why it didn’t work for him.

“Perhaps you’re right,” I sighed. “After getting surprised by the Cult, even when I was prepared for a betrayal, perhaps I’ve gotten a little too paranoid. I’ll give this thing another shot. Starting tomorrow. Can of worms or not, I want to crack The Challenger open.”

“Know what the price is?” Sam asked.

I nodded. “Our differences are irreconcilable, and the two of us cannot live beneath the same heaven. Either they will be destroyed, or they’ll eventually put me down for good. To avoid the latter, I must ensure the former comes to pass sooner rather than later.”

“I’m assuming you have a plan?”

I steepled my fingers and tried to avoid laughing manically. I failed. “You could say that...”
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By the time I finished my preparations, night had come and gone, and it was dawn the following day. Nela’s plan of hammering away at The Challenger until we busted our way through proved fruitless.

Dean returned shortly after dawn with a woman on either arm and who knew how many more stored in a pocket of compressed space I could sense him dragging along behind him.

“Those pickup lines worked perfectly!” Dean said proudly.

I glanced over at the women Dean had found. The pair on either arm were only True Mages. Dirty and terrified True Mages were clinging to Dean like he was a life raft, and they were stranded in an ocean full of hungry sharks.

I rolled my eyes at my friend’s antics. “Dean, you could have told the two of them you were a purple tyrannosaurus that planned to eat them in a week, and they still would have gone with you. The battle from earlier probably felt like the end of the world to them.” While I spoke, I waved my hands to remove the dirt and grime from the two True Mages. Like all elves, just the tiniest nudge in the right direction was all it took to get them back in beauty pageant shape. Not that the innate beauty that came with reaching True Mage was all that impressive anymore. My matriarchs were setting the bar higher every day as they continued to grow ever stronger.

“You two, go that way. Someone will direct you to a place to stay. If you have clan members with you, they can join you as well.” I pointed them in the direction of all the vassal clans we had coming to the Hearthwood for safety, given the current level of danger.

“Spoiling my fun...” Dean grumbled in good humor. He brightened a moment later. “I suppose you’re right, though. I need a clean playing field to really put these pickup lines to the test. No end-of-the-world battles terrifying my quarry and spoiling the hunt! I’ll probably need to suppress my power and pretend to be on their level as well. That’s just one more bit of motivation for us to win fast!”

“Good. I want you, Sam, and everybody else as a backup for this.” I placed a hand on Dean’s shoulder. “Just stick to the plan, and everything will work out alright.”

“Plan?” Dean asked. “What plan?”

But I was already drifting down to the area outside The Challenger.

“Louis! Ethan! I’ve come to talk.” I shouted at the top of my lungs. My voice was loud enough that the entire forest shook with it.

Naturally, nothing happened. That wasn’t a surprise, though. The leaders of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would not come out to chat just because I asked. They were probably trying to get their ship online. Already, I could see a faint crimson outline surrounding several of the engines. It was suspiciously similar to the blue glow The Wanderer wrapped around features undergoing maintenance.

It was a good thing I’d settled on this plan when I did. Had I gone back into seclusion to push more of my matriarchs to the Demigod realm, we’d soon be facing a fully repaired ship in battle once again.

So, to get them out here despite their best interests, I had to include something worth their while. The digital pocket watch probably would have done the trick, but I wasn’t certain of that. The headset, on the other hand, was immense value to Louis.

Value to where he’d throw away logic and reason just to get it back. It was rare to find something with that kind of hold over a Demigod, and I planned to pull this lever for all it was worth.

“I think you dropped something earlier. A little headset thing. I was thinking maybe you’d want it back?” I dangled the artifact between my fingers. It swayed back and forth like I planned to drop it in the mud if Louis didn’t reply promptly.

I waited, fearing for a long moment that I had miscalculated somewhere. But then I heard the hiss of a door opening. The Challenger favored something a lot more space-worthy than the normal doors The Wanderer used. I supposed that was the difference between a ship that actually flew and one that moved by weaving its way through time and space without any care for the natural laws that governed either.

He struck the ground with far more force than his size and weight should ever have made possible. His face was twisted in a vicious scowl. Ethan landed behind him a few seconds later with a worried look on his face. He tried to put a hand on Louis’ shoulder to calm him, but Louis shrugged his hand off and continued to glare.

“Give me back what’s mine,” Louis demanded. His hands curled into fists at his side, and he looked like he would have done more than just ask if not for the many Demigods I had at my back. We weren’t far from the reach of the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers either. Far enough that Louis would feel safe, but close enough that we could retreat to them if he brought out those two Immortal Ascendants sooner than I’d like.

“I could...” I held out the headset to him before promptly pulling it back. “But first, I want a few questions from you. And just know that if you bring out those two Immortal Ascendants of yours, this little meeting will be over right away.”

Louis said nothing in reply, but I could sense his agreement in the burning fury behind his eyes.

“I took a little unauthorized tour through The Challenger there. Nice place you got, but a few things drew my eyes.” I shot a glance at Ethan. “I’ve got to ask. What’s with those clones of yours?”

Ethan blinked, surprise on his face as he glanced between Louis and me. And, unexpectedly, it seemed genuine.

“That’s none of your business,” Louis spat. But I could tell he sensed Ethan was as curious as I was. Perhaps more so. He had to have his suspicions. I knew I certainly would, were I in his position.

“Louis, what is he talking about?” Ethan asked.

“It’s not important.” Louis shrugged him off.

I smiled. This was a wedge I was happy to pound into the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

“I watched you die, Ethan. You and a lot of your friends. I wonder how many of your comrades Louis sacrificed to make those three Immortal Ascendants of his?”

Ethan frowned. “I died? That can’t be right. I don’t remember dying.”

“There’s a room past the artifact display and to the left. Down the hall, you’ll find a room that had formerly been full of clones. I’m sure Louis had told you all about it. Or has he decided not to share?” I smiled widely as Louis scowled.

“I’ll... be right back...” Ethan began as he took one step backward.

Louis stopped him by reaching back and placing a hand on his shoulder. “Stay.”

Ethan relented and stayed where he was, but I could tell by the look in his eyes that the damage had been done.

Louis ignored his supposed friend to keep glaring at me. “The headset. Now. You aren’t worthy of it.”

“Says who?” I asked curiously. “It worked just fine for me.”

That actually seemed to surprise Louis a bit. Perhaps Sam was not the only one the headset failed to function on.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve already won. My future self told me as much,” Louis said. “If you’re still alive long enough to record messages for your past self, that means you must have surrendered to me, and I must have decided to spare your life.”

I shook my head at his circular reasoning. He believed he’d won, so I had to surrender to him. Maybe I could poke a hole in that theory.

“Funny you say that, since I have a different perspective.”

Louis scowled. “And that is?”

“The fact that I heard from my future self means that I won, and you lost. I probably installed some bullshit media player and had Mac pretend to be your future self, so he could constantly give you terrible advice. That seems most likely.” I toyed with the headset a little more, a smile slowly spreading as an expression of absolute fury spread across Louis’ face.

“You damn arrogant bastard! I’ll knock those teeth right out of your lying mouth!” Louis cursed. He vanished from where he was standing, only to appear right in front of me with his fist cocked back for a punch.

“Do it now, Mac!” I yelled.

An explosion went off right under our feet, and the world went white.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



The explosion had my ears ringing. I had to get creative with my Earth magic to stabilize the ground beneath me while letting everything else give way. The blast threw dirt and debris everywhere. I heard Dean spluttering in surprise behind me. Still, all my other allies were ready for it and were using this moment of shocked surprise to prepare their hardest-hitting offensive abilities.

I was hit hard, but I knew it was coming. I had one arm over my face and walls of earth pulled up around me. When the tremors stopped I pushed the walls aside and them crumbled.

When the dust settled, Louis still coming at me, a bit bloody and battered but still alive. I knew I was tough enough to survive being at ground zero of a nuclear bomb, but I was surprised Louis could shrug it off as well. Perhaps I should have used a bigger bomb, but I was afraid of my friends getting caught in the blast.

“That all you’ve got?” Louis yelled as he swung for me and missed. I had to time this perfectly, and I was fingering the digital pocket watch in case things went wrong.

“I’m just getting started,” I replied. The explosion was my opening move, and in one blast, it revealed a unused part of the dungeon. Unfortunately, this was beyond Mac’s range, so I couldn’t add true Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. But there was one trick I hadn’t pulled yet.

My evil clone had done a lot of work on figuring out how these sentry towers worked on the most fundamental level. He hadn’t enjoyed losing the sense of security they provided. So, bit by bit, he did something similar.

Based on his tests, the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers used some unknown mechanism to revert a person’s energy reserves to a lower level. It was similar to the way being in the Primordial World often felt like being depowered. Or simply going to a world with much higher ambient zeal.

The hard part was making that work. However, The Wanderer made that possible. It was beyond his understanding or mine. Thankfully, neither of us needed to understand it since that function was handled entirely by the shining gemstones embedded in the top of each tower. The rest of the structures merely supplied high-quality power heavily laced with the might of a powerful concept. Thankfully, I had a lot of that at the moment.

If the Cult still had their little spy device, they might have seen me prying out the crystals from a few of my towers deep in the city’s center. Fortunately, that little avenue of spying had been cut off by a helpful fairy who was now stuffing herself with as many pastries as she could eat. I had debated trying to get her to fight for us, but ultimately, I had opted to use the towers instead. Fairies were hard enough to control under ordinary circumstances. In a fight, who knew what that one would do? Besides, I wanted to finish this with my own hands.

So we hollowed out a space underneath where our peace talks would occur. Yes, it was generally a war crime to plant a bomb ambush somewhere like this, but in my defense, he attacked first, just like I knew he would. I was merely preemptively preparing to defend myself.

“The fu--“ Louis shouted as a beam of multicolored light struck him. I’d been waiting nearly a month for this moment.

“That’s all you’ve got!?” I grinned as Louis’ fist struck my cheek with all the force of a wet napkin. “My turn.”

I lifted my hand, swept his fist aside, then cocked back my own. I didn’t hold back as I planted my feet, threw back my shoulder, and lashed out with a right hook.

My knuckles connected with his jaw. Something cracked at my touch, but I was just getting started. Most of him wanted to go flying, but these fake sentry towers didn’t pack the punch of the real thing. I couldn’t afford to throw him in the wrong direction.

So I grabbed him by the hair and yanked him back toward me. I brought my knee up to his face, smashing it in with a sudden jerk.

I glanced at the headset in my off-hand, then tossed it into the dirt. I could pick it up again later. This was more important.

With two hands, I finally turned and picked Louis up with both arms.

“Mac, drop the shield!” I yelled as I threw him bodily into Castle Mac. Louis flew end over end and flopped face-down in the middle of the street. I jumped over the wall to follow him. I landed right in front of him, leaving Ethan surrounded by all my Demigod allies. I dealt with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s leader.

I glared at Louis as he slowly pulled himself together. Now that he was inside the walls, my worry was gone. The hard part was finished. I’d gotten him inside The Wanderer’s range. Several nearby buildings crumbled away to reveal real Level-Reducing Sentry Towers. These were far superior to my imitations, and the damage they could do was much more severe.

From the looks of things, my bootleg version had only brought him down to Early Demigod. But these might take him all the way to Sorcerer. I held up my hand. They were there if I needed it. But for now, I had some aggression to work out.

“You think you can come here to my home, threaten everything I’ve built again and again, and still get me to bend over and let you have your way?” I asked as I grabbed Louis by the hem of his shirt. “No, Louis. That’s not how this works.”

“Impossible!” Louis struggled to breathe. “I won! He told me so!” He was coughing up blood between sharp breaths now.

I laughed. “I don’t think time travel works as you think it does, Louis.”

He struggled in my hands and eventually tore himself free by ripping away his own shirt. Beneath his shirt, he had an athlete’s body, strong and toned. I couldn’t let myself be outdone, though, not when everyone in the Hearthwood with a window watched this fight. I tore my shirt off with one smooth jerk, flexing a chest a notch bigger than Louis’.

I wasn’t sure what body cultivation art Louis followed, but I knew the World Titan Fiendbody had it beat.

What followed was largely a one-sided beat-down. I’d been holding back a lot of frustrations lately, and suddenly, the man responsible for most of them had volunteered to be my punching bag.

I had to control the fight completely since an equal battle between Demigods would have destroyed good portions of the city. I took every punch Louis threw and shrugged it off, absorbing the kinetic energy while replying with my own, each directed downward to the earth that both Mac and I were reinforcing with all our power.

“Your trick’s finished!” Louis proclaimed as he wiped blood and snot from his cheek and flicked it to one side. “Now I’m going to--“

“Mac, hit him again!” I said, and the towers to either side of us blasted Louis again. He didn’t have time to finish speaking before I was on top of him again, beating him to a pulp once more.

Louis hastily reached into his pocket for an item. I wasn’t sure what it did until he activated it, but a shimmering blue barrier appeared around him. The sentry tower blasts bounced right off him. That had to be another artifact. Well, two could play at that game.

I reached into my pocket for the digital pocket watch. If ever there was a time to use this, it was now. If Louis got the upper hand for even a moment, most of my city would be gone.

I jammed my finger into that redo button and time rewound. Louis was reaching for the shield item, but I tackled him to the ground right on time and knocked it from his hands.

“Mac, hit him again!” I yelled as I rolled clear.

Louis had more tricks up his sleeves, but so did I. I’d already taken his most valuable artifacts from him, and panic was written clear across his face as he realized he was rapidly running out of options.

“Damn you! You stole that from me! That was mine!” Louis accused when he spotted the digital pocket watch.

“And you stole it from someone else.”

He glared at me, rummaging through his clothes for something else. The moment he came up with something new, I reversed time and took it away from him. He was out of options, which was the end of the line.

There was a time when I would have been horrified at the thought of killing a man with my bare hands. Maybe I would have insisted on a trial and an execution or a bunch of other bullshit to make me feel better about the subject.

Truth be told, I’d probably still do that when the opportunity allowed. But not today.

This man and his organization had nearly brought me to ruin and gotten my loved ones killed more times than I could count. If I didn’t feel the last of his life squeeze out between my fingers, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to get a good night’s sleep again.

By the time my comrades rejoined me, I stood over a bloody hole in the ground. It was a familiar sight to me, though I hadn’t always been the one standing above the hole.

Nela landed behind me. My chest was heaving, more from adrenaline than from the fight. For all Louis’ might, it hadn't been much of a battle in the end.

“Are you alright, Theo?” she asked, caressing my shoulder. She didn’t seem to care about the blood splattered against it. None of it was mine, anyway.

“I’m fine. Better than fine, actually.” I blinked to clear my head, then waved my hand to cover the mess I’d made. “Where’s Sava? There’s no sense in letting what’s left of Louis go to waste. We’ll refine him into potions to strengthen my family. Maybe then he can undo some small portion of the damage he’s made.”

“I’ll let her know,” Nela replied. “As for our fight with Ethan, it proved even easier than you thought. What you said must have really gotten into his head because he surrendered with little of a fight.”

“Did he now? How interesting. Well, if he’s willing to prove himself helpful with deciphering the secrets of The Challenger, I’m not against sending him back to Earth. He may have worked against me, but if he was a clone, I guess it wasn’t even really him.” I ran my fingers through my hair.

Was it really over? Had I finally won?

As the seconds came to pass, I became increasingly certain that everything had worked exactly to plan. I was so used to my schemes failing that I was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. But so far, I’d seen nothing to suggest it would.

The two Immortal Ascendants were still waiting aboard The Challenger, but without orders to direct them, they’d be much easier to deal with. Doubly so if we got Ethan to cooperate. We could even take the two alive. I might even get the chance to examine both of them while I figure out if whatever mind magic was controlling them could be fixed. That might give me insights into my continued work on Immortal Ascension.

I showered, changed clothes, gave a victory speech to the city as I lifted martial law and the emergency measures I’d put everyone under to keep them alive, and retired to my Personal Chambers to celebrate. Assyrus dropped the headset off on the table from where I’d left it in the mud, for which I was thankful.

Day turned to night and then day again, and still all was well. I had my personal celebration, but now was the time to congratulate my new allies, deal with the ship and the Immortal Ascendants aboard it, and eventually discuss long-term plans. With the Cult of the Unblinking Eye finished, we could finally get down to the business of shutting down the Planetary Defense Array and turning this world into something more like the utopian version of the planet we’d all met in.

Tivana arrived, along with her mother Lyanva. Sam and Dean showed up together. My matriarchs trickled in individually, occasionally interrupted by Lyssandra, Melaris, Arien, and Yeminel. It was quite the collection of Demigods, second only to our big meeting about a month ago.

But one person was missing, and she was perhaps the most important member of our little group of everyone since she was the golem expert from the Elven Star Dominion among us.

“Hey,” I asked, looking around with a frown. “Has anyone seen Elara?”


Chapter
Thirty-Six



“Okay, we need to find Elara...” I said when I realized nobody knew where she was. Not even Mac, with access to a scanner that could stretch across the Hearthwood.

[There’s only one place in the Hearthwood I can’t see,] Mac explained.

“And that is?” I asked, already having a feeling of what he would say.

[Inside The Challenger. I can’t see through whatever that hull is made of. I would wager the reverse is also true.]

I nodded. “I was hoping to put this off a little longer, but it looks like we need to postpone any talks about dealing with the Planetary Defense Array and clean out The Challenger.”

The people around me nodded. I’d been a little nervous about dealing with The Challenger, and not just because of the two Immortal Ascendants in there. I was more nervous about seeing whether we could go back to Earth with The Challenger and The Wanderer’s powers combined.

On the one hand, it would be nice to have access to the resources of Earth again. I’d largely let go of my old life there, but going back for just a visit was tempting. I might even bring my companions back there, though they’d probably be unimpressed with my apartment after living in a palace. I wouldn’t even be able to surprise them with indoor plumbing since I’d already brought that invention to the Hearthwood.

But Elara was worth pushing those fears aside. I turned to my companions. “Grab Ethan. We’ll need him to order the Immortal Ascendants to not fight back. After we handle the two Immortal Ascendants, tell Ethan that we'll transfer him from a cell to guest quarters.

Yorik and Assyrus soon departed. I asked a few questions from people in the city who might know where she’d gone just to confirm Mac’s guess.

“Demigod Elara? We don’t dare to call ourselves her associates, but she gave us a parting gift,” one woman who’d been spotted talking to Elara said. She was a soldier of the Hearthwood and had fought in the battle previously near where Elara had been guarding the city.

“A parting gift?” I asked as the woman slowly pulled out a tiny golem from her pocket, no larger than a hand. Despite its diminutive size, I could tell it was as powerful as a Wizard. An item like that was powerful enough to form the foundation of a powerful clan, and the elf who’d received the gift was reluctant to reveal it, even to me. Her hands trembled as she looked up at me with wide eyes, assuming I would seize it for myself.

“If she gave it to you, then it’s yours. I just want to know where she went,” I said, curling her fingers over the little golem.

“She said she had a very important task to take care of. One from her beloved husband. She seemed very excited for it.” She glanced at me curiously.

I frowned. I hadn’t told her to do anything. In fact, the two of us hadn’t talked at all since we went for our walk.

Something was going on here that I didn’t understand. I didn’t like it.

I had little longer to stew in my thoughts because Nela and Assyrus returned a short while later with a manacled and downcast Ethan.

“You weren’t lying to me when you said I was a clone, were you?” Ethan asked me.

I shook my head. “I’ll show you myself. Just make sure those Immortal Ascendants stand down.”

As soon as that pair was out of the picture, taking care of this would be a lot easier.

We all made our way out the front gates and stood before The Challenger. The ship loomed over us like the corpse of a massive dragon once had long ago.

“We couldn’t force our way in, no matter what we tried,” Nela explained.

I cracked my knuckles. “I saw. But you all aren’t me. Let me give this a shot...”

And so I prepared to replicate my previous efforts to break into this tin can. Without the adrenaline of battle, it was harder, and I bruised my knuckles pounding on the metal. I took out Spell Eater, though its tip was still bent from the last time I’d used it as a prying tool on this thing. I was about to put it to work anyway when Sam called me.

“Hey, Theo! Ethan pointed out the entrance. It’s over here and still wide open from when Louis and Ethan left!” Sam said.

“Oh...” I said, staring down at my bruised knuckles. Perhaps all this fighting had redirected too much blood flow from my brain to my fists. Now that my lengthy war was over, I’d need to think about relaxing and building for the future.

We entered The Challenger with Ethan leading the way. He knew the place best and was already proving useful by pointing out security measures.

I didn’t like the fact that he would very likely get away with having his crimes against us waived, despite the fact that he had no doubt brainwashed elves by the millions. But he could do a lot for us, and it’d be foolish to execute him or let him rot in a cell when he could help us deal with The Challenger.

With Ethan leading the way, our brief excursion took us through the ship far faster than before. From the inside, the place looked nothing like the city-destroying monster we’d faced.

Despite slamming nose-first into the ground, everything within the ship was perfectly level and still.

“Doesn’t your ship have its own internal gravity?” Ethan asked.

I shook my head. “No. The Wanderer is more fond of compressed spacetime and reality warping than with the ability to be space worthy.”

“Curious. Well, this ship was clearly meant to be a flying fortress that could sail the void between worlds.”

I let out a sharp breath. “So you really could have all packed your bags and left this world behind? You could have left me and mine in peace?”

Ethan glanced at me. “Couldn’t you have done the same? I know you already have a base and allies on the orc homeworld.”

I scowled. He was right. I could have packed up the entire Hearthwood and moved everyone in with the Blackgorge Tribe. I just didn’t want to leave behind what was mine. I supposed that was probably Ethan’s point.

After a long stretch of silence, Ethan nodded toward a metal door. It had previously been locked, but it was open ever since I’d snapped the lock to peek inside.

“Is this the room you mentioned?” Ethan asked quietly.

“Yeah. It’s the one with all the clones.” I stepped forward and pushed the door wide. We filed in one by one, each of us peeking in on a place that looked even more like a mad scientist’s laboratory than my workshop.

“Damn...” Dean shook his head. “Metal diapers? Must be cold.” He pointed to the contraption each clone was wearing as they floated nearby. I pointed out those I recognized. Tim, the Sunspire King, Ethan, and a few others.

“Look at that! They’re extracting a huge amount of vitality from this place.” Sava pointed out a thick glass container full to the brim with sticky white... energy. I was pretty sure it was just raw life zeal. Or at least that’s what I hoped.

“Why keep so much here?” Nela asked.

Sava placed a hand on her hip and raised a finger like she was about to give a lecture. “I imagine growing a chaka — excuse me — growing a human takes a lot of the stuff. Once they’ve matured into a viable organism, though, they can produce it. It’s like extracting energy from one of our Patriarch’s precious nuclear reactors. For those, he invests some energy and then is able to extract much more.”

“So... this is me?” Ethan asked as he approached one tank in particular. “Or rather, it would have been the next me as soon as I kicked the bucket...”

“Are you going to turn evil now?” Dean asked. “Because every clone of mine that’s gotten to this point has turned evil about now.”

Ethan took a deep breath. “I... I suppose I’ve already turned evil after a fashion. Louis would consider working with you all me turning evil.”

Dean brightened. “You know, I never thought of it like that. Hurrah! Finally, a win when it comes to evil clones.”

“What’s that in the back there?” Sam pointed. We followed his gaze. A curtain covered the back half of the room, and I swept it aside to figure out what was underneath it.

There, covered in cobwebs and dust, was another clone. One we all recognized instantly.

“Louis?” Sam said as he pointed at the body floating in the container.

“That’s him, alright,” I confirmed. “I guess he wanted a backup plan in case he died. It’s a damn good thing we found this place. I would hate to do our last battle again.”

Sam frowned. “Very strange. He had to know the clone wouldn’t really be him, though he might look the part. I find it hard to believe he’d replace himself so. Everyone who’s reached Demigod would be familiar with the dangers.”

I shrugged. “Maybe Louis assumed the rules didn’t apply to him.”

“Maybe. He was in charge of the Cult because of how powerful he was. Not because of his leadership skills. Though he did a good job thinking long-term with the Cult until recently.”

“You mean, he did a good job doing whatever his future self told him through the headset?”

Sam nodded. “Yes, that would be an apt explanation. Perhaps his future self was actually this clone and had to arrange for his own existence?”

“Perhaps...” I agreed, though not entirely satisfied. “Now, how do we shut this thing down? The others can stay, but not him.”

Sava identified the oxygen cables. The clone was already at a pretty high cultivation level but not yet at the level where he could transcend physical needs like an Immortal Ascendant could. The clone had never opened his eyes, and now he never would.

We left the creepy clone tank room behind after that. Ethan wore a somber expression.

“We need to take care of the two Immortal Ascendants,” I said as I closed the door behind me.

“Ah... right. They should be up ahead. Wait for my signal. I will order them to stand down,” Ethan said.

We followed Ethan’s directions and, sure enough, came face to face with two powerful elves. Their heads were tilted down, and their arms and legs were bound to a pillar by thick enchanted chains by the collars around their necks and the manacles around each wrist and ankle.

Everyone tensed as we came across them. I definitely wasn’t the only person to know that if ever there was a time for Ethan to betray us for his freedom, it was now.

“Looks like they’re asleep. Good.” Ethan raised his voice. “Wake up.”

The two imprisoned elves lifted their heads and opened their eyes with lifeless mechanical expressions. My fingers tightened around Spell Eater, preparing for a fight. I still had a few uses with that digital stopwatch, so if Ethan betrayed us, I was prepared to turn back time and skewer him before he could do so.

But it was all a false alarm.

“Both of you, you’re being relocated to a new facility. Do everything this man says.” Ethan jerked his thumb back at me.

The two Immortal Ascendants turned to me with dull gazes.

Ethan glanced at me as well. “That’s the most authority I can give you without working some serious mind magic. Several layers of security protocol are embedded into the powers controlling them, and Louis didn’t give me access to the highest level of features. Sorry.”

I shook my head. “Don’t be. They won’t remain like this much longer. When I purge the mind magic from them, any surprises Louis left in their brains won’t matter much.”

Ethan nodded, and I snapped a pair of my own zeal-restricting collars around the two Immortal Ascendants. Unlike on normal elves, I doubted this was sufficient to control these two. Not if the apparatuses they were currently wearing were any indication.

The Cult had clearly gone to tremendous lengths to ensure that these two would never betray them, and they’d used much more than a couple of collars to make that happen.

Everybody eased up when the two Immortal Ascendants were on their way back to the Hearthwood. They’d power the city for a time and generate more zeal crystals with the rest of the prisoners until such a time that we could treat them for their mind control problem.

But before then, we still had to find Elara.

Ethan took us into the belly of the beast. I realized where we were going pretty quickly. In fact, we just about traced the line of destruction I’d left inside the ship as we made our way to the Mana Generator.

“I take it you’ve been here before?” he asked as he glanced back at me.

I smiled. “I have.”

“The security systems indicate two unauthorized personnel crossed this threshold.” Ethan glanced at a smashed door.

“One of them was me. The other...” I stared ahead.

“It had to be Elara,” Nela spoke what I was thinking aloud.

The Mana Generator room was much as I left it, walls blown out left and right. The room was still blazing hot, and Yeminel twirled her fingers to bring a cool breeze blowing through it despite the fact that there was nowhere it could have come from in this room.

“Whew...” Dean waved his hand in front of his face like a fan. “Is this the boiler room? Because it’s damn hot in here. Ladies, don’t touch that over there. That’s molten iron.”

“You could say that,” I replied to Dean. “This is presumably what makes The Challenger’s power. It’s leaking an awful lot right now.”

The elves stayed clear of the molten metal, but Sam, Dean, and I could approach it without fear. I did so, though Sam stayed back.

The room was truly a mess. The power surge I’d triggered had busted a little of pretty much everything. Raw conceptual energy, power I thought of as mana, was still spilling into the room. It was interacting with the ambient zeal in strange ways I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. Earth zeal seemed to be slowly morphing into metal, which was where the molten iron came from.

Other aspects were reacting even more strangely. The air had a faint blue glow to it, and the wind Yeminel was generating was slowly gathering more and more dust that definitely wasn’t there when we entered the room. I didn’t like it.

“Uh... you know, if we had any way to measure radioactivity, I’m pretty sure we’re all getting a thousand lethal doses of it a second.” Sam shot a cautious glance at the Mana Generator.

Dean’s eyes widened.

I pulled him back. “A thousand lethal doses for a human, Dean. We’re fine. I toss about rods of refined uranium all the time, and I haven’t grown any extra limbs. Focus, we need to pick up Elara’s trail. Though Sam’s probably right that we shouldn’t linger here too long. I think the mana in here is worse for us than radiation could ever be.”

Dean gulped, but kept looking. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before we picked up Elara’s trail again.

“I think I found something!” Eltiana called from the upper railings on the other side of the room. “We’re looking for Elara, right? This looks like her handiwork.”

Whatever she wanted was deep within The Challenger. But why?

And how’d she receive instructions from her husband? I had only just been coming to terms with the thought that it was me!

Everyone was glad to leave the extremely dangerous leaking Mana Generator. I was just glad the thing seemed stable. The Challenger seemed to be repairing its containment sphere, which was both good and bad.

Good in that it wasn’t about to explode. Bad in that it meant I needed to deal with it sooner rather than later. Mac and I would need to put our heads together to figure out how to merge it with The Wanderer. Hopefully, while keeping Mac in charge of everything.

“This way!” Eltiana continued to lead the way. Before I’d met her, her tribe had been the reclusive assassins of the Hearthwood. While that tradition had fallen a bit by the wayside with my unification and the sudden surge of power for the entire region, it wasn’t gone entirely.

Eltiana had taken it upon herself to push the frontier of her family’s skills to new heights, which meant figuring out how to apply those abilities at the Wizard and Sorcerer level, something nobody in her tribe had ever had the opportunity to do before. And she’d been proving quite good at it, too, as evidenced by her ability to track Elara through a destroyed ship. I didn’t see any tracks, yet she had her scent like a bloodhound following a trail. The serious expression on her face was a far cry from her usual carefree attitude.

“We’re close! I can sense her!” Eltiana said as she crawled forward. She was crouched on her toes and her fingertips, skittering along the ground like a spider. I wasn’t sure that part was entirely necessary, but I wasn’t about to complain.

“There! She should be right behind this door!” Eltiana jumped to her feet and threw open a door... behind which was an empty room.

The chamber was wide and sparsely furnished. In fact, there was no furniture at all other than a chair. The walls were circular, and a few glowing lights traveled up and down their length.

I turned to Ethan for an explanation. He seemed to recognize the place.

“This is the thing Louis uses to enter the Primordial World on command. It’s far better than natural entrances since it can even take you directly to a parallel universe,” Ethan explained.

“Look, she left a note!” Eltiana dove for the note, lifted it and flashed it to me. I picked it up and read it aloud.

“I hope this note finds you well. Sorry, everyone, but at last, duty calls. Make sure you get everyone you care about inside The Hearthwood because the world’s about to be destroyed. Sorry!”

I dropped the note.

“Shit.”
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I’d lived longer than I had any right to on this world of cultivators and magic. And if there was one thing I’d learned while staying here, it was to listen to your gut. And right now, my gut was telling me that if I was being told the world was going to explode, I’d damn well listen.

“You think it’s real? Maybe it’s a metaphor?” Sam suggested.

“When someone says a world is about to be destroyed, there aren’t many ways I can take that except literally. Come on, everybody, back to The Hearthwood!” I yelled as I opened a Pocket World Passage and started ushering people through.

The moment I stepped through myself, I started issuing orders.

“Mac, people are going to hate this, but we’re having another emergency drill. Get everyone into the bunkers. And I do mean everyone. Our people, vassal clans, any refugees we took in, the whole palace in Deania, everyone!”

[You’re right, they aren’t going to like this...] Mac replied, but he could sense the urgency in my tone. I heard sirens blasting in the distance and a few disappointed cries from citizens who were only just settling back into their everyday lives.

We were fortunate the destructive nature of the war had led us to take in more and more people outside the Hearthwood. By now, we’d completely evacuated our minor settlements and had even brought in most of our vassal clans and their direct subordinates.

The Rakaren Queendom was here now, as well as the Circle of Necromancers. The Lifekeeper Sanctum was trickling in, along with the Golden Sword Sect. Packing in all of Deania would have been impossible if Dean hadn’t built so many spatially compressed bunkers.

The entire day passed, and people started looking at me strangely with my insistence that we all remain within the bounds of The Wanderer. Even I was thinking that I was being overly paranoid.

Then the sky changed color.

“Everyone, take cover!” I yelled as those few who hadn’t listened to me scrambled for the nearest bunker. Most made it, but not before the beam of light struck the energy shield protecting the city.

I had only ever seen something like this once before. Back when the Witch of Frozen Blood was trying to take over the world. Just as before, the barrier around the world lit up with a bright blue glow.

This was the ancient shield that had protected the homeworld of the elves ever since their creator had made both it and them. This was the tool that would someday make this world a utopia just like the one I’d seen in the other universe. And as before, I expected the shield to hold.

But it did not.

When the light spread across the barrier, something shifted. Instead of resisting the burst of energy, the barrier flickered and then faded. The energy didn’t overpower the barrier, though. It was more like it was simply turned off.

The beam descending from the heavens was pointed toward us, and at first, I thought it would strike me exactly. But as it slowly descended, I realized the angle was slightly off. It wasn’t headed for us at all. It was headed for The Challenger.

Crimson light beat against the unbreakable alloy of The Challenger, and after a moment, proved that the ship’s hull wasn’t so unbreakable after all. The enormous beam of light from the heavens cut through the hull and into whatever lay beneath it. The center of the beam seemed brighter and more powerful than the rest, and my chest tightened as I realized exactly what part of the ship that beam was centered on.

It was targeting The Challenger’s Mana Generator.

“Mac, seal the doors!” I yelled as every bulkhead slammed shut. Just destabilizing the flow of energy from that thing was enough to blow up half a supernaturally powerful ship and make the ambient zeal within it go wild.

I knew exactly what whoever had fired that beam had meant it to do. They wanted to destroy the containment sphere surrounding the Mana Generator, something I’d always feared might happen to The Wanderer. And something I’d been terrified of doing myself while disabling The Challenger.

“What’s happening out there? Is your scanner reading anything?” I asked Mac.

[Massive energy overload. All I’m getting is static on all sensors.]

The ground shook and trembled, quaking as the world shifted left and right. My companions and I were tossed from one side of the Command Center to the other. Normally, The Wanderer dampened such things to the point that they were imperceptible, but whatever violent explosion was occurring beyond these walls was so great that we were still tossed about.

“Uh... Theo?” Dean waved his hands in the air, stuck in the center of the room. We were all floating weightlessly, and suddenly, I had a terrible feeling about what had just happened.

Dean waved his hands a bit, and eventually I used the Gravity concept to get everyone back on the ground. Using the concept became far easier than before, likely due to my visions aboard The Challenger.

Once settled, I braced myself for the bad news.

[Oh dear... what a mess...] Mac sighed. [I have an update for you now, Theo.]

I shook my head. “I think I need to see this for myself. Can you make an airhatch? I don’t want to lose the atmosphere in here.”

Mac spent the next few minutes building an air hatch for us. The fact that he agreed it was needed didn’t bode well.

When it was finally done, I was the first out the door.

“Well... shit...” I sighed. The air was so thin that they didn’t travel far, but I was sure the slump of my shoulders carried my meaning just as well.

The sky was no longer blue. There was a big black night overhead, though sunlight was still beating down. It was bright, and the ground was hot to the touch, yet it was still cold enough to turn water into ice.

Behind me, Dean’s lips moved in what I was pretty sure was another curse. The others stared up at the empty sky with grimaces on their faces. We’d all been there when I’d destroyed the World of Woods and Wilds and knew what the place had looked like then.

We spent the next few minutes surveying the damage. The Challenger was nowhere to be found, but the explosion the destruction of its Mana Generator had triggered created a wave of force that cracked the World of Sanctuary and Serenity in two.

There was little left of the place except for big chunks of empty rock floating around in space. The fact that Mac and I had worked so hard to reinforce the earth zeal in and around the city meant that we’d all gotten blown off in one big chunk. We were fortunate that most of the city was intact, and if we could get the shield back online, we might be able to hold an atmosphere again. We’d be a bit of a bubble city floating in the void, though.

This was bad. Very bad. I pinched my temples with my thumb and forefinger.

What the hell had just happened? I won, hadn’t I?

Louis and I had our big climactic battle, and I beat him to death. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was dead and gone. My enemies had fallen at my feet. The world was safe, and all I had to do was disable the big golem factory overhead, and I could look forward to centuries of bliss hanging out with my friends and having fun with my women.

So why the hell did my planet just blow up!?

I felt fury building in my chest. Every time I felt I had won, every time I thought I was safe, something like this happened and ruined my happiness when it was so. Damn. Close!

I was just fortunate the war and siege meant I was able to save most of my people. And a world where I was thankful for being attacked and placed under siege was a damn cruel one.

After surveying the damage for a bit. I realized it would be a lot of work to reassemble a planet. I couldn’t just wave my fingers and make one appear. The expression on the faces of my companions made me suspect they were thinking along the same lines.

I waved them all inside, and we returned to somewhere with an atmosphere to talk.

“Well, I guess it’s finally time to move on.” Dean shrugged. “Glad I brought my people here to help out with the big fight. Feel bad for some of the kiddos, though. Some of my early kids are all in the Primordial World. They’re going to be awfully confused at what happened to the family house.”

“I’m glad I brought the Fateweaver Society to the Hearthwood,” Sam said. “It means when we set up on a new planet, I won’t be starting from scratch.”

“That is true.” Lyssandra smiled. “We all have enough people to restart elven civilization. No need to partner up on an occupied world. Let’s just start from scratch.”

“Oh, we should find a nice, warm beach planet! I know one! It’s got a few big monsters on it, but if we gang up on them and exterminate them, the planet should be a fine place to settle,” Yeminel suggested.

Arien glanced at the others. “We have the forces to conquer a continent for ourselves, even on a settled planet. Anyone who doesn’t have an Immortal Ascendant would be easy to defeat. We could even enslave the locals for a few generations to give our workforce a boost during the early colonization. Once we need more skilled labor than slave labor, we can free and integrate them.”

I scowled at my companions. “That’s it? You guys are just going to give up on the world we all called home?”

“There’s nothing left of it, Theo.” Sam shrugged. “Sure, you might be able to find a few chunks of the world’s crust we can save, but it won’t exactly be a planet anymore. It’s over. Just be glad we were lucky enough to save most of what we cared about.”

“Yep.” Dean shook his head. “I went hundreds of years having nothing to do with planet busting, and now I’ve been part of two in less than a year. You know, planet busters have a bad rap in the Ten Thousand Worlds. A lot of Immortal Ascendants don’t like it. Ten Thousand Worlds sounds like a lot, but when people blow them up left and right, things can get tight.”

I sagged against the wall, energy leaving me as I slumped.

This... it was all too much.

Sure, I could pick a new world and call it the Hearthwood. I could even make sure to find one with a big forest and seed it with all the monsters I remembered. My family would even be there with me.

It would be okay, but I had earned my peaceful retirement on the world I’d come to know and love! I wasn’t about to sit down and accept some shoddy substitute.

While the others recruited Mac into their efforts to find a new world, I stewed in my growing anger. It took me a while to figure out what bothered me the most.

It wasn’t just the fact that the planet blew up. That was something I was lucky to escape with so few losses, and for that, I was relieved.

No, the thing that really bothered me was the fact that I hadn’t seen this coming in the slightest. The world was gone, but who destroyed it?

And why?

The Cult of the Unblinking Eye at least I knew were my enemies. They attacked me because they wanted The Wanderer. The Satyr King wanted Sava. The Witch of Frozen Blood wanted to eat everyone’s souls and reanimate them as vampires. Matriarch Crimson Dragon wanted to rule the Hearthwood.

But who had destroyed the World of Sanctuary and Serenity?

That was the real problem. If I couldn’t figure that out, who was to say they wouldn’t follow me somewhere else and do it all over again?

How was Elara tied up in all this? She seemed so kind when I spoke to her. She truly cared for everyone, which was more than I could say for most Demigods. But how could she have left that note for me if she didn’t know the world was going to be destroyed in advance?

And if she knew the world was going to be destroyed in advance, that suggested she was involved with its destruction.

There was a mystery here, and I didn’t like it one bit. It seemed like I hadn’t quite earned my peaceful retirement yet after all.

I stood, fear and sadness turning to resolve as I rose to my feet. I had a goal again, and I felt new strength flow through me.

“Mac, if you can access Argona’s bunker, I’d like to talk to her.”

[She selected the Drafter’s Study for her bunker. She was already inside it when the order to retreat to safety began and has continued working straight through current events. Though the lack of gravity seems to be proving a minor nuisance to her enchantment work.]

“Of course she chose the Drafter’s Study...” I chuckled. “Well, tell her I’ll fix it for her. In the meantime, I want her help activating the waystation we set up. Get those shields up. I’ll go to the World of Struggle and Strife and buy some air from the orcs. We’ll fill the place up and get it livable again. In the meantime, I want her and everybody else who knows how to control a golem using our spatial infrastructure to look for anything valuable that survived the planet’s destruction.”

[Orders sent. Argona is expecting you.]

I cracked my knuckles. The work of the Patriarch was never done.
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When I restored gravity to the Drafter’s Study, Argona was thrilled.

“Now I can get back to work!” Argona said happily. "Now that the battle is won, I've been working on some forest remediation golems! We’ll need to replant most of the Hearthwood.”

I grimaced. “Ah... about that. I think we'll need to do a little more than just replant.”

“What do you mean, Dad?” Argona asked.

I decided it would be easier to just show her. She gasped in surprise when I pointed her to the nearest porthole and showed an empty sky overhead.

“What happened? The sky is black!”

“Normally, the sky is blue because of the scattering effect of light from the sun by molecules in the atmosphere. As we no longer have an atmosphere, the sky is no longer blue,” I explained.

“No... atmosphere?” Argona suddenly looked nervous. She was right to be.

“I’m afraid so. The planet’s gone.” I shook my head sadly.

“What? How? Why!?”

I shrugged. “Beats me. Some asshole with a giant space laser blew up the planet.”

“Do you know who?”

My expression darkened. “No, but sooner or later, I will find out.”

The destruction of the planet meant Argona had to reshuffle her priorities. There was little point in building her forest remediation golems when there wasn’t a forest to remediate.

Instead, I got her on my project of scouting the planet’s ruins for anything worth saving. Having done this once already, I knew how many benefits looting a destroyed planet could give.

Picking up a few new landmarks would dramatically boost the ambient zeal wherever we settled. The more we could bring with us to wherever we were going, the more we’d have.

Soon, teams of golems were jumping between space stations and taking images of everything worth looking at. We identified a few key targets, most small enough that I could leave them to my matriarchs or Argona’s Planetary Defense Golems to haul toward the Hearthwood.

I also spotted a giant space fish floundering alongside the broken core of the world. Apparently, a giant ancient lava beast was also dwelling in the core of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, just like the World of Woods and Wilds. This one hadn't even had the chance to put up a fight before its planet was destroyed.

Someday, a new world would no doubt form around that broken molten core. Some of the remnants of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity might even survive. I imagined an event like this one was how the ancient human facility we discovered underground had gotten buried so deep.

The giant lava space fish might even survive to see that day, assuming nothing came to kill it in its moment of vulnerability. But the world that formed would not be the same as the destroyed one. The World of Sanctuary and Serenity I knew was gone. Destroyed in the primary timeline I knew and loved, which meant from here on I’d only ever be able to see its shadow in versions of what might have been. I didn’t like that thought.

I scoured the area, face grim, as I surveyed the devastation. There were a lot of wisps floating around here. In a way, elves were quite lucky to have this strange state between life and death. Perhaps these wisps would one day wander to another world.

Or rather, that’s what would happen if I hadn’t picked them up myself. I could always use a few more elves when it came time to resettle.

Scouting debris was not the only thing I had Argona and her subordinates working on for me. They were also busy scouting what had been the sky over our heads.

Where had that beam of energy come from? And who had destroyed the world on us? I needed to find that out if I ever wanted to feel safe again.

The hard work associated with getting us pulled together well enough was enough to take my mind off current events and get me focused again in the here and now. The more I worked, the better I started feeling about things. Yes, a powerful and mysterious figure may or may not want to destroy me.

But that wasn’t anything new. I’d been fighting for my life ever since I’d come to this world. Sooner or later, he, she, or it would slip up and give me a clue about what they wanted.

Along the way, I found a familiar face. The Fairy of the Immortal Glade had apparently been away from the Hearthwood when the explosion went off. Now she was drifting through empty space with a big pout on her face.

Before, I’d been unwilling to risk bringing her back with me to the Hearthwood, but she’d proven pretty useful lately. As long as I could control her, she might be a good way to intimidate people in the Primordial World or on another planet.

I could run around shouting, ‘We have an Immortal Ascendant! Tremble in fear!’

Never mind that our Immortal Ascendant was a scatterbrained fairy who could be won over with pastries and hardly seemed capable of fighting at all. As long as I could keep that part to myself, she’d seem quite terrifying to the average Demigod and might dissuade anyone from attacking us.

So, with a big cake in hand, I hunted her down to bring her home. She was sitting in a tree, rubbing her eyes as she swung bare feet and looked out into the void. I saw a few tears on her cheeks and wondered if maybe I’d chosen a bad time.

“The world is a meany...” the fairy grumbled to herself. “My fun happy place goes boom. Then I find a new fun happy place, and it goes boom too...”

I wasn’t sure how I heard her loud and clear through the empty void, but her words reached me anyway. She had to be doing something magical, which I took as an invitation to sit next to her. I placed a hand on the fairy’s head and gave her a gentle pat.

She ignored me at first, but then I brought out the cake. Her eyes lit up, and she wiped away the tears before taking a big bite. I waited for her to finish, and when she did, I jerked my thumb back the way we came.

She must have gotten the message because when I took off again, she followed. She seemed excited to find her big tree was still intact in the middle of the city, and she ran right up to it. Just as before, it held a bit of its own atmosphere through magical means, and the two of us met under its branches.

“You saved my tree again. Thank you, Pastry Man of the Hearthwood! I forgive you for blowing up the world,” the fairy said.

“You’re welcome, little fairy whose name isn’t Bob.” I smiled as she jumped up to one of the lower branches. “You’ve been very helpful to me, and I want to return the favor. Let me know if you figure out who blew up the planet.”

“It was your sparky friend!” the fairy said.

My heart dropped to my stomach. “Dark purple hair, large chest?”

The fairy nodded and held two big empty fistfuls over her chest. “Big honkers! She could smash people with them!”

“You saw her, though?” I leaned closer. “You saw Elara blowing up the planet?”

“Well…” The fairy shrugged. “She left with the mean guy’s friend.”

“The mean guy? Who was the mean guy?” I frowned, trying to think of who it could be.

“The mean guy you beat up! He had a friend. His friend was very fast. Very sneaky, too. I almost didn’t see him!” The fairy smiled wide, clearly proud of having spotted someone I’d missed completely.

I stood straighter, suddenly shocked. “Louis had a friend? One I didn’t even see? How? Where? What’d he do?”

“He said a lot of boring stuff.” She shrugged. “He liked to talk into a thing on his ear.” The fairy shifted her voice lower. “Hey Louis, you need to beat up the Pastry Man of the Hearthwood and take his boat!”

“Do you remember anything else of the conversation?” I asked, reaching into my Dimensional Storage for another treat.

The fairy eyed the cookie I produced with a hungry expression.

“Nope. But they went to the big floating place in the sky! The one with the scary metal people.” She gestured overhead. One of the facilities of the Planetary Defense Array was still floating there.

Son of a bitch. It looked like I had a lead.

“Thank you. You’ve done more than you know,” I told the little fairy. “Your tree is still back in the Hearthwood, and you’re welcome to stay there with us as long as you want. And if you remember anything else, there’ll be plenty of sweets in it for you.”

The fairy didn’t seem like the most reliable of sources, but she was a source. It was a single piece of the puzzle, but this one piece could lead me to others. And with others, I would start putting this thing together.

I had two things to look into now. A headset and the remains of the Planetary Defense Array. First one, then the other.

I made my way back to The Wanderer, through it to my Personal Chambers, then sat down and placed the headset in question on my ear. It took longer than before for the voice to answer.

“There you are. I was wondering when you’d say hello again,” the voice began.

“Who are you, really?” I asked suspiciously.

“I’ve answered that question already. I’m you from the future,” the voice replied.

I shook my head, though there was no way the entity on the other end of the line could have seen the gesture. “Don’t give me that crap. I know Louis bought it, but I’m not him. I’ve talked with Sam, and your story doesn’t add up. Time travel doesn’t line up in the neat and orderly way you’re suggesting. You can’t be a future version of me, not with any accuracy, at least. At most, you’re a shadow of what I might become. But I don’t think you’re even that.”

The voice on the other end of the line chuckled. “Are you so confident that you understand the full width and breadth of the Ten Thousand Worlds? There’s more to this realm than you know, Demigod.”

“No,” I scoffed. “If that were the case, why didn’t Sam’s future self speak up through the headset and tell him as much?”

The voice on the other end of the line was silent, but I sensed the beginnings of frustration bubbling over.

“You see,” I continued, “I think Sam knows fate magic at work too well for you to fool him. So, you didn’t even bother trying. It was the only way to cover your tracks. I don’t think this artifact lets you communicate with your future self at all, does it? Who are you, really?”

I tried to think of what I might say if I were a frustrated Immortal Ascendant dealing with a stubborn Demigod version of myself who refused to believe I was who I said I was. I would probably force myself to calm down and then ignore the problem of my identity. Providing good information about the future would be proof enough.

The voice on the other end gave a short chuckle, then made a sound similar to me settling into my chair.

“Alright. Maybe I’m you, maybe I’m not. But that doesn’t matter. I know you’re calling me because your planet blew up. Awful shame, that. Yours wasn’t the best iteration of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, but it was nice.”

“I can’t imagine Louis constantly kept you on his ear to state the obvious.”

“Not in a talkative mood, I see. Alright, how about this? There’s more to the Planetary Defense Array than you could understand. Do not disable it with your little crew of misfits. Otherwise, the city you saved will never have the chance to settle new lands.” The voice spoke in a clear and matter-of-fact tone, but the threat was clear. Like the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, he didn’t want me anywhere near the Planetary Defense Array.

“What are you doing with the array? And why not go near it?” I asked.

“That’s for Immortal Ascendants to know and for you to find out, little Demigod,” the voice replied. “As for why your world was destroyed, you only have yourself to blame.”

“What? What do you mean by that?” I demanded.

“The Challenger. You couldn’t be allowed to gain access to it. Combined with your own artifact, you could traverse the entirety of the Ten Thousand Worlds. As well as many of the lands beyond it. You are not worthy of that kind of power.” Now the voice sounded bitter. Whoever this was, they liked the thought of me combining The Wanderer with The Challenger even less than the thought of me messing with the Planetary Defense Array.

“You’re not me. That much is obvious.” I frowned as I ran my fingers through my hair. “The only question is, who are you really?”

I waited for more, but no further answers came. The headset was quiet, leaving me with more questions than answers.
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While the headset might not have revealed its secrets to me, I still had another lead. The Planetary Defense Array. That was where the Fairy of the Immortal Glade had seen Elara and an unknown someone fleeing just before the blast destroyed the world.

But I wasn’t foolish enough to assault an ancient artifact of unknown power that had survived from the distant past all the way until now after guarding the World of Sanctuary and Serenity from who knew how many threats. No, there was a reason I’d recruited so many Demigod allies for this.

I called for a meeting, and they trickled in one at a time. Each of us had split up on our own accord and had scattered throughout the surrounding area. Like me, Dean, Nela, Lyanva, Tivana, and Assyrus had been picking up things in the void surrounding the world.

Arien, Melaris, Yeminel, and Lyssandra had been switching between consoling their followers and helping spread the word that we had a plan and that everything would be alright. I probably could have done the same, but Mac could talk to people far faster than I could. I’d like to think my people had seen me overcome impossible odds enough times that they had full faith in me.

We rallied surprisingly quickly. My matriarchs would keep an eye on The Hearthwood. With Mac to scan for incoming debris, they should have plenty of warning for any trouble hurtling their way. And if they really got in trouble, I handed Comela a secret stash of cookies. They would hopefully be enough to convince the Fairy of the Immortal Glade to do something if they needed the help.

“Alright, everyone, our goal is simple. We’re going to break into the remains of the Planetary Defense Array.” I pointed to a cluster of debris Mac was projecting in The Wanderer’s Command Center.

“There’s not much point in disabling the damn thing now, is there? The world is gone...” Melaris said, face grim. She must have been looking forward to starting a new life in the land she came from.

“I would argue otherwise. Now is a perfect opportunity to study the array. Better than we were ever going to get under normal circumstances.” I shot a glance at the porthole nearby. “You saw as well as I did that the energy beam that destroyed the world passed straight through the shield. That means somebody disabled it. And if the shield is offline, odds are a lot of secondary features are offline as well. This turns what would have been an incredibly difficult infiltration mission into something much more viable.”

“To what end?” Melaris asked. “We can study the damn thing to our heart’s content, but it’s not like we can bring it with us when we settle a new world.”

“Aren’t you hungry for knowledge and ancient secrets, Melaris?”

She gave me a blank stare in reply. Apparently, recent events had been too much, even for a Demigod.

“Alright,” I sighed, standing straighter. “I don’t know about you, but I have no intention of going to some barren world, eating bad food, and never seeing the familiar comforts of home again. Not when I know there are countless iterations of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity floating through the Primordial World. I promised everyone a utopia, and I will get one even if I have to drag it out of an alternate timeline!”

Melaris’ expression brightened, as did a few others. I hadn’t intended to make a rousing speech, but apparently, that was just what everyone wanted to hear.

“That’s right. Who's to say having our world blown up is the end of our plan?” Tivana smiled as she thumped my shoulder. “As long as we’re still here, we won’t give up.”

Moods lifted, we went into the specifics. I’d lead from the front again and trigger any traps or defenses the Planetary Defense Array might still have active. From there, we’d force our way into the array component. Several just like this one had been orbiting around the planet in a sort of detached ring, but this was the one the Fairy of the Immortal Glade had pointed out to me.

Soon, we were outside The Wanderer and relying on hand signals to communicate. I waved my open hand forward, and the others followed me. As we approached the facility, I realized it was much larger than I had initially thought. What had looked like little more than a lumpy cube from afar was actually a sprawling vessel every bit as large as The Challenger.

It featured a lot of bronze in its construction, as artifacts from the Elven Star Dominion often did. Elves from the era I was used to switched to wood because it was easier to find and shape, but back before the collapse of their empire, the elves had more than a little fondness for metal.

When this thing was active, it had two beams of bright light shooting out of either side of it and connecting it to other facilities just like it, but now those lights were dim. In fact, there were precious few lights at all illuminated along the structure’s length. Perhaps it had lost its connection to its power source after the planet’s destruction. If we were lucky, that would make entry easier.

We spread out as we approached, all of us expecting combat golems, laser beams, or something to challenge us. Fortunately, nothing did. We circled the facility a few times until Nela found something that was probably a space dock for ships.

I was busy figuring out what would be the smartest way to force open a way inside when something finally lit up along the edge of the facility. Nothing came to attack me, so I figured it was the kind of flashing light meant to attract attention rather than kill you.

I followed the light to a control console embedded in the nearby wall. There was a shiny array of buttons lined up in a familiar fashion. If the symbols on the buttons had been numbers, I would have instantly recognized it as a way to enter a passcode. That was probably what this was, but I didn’t recognize the symbols. I turned to my companions, who shook their heads one by one.

But eventually, Sam drifted toward the console. He held up his hand, and fate zeal twirled around his finger and over the console. Suddenly, signs of wear on the buttons became far more apparent. There were four keys used far more than the rest.

I realized what he was doing a moment later as he ran through different combinations of those same four keys. On the sixth try, I heard a click and the whirr of something large and metal moving. Dean flashed Sam a big thumbs-up, and I headed inside.

The door slowly closed behind us, and when it locked, a loud hiss sounded from up ahead. The facility was filling the dock with air, and before long, we could breathe normally.

“Nice. I always hated that about space. The lack of air is bullshit. How are you supposed to exchange witty banter with your enemy when they can’t hear you?” Dean gestured to the rapidly pressurizing chamber.

“More than one foe has fled after facing your witty banter,” Sam chuckled.

“I’m surprised nobody has attacked us yet. Seems like the defenses really are down.” I looked around the dock. A few ships were here, each covered in dust and with a few cobwebs. They’d been here so long the spiders who made those cobwebs had long since died, along with whatever they were eating. I spotted a very dim wisp floating in the cockpit of a ship. She must have been there since before the fall of the Elven Star Dominion.

“This place is probably running on reserve power.” Lyssandra warily examined our surroundings. “But low power doesn’t mean defenseless. The Demigods from the Elven Star Dominion might all be massive bitches, but the elves of their age knew how to build stuff.”

I tapped on the door to the docked space vessel. Both it and the wisp inside would be worth bringing back to the Hearthwood. The ship might interest Argona, and the wisp inside would interest me. I had long meant to compare the life cycles of elves before and after the collapse of the Elven Star Dominion so I could pinpoint exactly what Grognak and the Witch of Frozen Blood did to them.

The latch proved amenable to Sam’s trick with the keypad out front, so soon we had it open.

“This is our ride home,” I announced as I opened the doors. Yeminel waved her hand to get a cool breeze blowing through the ship while she pinched her nose. There were more wisps in the back of the ship, more discarded sets of clothes, and a few iron-laced manacles.

Perhaps this had been some sort of prisoner transport ship? It would explain why it only opened from the outside. I shunted those thoughts aside for another time. For now, we had an entire facility to explore.

We stuck together as we explored the compound. One benefit of having a group of all Demigods was the restraint our party had. It was why we hadn’t brought along any Sorcerers or Wizards, though we could have certainly covered more ground with their help.

Elves still eager to reach higher cultivation levels would have dove head-first into these ruins, each trying to tear their way through them for lost secrets or forgotten spells. They’d be desperate for anything to give them a leg up over their kin and push them to the next level.

In contrast, Demigods were more subdued. Most of my party had long since reached the limits of where their talent could take them. My companions from the Primordial World especially had been thoroughly humbled by their peers from the Elven Star Dominion. They knew their place in the world and had turned their attention from accumulating personal power to building clans, schools, and other organizations to pass down the knowledge they’d accumulated over centuries.

Also, Dean still remembered the horror movies of Earth we used to watch.

“I know exactly how this will go if we split up,” Dean had grumbled when I brought the topic up. “Sam and I form one group, while you form the other with our eight lovely ladies! And then we’re going to be the ones that end up getting chased around the abandoned spaceship by some ghost...”

“Alright, Dean,” I chuckled. “We’ll stay together. Besides, we need Sam in case we encounter any more locked doors.”

There were a few security checkpoints to breach and a few things that could be considered traps. It was remarkably like delving into a dungeon, though this place certainly wasn’t intended to be such by its makers.

The first of the traps came as a series of autonomous golems. We spotted one slowly inching along the floor, sweeping up dust. At first, I thought it was merely intended for cleaning, but when we appeared, it launched itself in our direction.

“It’s probably going to explode!” Yeminel shouted as she blew it back with a gust of wind. “Destroy it!” Arien and Lyssandra were on top of it a moment later, each bashing the little autonomous golem with ruthless ferocity. A shame, really. I was certain Mac would have appreciated acquiring another cleaning golem design. I threw the scraps into my Dimensional Storage. Perhaps Argona could still reverse-engineer it.

The next trap came in the form of a door that refused to open. Dean shoved on it with all his might, which was considerable force for a Demigod. To be so sturdy, the door had to be made with materials from the Primordial World. Eventually, the entire doorframe cracked, and an avalanche of cleaning and maintenance supplies fell on Dean’s head.

“Surprise attack! Destroy them!” Yeminel screamed as she threw a gust of wind at the falling debris.

The final trap was one of those odd orb devices. I’d seen Elara use one of these things before, and I got the sense they were basically computers for the Elven Star Dominion. Unfortunately, none of us were from the Elven Star Dominion, so no one knew how to use the things.

“I think I saw Elara manipulating the zeal inside the orb. I think that’s the equivalent of keys,” Sam suggested.

I did as Sam suggested, but it all seemed like a bunch of nonsense to me. If they were keys in a different language, we could have used Sam’s trick again, but the way mind, space, and elemental zeal swirled together told a pattern I didn’t know how to read. Surely, there was a trick to these things; I just didn’t know what the trick was.

“If you destroyed it, do you think it would open?” Yeminel suggested innocently. We all held up our hands.

“I think this requires a bit of a more delicate touch...” I cautioned her.

As I sat down, completely stumped by the orb, it struck me again how much easier this would have been if Elara had still been at our side. She’d manipulated the orb at the prison in the Elven Star Dominion with all the skill of an expert after sitting down and looking at it for a few moments.

Why had she left us? And where had she gone?

“Wait, I don’t think this is supposed to be here. At least not until recently.” Sam reached for the desk near the keyboard and pulled out a note. Several were there already, so I had paid little attention to it. Now that Sam pointed it out, though, this one seemed fresher than the others. Like it had been left a few hours ago instead of centuries in the past.

Now that I was looking at it, the note was written in modern elvish instead of the ancient dialects of the Elven Star Dominion. More than that, though, I recognized the handwriting. The tightly packed letter had the same look as Elara’s last message to us.

I read the note aloud. “Mind, earth, fire, air, mind, water.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dean asked.

I frowned. “I think that’s the equivalent of a keyboard shortcut. Let me try.”

I performed the sequence exactly as directed. The orb seemed sensitive to timing, so it took a few tries. But when I did, I heard a loud click. The sound of a door sliding open followed it.

Sam wandered over to it and took a peek inside. Shortly after doing so, he waved to the rest of us to join him. “Guys! I think we found it! This is the control room!”


Chapter
Forty



We entered the control room, glancing around to catch any traps that might appear. None popped out at us. Many rows of orbs lined every wall, with several more prominent consoles on pedestals in the middle. Most were dim, but one was in the center larger than the others. At the very least, it looked like it was a captain’s chair or belonging to a commanding officer.

The console in the entrance drew my eye more than the others. A pink note on the seat before was just like the one that had led us into this room. Once again, I recognized the handwriting. Just like the other, this one had to be from Elara.

I rushed over to it as fast as caution allowed and picked up the note. The handwriting for this one was smaller, as the note was far more extensive.

Beloved husband-to-be,

I’m sure this note finds you in some distress. Or if not, it will cause you some distress by the time you finish reading. For that, I’m sorry. I suppose I should just come out with it right away and explain myself. I’m the one who pulled the trigger that destroyed the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, you know and love.

I wish I could tell you why I did it, but truth be told, I’m not really sure. This whole situation is very complicated, and I think the only one who understands the big picture is you. Or rather, it will be you eventually.

On the center of the console is the activation module for activating a ground-based laser weapon that utilizes the full power of the Planetary Defense Array’s original power source. Only an artifact on the level of our world’s permanent guardian was sufficient to breach the hull of another artifact, such as The Challenger.

The interaction between the two triggered an energetic reaction great enough to destroy the world, as you have witnessed. Regrettably, this has resulted in the exhaustion of the shield, as well as scattering the majority of The Challenger to far distant corners of empty space. You cannot easily acquire components from either and assimilate them with The Wanderer. I’m told this is by design.

In short, your world has been completely destroyed. You must relocate to another one by journeying through the Primordial World. Don’t bother trying to restore your lost one. No one short of a truly exceptional Immortal Ascendant could do that.

Faithfully yours eventually,

Elara.

PS: I think destroying the World of Sanctuary and Serenity makes me extremely evil, doesn’t it? One might even call me naughty. Something to keep in mind for when you finally meet me for the first time.

“What’s it say?” Nela asked.

I passed the note to hers, and a frown soon covered her face. She passed the note to Assyrus, who looked at the note and shook her head.

“There are far simpler ways to win our man’s attention than blowing up our planet...” Assyrus grumbled.

“This is suspicious. Very suspicious,” Nela said. “It almost seems as though she’s trying to manipulate us. Or manipulate our beloved Patriarch, that is.”

“Well, it’s working. I don’t see any option but to go to the Primordial World and look for a new home.” I scanned the room, hoping for a clue that would tell a different story than the one in the note. Nothing did, though.

Things still weren’t adding up for me. Had Elara... betrayed us?

I’d worked with plenty of shady and duplicitous people before, but I didn’t think I’d ever quite been stabbed in the back by someone who I believed to be an ally. I was usually pretty good at placing suspicions, and I’d had none placed on Elara.

The part of me that looked at the situation without any regard for the woman herself told me she’d betrayed me. But knowing the woman herself, it just didn’t sit right.

I’d trusted her, and then she’d gone and blown up my entire planet while I wasn’t looking. I should have been feeling bubbling rage down to my very core. Rage enough to race into the Primordial World and teach her a lesson, no doubt.

And yet, when I focused on it, the rage didn’t come. More than anything else was the feeling of baffled confusion. I still didn’t have the slightest idea what was going on.

At least now I’d have someone to ask when I finally tracked her down.

“She’s not here. And it looks like whatever power source kept the Planetary Defense Array together was destroyed with the same blast that took out our world. Salvage whatever you can, and we’ll bring it back with us.”

At my words, my companions dispersed to scour the area clean of anything worth salvaging. I did the same.

When I told my companions to salvage what they could, they weren’t shy about taking everything. If I told them to take everything that wasn’t nailed down, they’d remove the nails before taking the nailed stuff, too. I wasn’t the only one who ripped a few of those fancy orb stations out of the ground and tried to pocket them.

Unfortunately, most of them broke upon removal. Still, there was enough for the taking that we were able to puzzle out how to unplug them through trial and error. When I got to the big central console, I knew exactly how to sever the cords connected to the bottom of the deck so that the whole thing wouldn’t be torn to pieces when I pulled it from the floor.

Whether or not we could get these things working again when we brought them back with us would be a tougher question to answer. Presumably, we could find a technician from the Primordial World. Or perhaps recruit Valanda. Had I known this little expedition would involve less in the way of deadly traps and life-or-death battles and more in the way of beating our heads against computers like cavemen, I would have brought her and a few others from her era along.

Perhaps I’d bring her here for a second trip or when we went to hit other facilities. I knew this wasn’t the only one that had been part of the Planetary Defense Array. However, whether or not those other facilities survived the destruction of The Challenger was still undiscovered.

Once we filled the cargo ship I’d found, I fired it up. The seat was three sizes too small for me, so I ended up switching out with Nela. She proved even worse at controlling the ship with me, so she switched with Assyrus, who took to it like a bird to flight.

“Good. I feared we’d have to abandon the ship and take my Pocket World Passage.” I cast Assyrus a smile as she deftly switched gears on the spaceship, or whatever the big stick in the middle was supposed to do. I heard a dull thrum that might have been an engine, but liquid fuel should have dried up long ago.

Assyrus landed us down on top of Castle Mac, the only wide enough area we could find to use as a landing pad. The shield wrapped around us as Mac fiddled with settings to let us pass straight through it. Assyrus landed us on the roof as gently as a feather.

“I think you’re a natural pilot, Assyrus,” I congratulated her as she sighed deeply and relaxed her tense shoulders.

“I hope you aren’t counting on me being able to pull that off every day...” Assyrus laughed.
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We took a few more trips to the station, this time with Valanda and several other people from the Elven Star Dominion in tow. None of them had Elara’s experience, but that day-to-day familiarity with how a civilization was put together made them seem a little more at home in the big bronze boxes than the rest of us.

By the time we had both mapped and salvaged everything we could from that facility, Argona and Mac had identified two others. We raided those as well, recovering wisps, material, and, most importantly, the beginnings of how the Planetary Defense Array worked.

The power source that enabled the Planetary Defense Array to operate had truly been a marvel of magic and engineering. The shape and structure of it also lacked the feel of elven work. Though I still could only see it in diagrams painted on walls or drawn on paper, I had a vague idea of what it was now.

It was a matter-to-magic conversion device. Like a sun, it could take raw materials in and spit out a powerful form of energy. The elves of the Elven Star Dominion considered it a higher form of energy than zeal, and I suspected it was the same power I found in my Mana Generator.

If I could have absorbed such an artifact into The Wanderer, would my points restrictions go away entirely? If this thing could truly turn anything into power, then that just might be so. Unfortunately, it was completely gone.

I had feared the same would be true for The Challenger as well. The attack had clearly been well placed and intended to prevent me from absorbing The Challenger. I was quite surprised when Argona’s golems turned up a piece of the hull.

“Is that what I think it is?” I asked Mac.

[It certainly appears to be a fragment of The Challenger,] he said in agreement.

“I’ll be right back!” I rushed out to get the hull fragment and haul it back. Once I had it close to The Wanderer, it was up to Mac to figure out how to merge it. Fortunately, that ended up being far easier than I thought.

Compatible subsystems detected.

A damaged Spell Library has been added to The Wanderer’s rooms.

A damaged Reprogramming Chamber has been added to The Wanderer’s rooms.

A damaged Indoctrination Center has been added to The Wanderer’s rooms.

A damaged Primordial Portal has been added to The Wanderer’s rooms.

“Not a bad haul. How long do you think it’ll take to get these rooms online?” I asked Mac.

[Do you plan to use them?] Mac asked, voice slightly suspicious.

I chuckled. “Truth be told? Yes. But not for their intended purpose. These are the very tools the Cult of the Unblinking Eye used to make their mind-controlled minions. Perhaps they’ll be better suited to fixing the damage than what we’ve come up with.”

[Then, I will prioritize their repair as resources become available. As for the library, I assume you want that added to your existing library?]

“You assume correctly. Once it’s operational, I will see if I can brush up on my mind magic a bit more. But before you deal with any of the others, I want you to get that Primordial Portal operational. I have a feeling my friends and I will be using it soon.”

With everyone hard at work, I gathered my allies again, along with most of my matriarchs. The time had come to plan our next move.
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“It looks like we’ve done all we can here. It’s time to move on,” I said grimly.

“I’ve heard a lot of talk about this lately. What’s it going to be? New world here? Camp out in the Primordial World? Try to find another iteration of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity that hasn’t been destroyed?” Yeminel glanced at the other Demigods, shrugging bare shoulders as she toyed with a pen.

It was a ball-point pen, which I was pretty sure only we in the Hearthwood could create. I’d personally helped Argona set up the workshop that made them. That workshop had been in Queenshold though, which no longer existed. It wouldn’t exist on any other world no matter how many we searched as we traveled the Primordial World.

“Should we take it to a vote?” Lyssandra suggested. “That seems like a fair way to do it.”

Melaris shrugged in apparent agreement with whatever we decided. Arien followed suit.

“Before we do that”—I waved down the pair of Demigods eager to move on—“I want to be clear that we’ve put all of our options on the table. So far, we’ve talked about finding a planet or moon here in our version of the Ten Thousand Worlds and building a home there. The other option was going to the Primordial World and finding another iteration of the elven homeworld and making ourselves at home there.”

“The latter seems more pleasant to me,” Lyssandra said. “We might talk or act funny to the locals, but it will be less troublesome than defeating and enslaving whatever local race lives on the planet we are trying to conquer.”

“But what if the branch world is unstable?” Arien turned to her fellow Demigod, head askew. “I’ve heard it said that those false realities break down. That could mean we’d have to pack up and move on all over again.”

“That won’t happen so long as we continue diverging it from its path. Doubly so with a few chaka with us. The humans are anomalies and will force the universe to remain stable,” Lyssandra argued. “I’m no scholar, but everything I’ve read indicates that human activity has always been what triggers the creation of small branch pocket worlds.”

“Ladies! Please!” I held my hand again, and the two quieted down. “I’m proposing another alternative. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to live anywhere where we have to compromise. If I plant roots somewhere, I want it to be perfect. Not something like what we had. I want exactly what we had. And more, if possible. To that end, I have a suggestion.”

I turned to Sam. “Sam, is it possible to go back in time? Not far, just far enough to where our version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity is still around?”

Sam frowned, rubbing his chin. “Possible. However, the moment we did that, we would have irreversibly altered that world’s timeline. It won’t be saving the world that we lost. It’ll be creating an identical copy of it before it exploded and claiming that.”

I clapped my hands together. “Sounds perfect! Let’s do that then. Now we can call it to a vote.”

“Hold on, Theo.” It was Sam’s turn to hold up a finger and squash my enthusiasm. “There are a few problems with your plan. First, there’s a reason why people aren’t branching worlds left and right. A lot of people think there’s a limit to the number of branches we can have before the Ten Thousand Worlds starts pruning. Nobody wants to lose their favorite utopia, so the Elven Star Dominion executes anyone attempting it. As do several prominent Immortal Ascendants. Secondly, how do we even stop this from happening? If our world was destroyed once, without intervention, it will just happen again.”

Those were serious questions, and they needed serious answers. I was glad Sam brought them up because I’d been thinking about them myself.

I let out a deep breath, stood, and looked around the room, meeting the eyes of all my allies, companions, and lovers.

“Before I answer those questions, I have one for you. Are any of you really willing to settle for second best? To find some new home in an unfamiliar land? Who’s saying it will even be any safer for us? We could land on a nearly barren planet only to find it houses an ancient Immortal Ascendant who spent the last thousand years in seclusion.”

I had their attention now. My voice rose higher, and I held my arms wide. “The same would be true for other iterations of our homeworld. The elves among us will probably have to deal with alternate copies of themselves roaming about. And who knows what other minor differences might be that define the differences between this parallel world and our own? No, we can have everything we had before and more if only we’re willing to fight for it. And fight we can. Remember, we overcame the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, their ship, and the enslaved Immortal Ascendants they sent to fight us. We took them down and then salvaged that power for ourselves. Every day, we grow stronger, and I’m sure it won’t be long before one of our numbers reaches Immortal Ascension in truth.”

I looked each one over again. “The Ten Thousand Worlds may be a big sea, but we are sharks, my friends. Not minnows. We should not hide in the shadows or flee from a fight. Not after all the victories we’ve won. All of us are strong, and together, we’re unstoppable. Let’s craft the world we want to see with our own hands and accept no compromises. Who’s with me?”

I looked around, and one by one, people raised their hands.

“Hell yeah! Save some of that for the victory speech next time, buddy!” Dean grinned.

“I suppose we can give your way a try.” Lyssandra shrugged.

“I’m confident you can lead us to victory again if you feel this strongly,” Nela said.

Yeminel fanned her blushing cheeks with one hand while she raised the other. “Keep talking like that, and one day, I’ll accidentally wake up in one of your infamous sex dungeons.”

With that, our votes were cast. It was time to enter the Primordial World once more.


Chapter
Forty-One



We made our preparations. When we returned to the Primordial World, we would return in style. And by style, I meant with the best weapons and armor we could get.

We had the ruins of an entire planet to pick over, so there were plenty of raw materials for the taking. The rapidly cool molten iron core of the planet was particularly easy to swipe from, and I filled the Smith's Workshop with just about as much iron as I could need for the foreseeable future.

Mac’s scanner proved adept at sniffing out the remains of ancient, powerful monsters that hadn’t survived the explosion. There was also no shortage of gemstones or treasure chests previously hidden in secret ruins but now ripe for the taking. Plus, many of my allies had artifacts from battles fought and won long ago.

They’d been saving these special materials for the day when they’d find a craftsman or collection of craftsmen who would accept them as payment to create a set of Demigod equipment for each of them. That special day had finally come.

From all of us, I collected a Tail of the Shadowstep Baboon. Slime of the Blood-seeking Toadbeast, Eye of the Lasernewt, Frozen Spines from the Ice Giants, and dwarven ore of the finest quality.

I was no dwarf, but with my Smith’s Workshop and Alchemist’s Laboratory, I didn’t need to be. The dwarven ore was a mixture of several metals, mainly cobalt, tungsten, vanadium, chromium, and manganese. Obviously, the dwarves were making iron alloys of various sorts with these things.

I had my Demigod friends produce a few valuable pieces of dwarven weapons and armor, and I analyzed them to identify the exact alloy. One could have been stainless steel, but with the extra step of funneling zeal through the steel until it became like adamantium. Another might have been tool steel, with some special magical properties.

The metals from the dwarfs had Damascus striations, which suggested the dwarves were folding and forge-welding the metal back together to make it uniform. I had some more advanced processes at my disposal, so I cast ingots of higher quality and of the right alloy. The dwarves had a good reputation, so presumably they'd dome some research figuring out what metal worked best for what jobs. Someday I'd redo that research myself with a more scientific mindset, but for now I'd just copy what they'd done. After a few days of working the metal with the tools at my disposal, I had an appropriate number of tips, spikes, arrowheads, and other weapon edges.

This was the sort of thing elves preferred, and would work well for my matriarchs and allies. Weapons of solid iron alloys were both incredibly expensive and dangerous to the wielder. They would prefer to use more traditional materials for most of their weapon’s body. Sometimes that meant bronze alloys of various sorts, since those held enchantments better than all but the finest wood. More often though, it was body parts from vanquished monsters. That was where most of the materials we gathered went.

Sam, Dean, and I, however, had no such biases. For myself, I set about building a new version of Spell Eater. My current version was damaged, so a new one was overdue. It was bare bones for now, but I realized giving Spell Eater some sort of internal energy reserve mechanism would be advantageous. I also massively overbuilt the enchantments. That way, if I ever needed to absorb that powerful conceptual energy from a Mana Generator, my weapon would last much longer.

For Dean, the weapon he wanted was obvious. A big axe. He lent me his existing model, a large hunk of ironwood as dense as could be, lined with actual iron on one edge and steel on the other. The combination let him hack through just about anything.

It was a good idea in practice. Apparently, Dean had done much of the crafting himself. He didn’t have the tools at his disposal that I did, so it hadn't been the prettiest blade, but we could change that. He even helped me with the forging in the Smith's Workshop.

We swapped out the Ironwood with Adamantium, embellishing with mithril along the enchantments where appropriate. I etched in designs to interact with gravity, which was possible only because that was one of my own concepts. This axe could be light as a feather or heavy as a mountain, depending on what Dean wanted while wielding it. The edge was far sharper than before but would not blunt. A falling leaf that chanced upon it would be sliced clean in half.

Sam was even easier. For him, I built a revolver. He was a distance fighter, and a gun would suit him well. I made him a bunch of bullets, some with their own effects based on standard elemental magic and a few that he could fiddle with himself. I suspected he could hit these things with some sort of fate magic bullshit, like making it so that the bullets killed someone in the past.

For the elves, I was leaving most of the design work up to Argona, though I weighed in for Nela, Assyrus, and Tivana since I knew them all personally. A new spear for Nela, a pair of nimble swords for Assyrus, and one slightly larger sword with an impossibly keen edge for Tivana. All would be heavily enchanted and suitable for a fight at the Demigod level.

After that was everyone’s armor. I still had my Jade Armor I could summon up at will, though I hadn’t because my skin was now more durable than it was. Still, an extra barrier might come in handy at some point, so I cast a bunch of adamantium plates and slipped them into the jade armor. They would hopefully take most of the damage, and the smooth-flowing magical jade would serve as humble glue.

I crafted several full sets of scale mail for Nela, Assyrus, and Tivana. The three of them liked the look of polished, enchanted metal. The others preferred a more traditional outfit that looked more like a shapely cultivator’s robes, like what so many of them wore.

For them, I made something more akin to brigandine. Their clothes would look like normal robes from the outside, but they were well protected on the inside.

With the processes and materials in place, crafting lower-level iterations of the weapons and armor we’d made was possible. But I would leave that to the rest of my women. Plenty of Sorcerers in the city now could use equipment like this.

With everyone suited up and ready for battle, we gathered around the newly repaired and integrated room aboard The Wanderer.

Would you like to activate the Primordial World?

Enter your coordinates below.

“Anybody got some coordinates?” I asked.

“How wide a range will the portal accept?” Sam asked curiously. “If it accepts anything, then in theory, we could set it up right at the entrance to the new world we’re taking everyone to. It will make transferring the lower-level cultivators far safer.”

The Wanderer did indeed accept any coordinates, which was a hopeful omen of the future. Unfortunately, we didn’t have those coordinates yet. We’d have to explore first. Thankfully, Sam knew a few familiar locations in the Primordial World, and we entered those.

“Alright, everyone, hold down the fort! We’ll be back with glad tidings soon enough!” I waved by to everyone who’d come to watch us depart. Then, we Demigods stepped through the portal and back into the Primordial World.
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We arrived in a familiar town. It was the same one Sam and Dean had been exploring when they got captured by the Timeweaver Spiders.

“I would have thought this place would bring back bad memories for you?” I asked Sam.

Sam shrugged. “The spiders are dead. That’s what matters.”

Dean seemed a bit less convinced, and he drew his axe while he eyed the surroundings warily. After drawing a few sharp looks from locals, he reluctantly put it away. Though the way his fingers twitched suggested he was ready to draw it again in an instant.

Most of my companions had spent far more time in the Primordial World than I had, and between the lot of us, we had the names of people worth speaking to.

“What we’re looking for is people. We need to hunt down somebody from the right time period and then ask them where they crossed over to the Primordial World. We should be able to take the same route and follow them home,” Sam said.

“Right! So we just have to find someone with an outdated fashion sense!” Yeminel thrust a fist in the air, her other hand on her hip. “I’ve got a keen eye for things like this...”

I bit my lip. Tivana had once whispered to me that all the Demigods I’d picked up from the Primordial World had been wearing outfits her mother would call old-fashioned. Most did not reach the Demigod realm quickly, and most stuck to the sensibilities of their time of birth.

Still, she was a good sign that we could identify someone from the right time and place by looking at their clothes and mannerisms. I memorized them. Arriving a few decades or centuries early to the world we knew and loved would be just fine by me. It would mean a little peace and quiet before the action began.

Our best lead was simply asking questions, so that was what we did. A lot of the elves around these parts were from the era of the Elven Star Dominion. That would be too early for us, since I had no desire to live through the destruction of that ancient empire.

Eventually, I found someone. “Pardon me, you wouldn’t happen to be from the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, would you?” I asked a Sorcerer. She’d been quite wary when Tivana tried to wave her down and had even started running. Thankfully, a bit of Earth zeal had turned the dark alley she was running through into a trap with no exit.

“I-I’ll give you everything I have!” said the panicked elf as she held up her hands and slowly slid to her knees. Clearly, Demigods didn’t have nearly as good a reputation here in the Primordial World as they did outside it. Those I’d met from the Elven Star Dominion were a little more happy to rob people than I thought reasonable.

“Relax, we’re not here to rob you. We just want to ask you some questions. And we’ll pay you for the opportunity...” I pulled out one of my largest zeal crystals. Normally, I wouldn’t have been willing to part with something like this for a simple conversation, but the addition of three pseudo-Immortal Ascendants meant that the prisons were making more of these things than I could use. I’d given Mac permission to dump them into the Mana Generator for points since so many were coming in.

“Oh, why didn’t you say something?” The Sorcerer stood, straightening her clothes.

“We did,” Tivana replied dryly. We had indeed made the same offer, but the Sorcerer immediately started running and screaming. It had been awkward and would no doubt start a few rumors unless this elf returned happy and healthy to clear them up for us.

“I want to know about where you’re from.” The elf smiled and bowed. “I am from the Hearthstone Empire! Year three hundred and forty-seven.”

“What calendar is that?” Tivana asked.

“Three hundred and forty-seven years after the arrival of our glorious lord and savior, of course!” the elf said proudly. “He came to us when we were barbaric savages, lost and alone. The glorious Patriarch and his followers taught us new ways, slew the terrifying elemental lords, brought countless powerful matriarchs to their knees, and built a mighty empire! I’ll have you know, my mother’s roommate’s boss was adopted by a thirty-seventh generation descendent of the almighty Patriarch.”

I scowled. Some rotten bastard had stolen my title! I was the only Patriarch I knew of across the whole Ten Thousand Worlds. And what was with the Hearthstone Empire? Clearly theft. I shook my head in distaste.

Try as we might, we couldn’t quite nail down the era the elf was from. It sounded unfamiliar to me, similar to the Elven Star Dominion in terms of technological progress, but not nearly as spread out.

“It’s probably from some time in our future, then,” Tivana suggested. “On a timeline where the world was not destroyed, your name would have spread far and wide, and many would seek to emulate you.”

“It’ll do us little good then...” I sighed and tossed the elf her zeal crystal as promised.

“This is good news! It means your plan will succeed, and you will save the world even after its destruction!” Tivana said excitedly.

I was more skeptical. “We saw the World of Sanctuary and Serenity of the primary timeline get destroyed. I don’t really see a way to come back from that.”

Our next three encounters proved equally unproductive. There were elves from many eras nearby, past and future. We ended up moving to a new town Sam knew of about an hour’s travel away and trying our luck there instead.

Despite a few promising leads, that place also turned out to be a bust. There were definitely elves there from the recent past, but none from our recent past.

That was the trouble with all these other branch worlds. It added another dimension of complications to figuring out where and when someone was from. Too many of these elves were from versions of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity that sounded completely alien to us. They must have diverged long ago, back when the original humans were still around.

Maybe those humans were hiding somewhere in isolated pocket worlds of their own. If true, it wouldn’t be a good idea to explore these odd pocket worlds too thoroughly. I didn’t want to run into an unknown ancient Immortal Ascendant of dubious intent.

They spoke of worlds where the Planetary Defense Array had long been returned to its natural state. Of worlds where the Elven Star Dominion had become a peaceful trading democracy and was friends with all its neighbors instead of bitter rivals.

There were even quite a few more from the civilization run by this Patriarch of the Hearthstone Clan and his mighty empire. Damn dirty name thief. At least he seemed to do a decent job, as evidenced by the number of Sorcerers and Wizards he had spilling out of his realm and into the Primordial World.

We returned to camp, or in this case, the inn that Sam had rented near the center of the latest settlement. We had booked out several rooms, but there were doors in each of them that could be opened to combine them all. We all met in my room, which I shared with Tivana, Nela, and Assyrus.

“Alright! Here are our best leads!” Lyssandra smiled wide as she hauled in a pair of gagged and blindfolded wizards. “This one here is from an era that sounds very promising. It’s underdeveloped following the recent end of a golden age. All the continent names are correct, as are the major historical events the two of us can remember.”

She gestured to the other gagged and blindfolded elven wizard. “And this one here is a little more recent, but she said she was from something called the Moonbow Royal Family. Apparently, as far as I can tell, she and her family are from the continent we were just on.”

Tivana and I shot a glance at one another. The Moonbow Clan was quite proud that they descended from the royal family of a nation that was destroyed at the end of the last golden age. Perhaps this was a scion of that very clan?

We had Lyssandra take off the blindfolds and gags, and we each ran the pair of wizards through a battery of questions. They answered every one of them in the way we hoped. Spirits lifted, we circled up and spoke.

“It’s a bit early. Over four hundred years before the date we’re looking for,” I said.

Lyssandra shrugged. “Better centuries too early than a minute too late.”

“Besides, this will give us more time to prepare,” Nela added. “By then, the rest of the matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan will have reached Demigod.”

Dean shrugged. “I’m chill. I’ve got pretty much everything I care about back in the Hearthwood, so whether we arrive yesterday or ten thousand years in the past doesn’t matter much to me.”

“For me as well,” Sam agreed.

There were nods of agreement all around.

“So it’s settled! Now we just have to convince these two Wizards to lead us to their home.” I nodded back at the pair of frightened elves staring back at us with wide eyes.

Lyssandra nodded sternly and produced a leather crop, which she slapped against her palm. “Leave it to me.”

“Well, hold on just a second there, Lyssandra.” I held up a hand while the other reached into my Dimensional Storage for more zeal crystals. “There are better ways than violence.”

Though my new companions might see nothing wrong with it, kidnapping people off the street and forcing them to tell us information seemed like a bit of a bad-guy move. While I’d certainly done some less-than-heroic things here and there, I preferred to think that I was an overall positive influence on the world.

Sure, some people might have their clans destroyed or be subject to decades of slavery, but usually, those people deserved it. I helped the innocent when I could, and so far, I’d no reason to think Lyssandra’s two captives deserved to be treated harshly.

I knelt down before the two bound and gagged elves with a smile on my face. “Hey, you two. Sorry about my friend there. She’s just a little over-excited to figure something out, and we could really use your help. I promise you’ll be fine after, and you’ll be compensated very well.”

The two eyed me warily.

“Really!” I widened my smile a little further than felt natural. “I promise we’re not the bad guys here.”

Then the wall exploded. I shielded my face as debris whipped into our shared room. Someone certainly knew how to enter. My heart dropped when they announced themselves.

On the other side of the wall was a row of battle golems, all of them ready for a major fight. Hovering among them were several unfamiliar elven Demigods wearing outfits that made it clear they were from the Elven Star Dominion.

If I had any doubt left in me, it vanished a moment later.

“Freeze, criminal scum! You’re under arrest for an illegal prison break!”

So much for not being the bad guys.


Chapter
Forty-Two



Ihad feared something like this might happen when we returned to the Primordial World, hence all the work on new arms and armor. And also why I’d emphasized being quick, quiet, and discreet during our operations here. Unfortunately, my new allies had a different idea of discreet than I did, and now we were face to face with the law.

“This is not a settlement claimed by the Elven Star Dominion. You are out of your chronological jurisdiction!” Sam pointed a finger accusatorily.

“Save the passionate speech for prison, human! It’ll make you popular with the Sorcerers there...” the lead police Demigod spat.

I stood from where I’d been kneeling to talk to the two captives. “Look, we were arrested under false pretenses. Your guys got a tip from a bad actor abusing your legal system. We’re not bad guys, honest!”

The Demigod flicked her gaze to the two bound and gagged elves on the ground before me.

I sighed. “Yeah, alright. It looks pretty bad. Would it help if I told you I was about to let them go?”

“Guards! Bring them in dead or alive!” the commander of the police forces shouted.

“I’ll take that as a no...” I grumbled. Soon as we got out of this mess, I was going to sit my new allies down and teach them how to bribe people and avoid bringing the cops down on us.

But I couldn’t blame Lyssandra and the others for this. We were bound to have another run-in with the law eventually.

I sized up our opponents.

Law Enforcement Captain (Level 57, Late Demigod)

Law Enforcement Lieutenant (Level 52, Early Demigod) x3

Law Enforcement Officer (Level 45, Mid Sorcerer) x7

If the Sorcerers had been unarmed, they wouldn’t have even been a factor in this fight. The trouble was the golem armor they were wearing. Like before, these were heavy-duty bronze suits. Unlike before, each stood quite taller than before and seemed much heavier duty.

The impression I got from these was that the ones we’d faced before were meant for routine police work. These were meant for war. Clearly, someone in the Elven Star Dominion thought this would be enough to take us down. And I feared just a little that they might be right.

With Arien, Lyssandra, Melaris, Yeminel, Lyanva, Tivana, Assyrus, Nela, Sam, Dean, and me, we were just about evenly matched. But they had a Late Demigod, and we didn’t. Plus, most of our Demigods were much newer to their power. Our enemies were from the Elven Star Dominion, and their training was no joke. I’d fought Sorcerers from them before, and they were definitely a notch above the skill level I was used to.

“I’ll take the tough chick!” Dean declared as he rushed at the captain, axe in hand. She turned at his approach and withdrew a long rapier from her side. From the shine of it, that was no ironwood weapon. It was adamantium, just like the kind I made.

She flicked her blade like she expected to cut the head of Dean’s axe off with one swing. She was surprised when Dean blocked the strike and followed up with a shove. Then her expression firmed, and the way she moved made it clear that Dean wouldn’t be getting in any easier hits.

Sam squared off against one of the three lieutenants. She came at him with a mace, swinging overhead in a large sweeping arc. It looked for all the world like Sam was about to have his head bashed in, but when the mace was about to hit him, it swept through empty air.

The lieutenant turned her miss into a horizontal slash, only to strike one of the Sorcerers in their war golem instead. She left a big dent in her ally’s arm.

“You’re a slippery one!” she yelled.

“There’s a lot of crude remarks I could make in reply to that,” Sam said as he crouched low and swept out a leg, taking the lieutenant’s legs out from under her. The moment she was down, he pointed his shiny new revolver at her and aimed at the weak joints in her golem armor. Three quick bangs and it looked like the magitech limb would never move again.

He was doing well. Dean, a bit less so. But they were both Demigods with hundreds of years of adventure through the Primordial World under their belts. The rest of my companions were a bit fresher-faced.

Tivana was holding her own against one golem, and given half a minute to take her opponent apart, she’d win and be able to help the others. Nela and Assyrus hadn’t fully come to terms with their concepts, though, and I sensed neither of them using their abilities to the fullest. They’d been surprised and hadn’t learned how to summon up their Demigod powers without a few moments of concentration ahead of time.

Arien, Lyssandra, Melaris, and Yeminel each took on one golem. From my brief glimpse, Lyssandra, Melaris, and Arien were winning, while Yeminel was struggling with her foe. Gusts of warm breeze and ocean spray were handy in the event of bad weather, but they weren’t exactly good at stopping a several-ton war golem. The sword I’d made for her would work fine if only she had the guts to close the distance between her and her opponent.

As for me, I was head-to-head with the remaining lieutenant. She was a Mid Demigod just like me, and she was taking our fight seriously. I didn’t think it was an accident that the more powerful force members sent to apprehend us went after us humans.

There had been even more humans active during the Elven Star Dominion. They knew we had some innate gifts and an affinity for zeal that was hard to beat. The one I faced had come prepared with a pair of mithril shock batons. Each time she smacked me, she drained away a little power.

It would have been a lot of power if I’d only practiced Spirit Cultivation, but thanks to my World Titan Fiendbody she was getting drops where she should have gotten buckets. The fact that I also had much more power than someone at my level ought to mean that I had the advantage of defending against her.

But I needed to do more than just defend. Somebody had to win their fight early to help the others and start swinging this battle in our favor, and I was determined that someone should be me.

When my opponent swung wide, I turned to smoke and vanished. She whirled behind her, convinced I’d appear there. I felt the weapons swing through where I’d appear, thanks to Assyrus’ Champion concept.

A moment later, I switched to Tivana’s Impossible concept, opening up a hole in her defenses that should have been too small to be exploited. Her foot slipped a little too wide for a fraction of a second. She could have recovered in a fraction of a second, but I didn’t give her that fraction of a second. I swept her batons aside with a shove from my forearm, then planted my fist in her guts.

She would have gone flying into orbit in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. But here in the Primordial World, she only went flying into the nearby wall. I knocked the wind clean out of her, and it would take a couple of seconds for her to recover.

“Stay down,” I warned her. So far, I’d avoided killing any of the Elven Star Dominion’s enforcers. Doing that would get Immortal Ascendants on our ass faster than anything else. If it was possible to keep this fight bloodless, that’d be for the best. But these ladies weren't exactly making it easy for us.

The moment I was free, I ran toward Sam. His opponent seemed to grow increasingly frustrated that she couldn’t hit him. She could probably feel Sam’s curses settling in, guaranteeing ill fortune for her in the imminent future.

But Sam’s spells would take a long time to end this fight. Fate zeal wasn’t known for being timely and efficient. So, while he distracted his opponent, I tackled her from behind. The blow knocked the mace from her hands, and she struggled in my grip.

This one was strong for an elf. Really, really strong. I could tell her concept had something to do with physical power and was helping her. Still, between the two of us, I was still stronger. More than that, though, I was also much taller.

If each of us were swinging our weapons, it wouldn’t have been that big a deal. But here on the ground, with the two of us locked in a wrestle, I had the leverage to toss her around like a kid with a stuffed animal.

“Get off me!” she yelled.

“No,” I replied as I rolled her onto her back. I planted a knee there to pin her to the ground, then forced her right ankle and her left arm together. Then I rummaged around her belt until I found something resembling handcuffs. It took a second to figure out how they worked, but when they clicked, they proved too strong for even a Demigod to break. No doubt she’d been planning on using those on us.

“Sam, I need--“

“Already on it!” Sam said as he rushed toward Dean. Dean had been struggling a bit in his fight. His opponent was a late Demigod, and she was damn fast. After his initial shove, she’d unleashed a fury of blows that carved thin lines into Dean’s flesh all over his body. Without support, Dean wouldn’t last much longer.

But Sam was just the kind of help he needed. When Sam arrived, Dean’s wounds reversed themselves and he was restored to full health. The two didn’t even exchange words as they flung themselves into battle. Dean was still outmatched in speed and power, but thanks to Sam’s presence, whenever she tried to overwhelm Dean, she left herself open to a powerful fate curse.

I trusted them to hold off the Late Demigod a little longer while I saved the others.

Yeminel was on the ground. One of the war golems had her pinned, and the pilot was struggling to put handcuffs on her with clumsy metal hands. Yeminel was battered and bruised, but still breathing. I could rescue her later.

Lyanva had found her way onto a golem pilot’s back. She wasn’t doing much of anything, hammering her fists against enchanted bronze, but neither could her opponent do anything to her as they flailed wildly straight through the wall to a neighboring room.

Arien had taken a bad hit and had the wind knocked out of her. She struggled to stand properly too and might have twisted something. Before long, she’d be down too. Fortunately, Lyssandra was nearly done with her battle and was moments away from ripping the Sorcerer pilot right out of the war golem. Melaris was still holding her own.

Nela was also down, since she couldn’t activate her concept. She also wasn’t usually one for fighting at such close quarters. The beams of light she shot were fast and covered a great distance, but were hard to maneuver in this cramped battlefield. She had a handcuff dangling around one wrist, which probably meant she’d been pinned at one point but slipped away.

She needed help the most. I rushed her opponent from behind. My hands were much tougher than Lyanva’s, so instead of beating against enchanted bronze, I found the grooves and tugged until the plates bent. I’d seen the backs of these things open up, so there had to be a latch somewhere... there!

I triggered the latch before pulling a terrified Sorcerer from the suit and tossing her across the room at the superior officer I’d punched. She was only now getting back to her feet after I knocked the wind out of her, and getting hit in the face by a flying Sorcerer knocked her right back on her ass.

I helped Nela up. She held up her cuffed wrist.

“It’s... draining...” she mumbled, words slurred. I realized her problem immediately. The cuffs depleted an elf’s zeal, and even though she just had one of them on, it was still sapping her power. I hooked a finger on either side of the joint of the cuff and twisted. With a jerk, the cuff snapped and fell to the ground. Color immediately began returning to Nela’s face.

“Focus and activate that concept of yours!” I said. Nela nodded, closed her eyes, and furrowed her brows. It took her a second, but I felt new strength flowing through her.

Near us, Assyrus had been locked in a battle with a four-armed war golem. It wielded a weapon in each hand and was trying to overwhelm Assyrus under the sheer volume of attacks. It couldn’t have picked a worse opponent for such a strategy. During the fight, Assyrus must have been able to activate a concept because she flowed neatly between her enemy’s weapons like they weren’t even there. Each time she did so, she landed a delicate strike across the bronze plates of the golem’s chest.

When Nela blasted the war golem from the side with a beam of golden light, the battle was as good as over. I let the two of them take care of it while I launched myself at Tivana’s opponent. I grabbed the war golem from behind, wrestling with the incredible might behind the magical limbs as I pinned the golem in a headlock.

“Give that new sword a try!” I grunted.

Tivana whipped her blade out in front of her, taking off both the golem’s struggling hands with razor-thin wires of spatial zeal flung from the tip of her sword. Then she grabbed the blade halfway down the sword’s length and jammed it between the bronze plates. The metal of the sword I’d forged for her was far stronger than simple enchanted bronze, and when Tivana twisted, the plates gave way to reveal the startled golem pilot beneath. Tivana flicked her fingers and lines of spatial zeal shot through the control system within the golem, ruining them and leaving the pilot stuck in a non-functional suit.

Behind me, I heard Nela and Assyrus finish their fight. Tivana rushed to help her mother, and Lyssandra finished her fight alone. Arien was down, but before her opponent could handcuff her, I grabbed the war golem and yanked her off her feet.

By now, the fight had turned in our favor, and I wasn’t the only one who’d seen it. The captain jumped clear of Dean’s latest swing and cupped her hands. “Fall back! These fiends are tougher than we thought!”

The lieutenant I’d fought grabbed two of her disarmed subordinates as she jumped to her feet. Someone scooped up the one I’d handcuffed. The police retreated with practiced efficiency. It seemed like the law enforcement agents of the Elven Star Dominion knew when to cut their losses.

I looked around the destroyed inn with a sigh. The owner of this place would not be happy with us. Materials from the Primordial World did not come cheap. Perhaps now was as good a time as any to give Lyssandra a lesson on bribery.


Chapter
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The money I paid the innkeeper would have bought a city back home. Maybe I should have tried to kidnap one or two of those law enforcement officers. Surely a Demigod locked in the prisons could generate a decent number of zeal crystals.

Still, I was trying to set a good example. I didn’t want to teach Lyssandra the wrong sort of lesson, after all.

“This should be enough to repair the inn...” The innkeeper looked at me, still glaring. “But I still don’t want to see you lot here again.”

“Of course...” I smiled, adding a few more zeal crystals to her outstretched hand. “We really didn’t mean to cause any trouble. Please just keep this incident between us.”

The innkeeper’s expression brightened. “For a charming man such as yourself, I’ll bite my tongue. The local gossipmonger won’t hear anything from me. And you’ll be welcome back here after you get whatever that was taken care of...”

“We will, we will...” I promised.

Lyssandra nodded along curiously until we departed.

“She was only a Sorcerer,” Lyssandra said. “You could have told her this was merely a risk of doing business in the Primordial World. Surely, she’s saved money from past profits for a time like this. This inn wasn’t cheap to reserve.”

“And if we did that, she’d resent us. Try as we might, we’ll probably leave clues about who we are and where we’re going. This will help with that.”

Lyssandra said as she pulled out her crop again. “I still think we should scare those two I captured upstairs. They will reveal everything they know at no cost to us.”

“Sometimes the carrot is better than the stick,” I said as I nudged Lyssandra’s crop to her side. We entered the room again, and I knelt down before the pair of captured elves.

“Sorry about that little incident. We’ve had some bad interactions with law enforcement here. Don’t worry. It will all be taken care of.” I smiled at the pair of gagged elves who’d just witnessed a fight between Demigods that surely wasn’t something as small as the little incident I claimed it was.

I produced a pair of extra-large zeal crystals. I didn’t have many more of these, and wouldn’t until the prisons generated more.

I feared the one from the Moonbow Royal Family would be unimpressed by this kind of wealth, but her eyes widened just as much as the other wizard. I undid both their gags to let them speak.

“Okay, okay. I’ll tell you where our portal is!” one elf said.

“Wait, wait! My portal is much nicer. You should use my world instead!” The other shouldered her fellow captive aside.

I’d forgotten how poor the average elf was. Even if a royal family had artifacts like this one, they wouldn’t use them except for the most dire of circumstances. And since her family had gotten their kingdom wiped out at the end of the last golden age, they were probably conserving resources.

In short, the offer of a hefty bribe had the two of them selling out their planets to me in no time. No doubt we seemed like a shady bunch of Demigods all cloistered in this little inn, kidnapping people off the streets and speaking in hushed whispers after a fight with the law. But our zeal crystals were as good as anyone else’s.

After a bit of questioning, it turned out the two wizards had entered through the same naturally occurring portal to the Primordial World. They felt disheartened by this revelation, as they feared that only one of them would receive payment, but I assured them both that they would get their zeal crystals. From its description, it sounded very similar to the one San and Dean had in the capital, though this one had no city around it.

I didn’t mind paying double for the same information. After all, if we only had the testimony of one elf, I would have been much less certain that we’d found the right world. With two, I was a lot more confident we had a solid lead.

“Perhaps you are right. I will try bribery next time,” Lyssandra said when we arrived smoothly at our destination.

The Moonbow Royal Family was camped out around the portal. Apparently, they’d been too nervous to go into town. As a royal family, they should have had at least one sorcerer, though so far I saw no sign of her.

“Halt! Who goes there?” asked a nervous guard. She was the only True Mage, which was a rare sight in the Primordial World. Any weaker, and she wouldn’t be able to survive here at all. But it made sense for a clan fleeing the end of a Golden Age to save everyone they could.

“We’ve come to use the portal!” I said, waving another massive zeal crystal in one hand and waving the wizard we’d picked up in the other hand. She hung limply in my arms, waving a shy hand herself at the guard and the others who came rushing out to see what the commotion was.

“Halt! D-don’t come any closer!” the guard stuttered. “This area is within the domain of the Moonbow royal family! Guards! Attack!”

“T-they’re Demigods!” another guard whispered, causing the other to go pale.

“Attack anyway! Your death will buy the royal family time to escape!” the first guard yelled. The other was shaking too much to move.

“It’s okay. We don’t mean anyone any harm. Besides, this one said we could use your portal!” I held up the elf I was holding by the back of her shirt. “Now, where was that portal, anyway? Point me the way, please.”

The elf I was holding pointed the way, and I followed her directions. It looked like the Moonbow Royal Family had tried to erect some sort of wall around their encampment, but their tools had been too low quality to chop through the wood or cut through the earth of the Primordial World. In the end, they’d resorted to simply erecting a rope circle around their perimeter.

“We mean no harm, don’t bother shooting at us!” I said as I swatted aside a few arrows with the back of my hand. “We’re just here to use your portal.”

The Moonbow Royal Family continued to shoot at us. And they definitely bore some resemblance to the Moonbow Clan I’d met back in Deania. They had the same purple hair, bright white bows, and imperious faces.

Of course, they hadn’t been imperious during my last memories of them. The orc invasion had spelled the end for their clan. Though perhaps the survivors had pulled themselves together after I ordered all the orcs to return to the World of Struggle and Strife.

“Have you guys checked in on the other side of the portal? Are the golems going home yet?” I asked.

“Attack! Throw everything we have at them! It’s our only chance,” said someone with a bow. They were shooting arrows our way, one after another. None of them had any hope of hurting me. Nor my companions now that we were all suited up in our new Demigod armor. But that didn’t stop the Moonbow Clan from trying.

“I’m realizing why you guys collapsed...” I grumbled. I tossed the elf I was holding aside.

“Fine. I’ll check on the other side of the portal. A quick word of advice, though, don’t attack my companions. I doubt they’ll be as restrained as me.”

I ducked my head through the portal and emerged in a small divot in the ground. There were a few bushes overhead, most of them dead or dying. Clearly, someone had attempted to make the portal appear natural. I cleared the branches away enough to poke my head above ground.

There were no signs of civilization around for leagues in any direction. I bent my ears to hear. Birds were chirping. There was a waterfall about a day’s flight to the north. I heard a few people talking, but they were far away and scattered. It sounded like a few low-level elves coordinating a hunt.

If the Golden Age was still going on, it was near the end by now. It was hard to tell with the sparsely populated continent, but it seemed safe to go in.

I slid back through the portal. The Moonbow Camp was destroyed by then. A few of the guards were dead, and someone had run around and snapped most of their bows in two. The nicest one lay in Queen Lyanva’s hands.

“Consider this taxes! You never paid my tribute the year your clan was raided by the orcs and destroyed,” Lyanva said as she tucked the bow into a pocket that shouldn’t have been able to fit it.

I let out a low whistle. “They’re going to have a hard time rebuilding their kingdom after this...” Most of the supplies were now blowing away in the wind. But it was their own fault for foolishly insisting on a fight. It was a common problem that people who got to the peak of power in their area and got too used to the feeling of supremacy. They often forgot that there were bigger fish beyond their small pond.

I reluctantly realized that we were probably the cause of the Moonbow Royal Family’s decline and eventual collapse. But their loss would be Deania’s gain after Sam and Dean united the various surviving clans and transformed them into a kingdom.

“We’ll need to make use of this portal.” I raised my hands, and a large stone slab lifted from the ground. I could do this sort of thing a thousand times on a regular planet with hardly a thought, but here in the Primordial World it took some real effort. Despite my best efforts, I could only get the wall to around fence height without putting some real elbow grease into the project, and this just wasn’t worth it. It would have to be more symbolic than practical, anyway.

“All of you, stay in the stone circle if you know what’s good for you,” Nela warned them. She held her new spear in one hand, and the way the Moonbow Royal Family glanced at it told me they’d seen her use it. I had forged it to optimize those beams of golden light she loved to use so much, and she’d adapted to the new armament well.

With that set up, I opened up my Pocket World Passage and thus a corridor leading back to the patch of rock of mine floating through the void. Passing coordinates to Mac about where to set the destination for the Primordial World portal would have worked just as well, but we would still need to use this natural portal. While the Primordial World portal could take us to the Primordial World, it couldn’t hop over to this new neighboring universe. It would take something like The Wanderer at its full power to flow through all of space and time like that.

Actually, getting everyone and everything we had with us was a process that should have taken years. Hell, things like the Fairy of the Immortal Glade’s big tree should never have been able to fit through the portal. Luckily, we had spatial magic in abundance, so a few teams of Wizards could haul over goods and people in the spatially compressed bunkers we’d built in abundance to survive the end of the last golden age.

Once they were on the other side, we could convert those same bunkers into item storage units and then eventually to raw land storage units. With Mac’s help, we chopped up the ground underneath the Hearthwood into little cubes, shoved each cube in a box, and then moved it over.

As long as we remembered which slice of the city went where, we’d hopefully be able to reassemble the entire city once we figured out where we were setting up shop on the other side. At least, that was the plan.

Bringing The Wanderer through was actually the easiest. Despite how it wound its way through every structure in the Hearthwood, its true central body was no larger than a phone booth. I dug it out of my closet in Castle Mac, hoisted it over my shoulder, and then walked right through the Pocket World Passage.

“Be careful in case all of space and time collapses around you!” Dean warned. “I’ve never hauled a portal through itself before!”

There was a very strange noise in the Pocket World Passage as I walked through it with The Wanderer over my shoulder. Something flashed in the corners of my mind, like a vision nearly there. Dean and Tivana seemed mesmerized by the sight. Perhaps if I’d been a spatial cultivator, I would have had a breakthrough right then and there.

But I wasn’t. So when the feeling faded, and it felt safe, I continued on my way right to the other side, then set The Wanderer down behind me. The portal to The Wanderer twisted inward, and I had the distinct impression it was now leading in our direction.

Dean shook his head to clear it. “That looked pretty weird. You’re going to do it again for me when I finally figure out how to roll a joint that affects Demigods! Trippy stuff.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I replied. “So, where are we? Do you guys know?”

“About that...” Sam chuckled. “Dean and I recognized this place as soon as we were on the other side! This is the capital of Deania! Or rather, it will be in a few more centuries. I think we’ve landed shortly before our own arrival on this world. Very strange. I’ll be curious to see how the Ten Thousand Worlds deals with us already being active. I suspect we’ll want to steer clear of our past selves. It may be wise for Dean and I to remain aboard The Wanderer when that happens. Otherwise, The Wanderer might decide to leave us stuck in stasis with you!”

“A troubling thought...” I muttered. “Anyway, since this is going to be Deania, we can’t exactly set up shop here. Where to?”

Sam and Dean looked at one another.

“It’s gotta be.” Dean shrugged.

“I figured it’d be something like this,” Sam said in agreement.

“What? What am I missing?” I asked.

“You’ve explored most of the Groveguard Continent on your own. And we took you to the Fimblesea Continent to the east, where we fought the dragons.”

I nodded. “Big empty place. Dean used to get tacos there. They never rebuilt after the last golden age.”

“That’s the one. Well, if you travel even further east of Fimblesea, there’s another continent Dean and I found. The locals there shooed us away and seemed rather good at doing so.” Sam shook his head. “I guess I should have seen it before. They weren’t exactly rude, but they were quite firm. Dean and I spent some time trying to figure out what they were hiding, but each time they told us to get lost.”

“It’s the one place we warned you not to go without us, remember?” Dean added.

“Anyway,” Sam continued, “we spent decades trying to figure out what was going on there. What was even weirder was the fact that after crossing over to the Primordial World and checking out some parallel timeline pocket worlds, the continent is an empty wasteland. I guess now I finally know why.”

“Ah...” I said in final understanding. “So what’s this mysterious dark continent called, anyway?”

Sam smiled at the fond memories. “After a lot of digging, Dean and I could figure out what the locals called the place. Apparently, it’s called the Hearthstone continent.”

“Ah fuck...” I swore.
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Sam and Dean led the way to the Hearthstone Continent, which was nearly on the exact opposite side of the planet from the Groveguard Continent I was used to. I had seen it from afar more than once, but strangely never felt much urge to explore it. I suppose I’d just assumed it was empty since the Fimblesea Continent had largely been empty and unimpressive.

With the Primordial World and nearly Ten Thousand Worlds to explore, my lack of interest was understandable. But now that I saw this continent, perhaps there was more to the trick. I had my Unnoticeability spell completely mastered by now. With my current power, it might be possible to expand that spell over an entire continent if I really wanted.

And, with a grumpy frown, as soon as I had the thought, I realized that was what I would have to do eventually.

I hate time travel...

“Can we risk a brief tour over the Hearthwood?” I asked hopefully.

“You can go any time, Theo. It’s going to take a few days to unpack the city anyway. You can cruise over if you like. For me? I don’t want to risk a causality breach if we end up merging timelines and my prior self is already up and about, but you should be safe no matter what, considering you don’t emerge into normal space-time for hundreds of years from now.” Sam shrugged.

San and Dean led me to the Hearthstone Continent. Or rather, what would eventually be known as the Hearthstone Continent. Honestly, the place seemed rather unimpressive. There was a lot of barren rock, and most of the ruins were at least several golden ages old. This place had been hit hard by the end of a previous golden age and never recovered. Now it was even worse.

The locals were little more than a few scattered bands of elves in an even more lowly state than the tribes of the Hearthwood when I’d first met them. If those elves had been in the Dark Ages, they were stuck in the Stone Age. In fact, now that I looked, I couldn’t find so much as one of them past zeal accumulation. They might not even know how to implant a spellheart and reach Mage Acolyte.

The problem with the continent was pretty obvious. There was a lot of rock and only rock. While that might be good for a civilization capable of building massive stone castles or mining for metals to make tools, it was considerably less good for hunter-gatherer elves trying to pull their civilization up by their bootstraps. The low population for the continent was directly related to the low level of game or edible monsters.

There was hardly any grass growing anywhere on the continent, and it looked like the whole place had been scoured of life by recent volcanic eruptions. In fact, a few of the volcanos were still active. Given the look of the landscape, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a massive black tower with a big glowing eye at the top of one of the towers. I almost wished there was a dark lord or two around here. It would make the place more interesting than this barren wasteland I’d found myself in.

What few locals there were lived by the coast. The areas inland were not only devoid of food, but filled with powerful elementals of the fire and earth aspects. Some were as high as the Wizard realm, which meant they’d practically be gods in the eyes of weak elves at the zeal accumulation level.

There were a few towns and villages with enough of a population to be called a settlement, but not many of them. I only sensed three True Mages on the entire continent, every one of them just barely worthy of the title. If the elementals further inland ever decided they wanted to wipe out the elves completely, they could do so quite easily.

As it was, it looked like what few coastal settlements survived the end of the last golden age were terrified of going too far inland and attracting their attention. Between the lack of farmland and the fact that most of the continent was under the control of monsters, I didn't see much of a future for this place.

In short, the locals were well and truly screwed where they were. They would never be able to build much of anything until the lava-swept rocky ground turned back into soil good enough to farm and grow their population. And the local monsters would likely wipe them out long before that happened.

Fortunately, we were not them. I alone could do in minutes what would take centuries of natural processes. Once we picked a spot to set up shop, I would redirect rivers and churn the rock into fertile dirt to make farming viable for my people and the vassal clans under my rule. With me, Mac, and a bunch of Demigods all building infrastructure, we could have this place looking nicer than it was at the end of the last golden age by the end of the month, and we would do so as soon as we made sure the golems from the end of the last golden age were gone and the dust had really settled.

Mac scanned the entire continent and eventually picked the place with the most potential. It was in the exact geographic center of the continent, which I suppose made sense. The exact geography was malleable since I could change pretty much everything if I wanted to.

It also put us far away from the locals on the coast to the point they probably wouldn’t notice us before we were fully established. They may have been primitive and few in number, but I’d heard stories of more than one primitive tribe-based culture throughout the Ten Thousand Worlds, and some of them could band together and hurl themselves at their enemies by the thousands.

That kind of slaughter would be a depressing way to christen our new home, especially after everyone with us had survived a lengthy siege and several battles. It would be better to build ourselves up in peace and invite the locals to learn our ways when we had spare wealth and resources enough to make being friends with us the obvious choice.

I left the part where we’d have to put our city back together like puzzle pieces to my matriarchs and subordinates. Yes, I could have helped, but the need to see the Hearthwood was just too great. Would The Wanderer be there? This would be before Dean stuffed the Devilbeast Wilds into a pocket dimension, so I would see it in its raw, natural, and untamed state.

Would the Shadowblade Beast be there? It was probably old enough to have been around about now. And what would happen when The Wanderer arrived? Would my version of The Wanderer vanish? Would this one? Would I walk into the Command Center one day to find myself frozen in stasis?

I was terribly curious. So I took a trip to the Hearthwood. Some questions were answered. Yes, the Hearthwood was still the Devilbeast Wilds, with massive monsters everywhere.

It also seemed much more sparsely populated than when I first appeared in the primary timeline. The Riverweed tribe didn’t form until Sava’s previous incarnation died, and her power was scattered, so that much was obvious. The Waterbeetle tribe was nowhere to be seen either. Assyrus’ ancestor probably arrived later. No Crimson Dragonfly tribe either.

Ah, but what was that to the north? I spotted a few purple-haired, nimble-looking elves wandering through the woods. Could that be the start of the Hidden Serpent Tribe?

I scanned their cultivation bases. Three True Mages? That was more impressive than the Hidden Serpent Tribe I remembered. They had struggled to field a single Mage Acolyte.

Perhaps the Hidden Serpent Tribe had deeper origins than I realized. I would have to ask Eltiana. Or better yet, bring her with me to see them for herself. She worked hard to keep her family’s ancient ninja traditions alive at higher cultivation levels. Perhaps she’d be interested to know the techniques she was inventing had already been invented.

I decided to drop in and say hello. I’d had run-ins with the Hidden Serpent Tribe before and knew roughly what to expect. Besides, wouldn’t it be nice to have some eyes on the ground to tell me exactly what happened when The Wanderer showed up?

So I turned off the gravity effect suspending me in the air and drifted down. When I was new at flight, I would have slammed into the ground like a meteor. To lower-level people, that was an entrance that displayed might beyond contestation. Any Sorcerer should be proud of a superhero landing.

But the Demigod realm was beyond sheer strength. For us, control was more important than the scale of force. We held the power to destroy worlds, so making showy landings left and right would cause serious collateral damage. A Demigod who could land without ruffling so much as a single leaf on the forest floor was, in my mind, far more impressive than a Demigod who shattered a continent with their landing.

I didn’t quite succeed. The moment I landed, the crunch of little sticks and wet leaves immediately attracted attention. At least I didn't send them running in terror. I was improving!

“Greetings!” I said to the group of three True Mages gathered around a campfire.

“Ambush!” one of the women said. She cocked back her hand, and immediately, three throwing daggers flew my way with remarkable speed. But to me, she might as well have handed me the knives. I plucked the three of them out of the air.

“Hey, this is real iron. A bit crudely forged, but clearly, someone has some bright ideas. Where did you get these?” I asked curiously.

“Wait, that’s no monster? No elf either. I think he’s a chaka! You can tell he’s immune to the touch of iron,” one of the True Mages said.

I nodded. “That’s right. I’m a human.” This was going much better than my first meeting with the Hidden Serpent Tribe. Back then, Eltiana had been practicing with a whip and wearing leather. I shuddered to think of what would have happened to my tender rear had I been captured back then.

Thankfully, these three were more normally dressed, and there wasn’t a whip in sight. If there had been, I would have had to assert my dominance much more immediately.

“Perfect! Capture him!” one of the True Mages said, rapidly crushing my hopes. She reached for a bag of holding at her waist and pulled out a net. It flew over her head in a perfect cast and landed on my head. Two more followed suit.

“Ah... now this takes me back.” I smiled from beneath the net. “Letting you three take me back with you would probably be the fastest way to contact your leader, but these days, I am quite comfortable being on the other side of ropes and chains. Thank you all for the offer, though.”

“What are you talking about?” asked one of the True Mages in confusion.

Rather than speak, I showed her what I meant. I snapped my fingers, and the nets turned to sand and flowed around me into the ground. The three True Mages’ eyes widened as they suddenly realized they were dealing with someone out of their league.

“Don’t look so startled. I just want to chat. Come on. Sit, sit.” I ushered them back down around the campfire. When they refused to move, I sighed and lifted a finger, wrapping Earth around their heels and growing chairs beneath them. They flopped back down into seated positions one by one, though this time, they were each bound in place.

I took over finishing what they were cooking. “Fish on a stick, a classic. Ah, if only Dean was here. He loves these things. They’re getting a little burned on one side, though. A good trick I’ve heard is sweeping out some embers and using those to cook. Much better than flames.”

I casually tended the fire while my three captives squirmed. Ah, dominance successfully asserted. If I hadn’t already destroyed the nets, I might have been tempted to do something interesting with them. But no, I couldn’t. If the activists in the Hearthwood knew that I was out here tying up women when they had all made themselves perfectly available, I’d have a riot on my hands. This was a strictly platonic application of my many skills in the subject.

They were probably scared anyway. This encounter had to be terribly confusing for them. There they were camping in a haunted forest and suddenly someone far more powerful than them shows up to ensure they don’t burn their food. I’d be a little startled, too.

But nothing helped elves overcome their fears like the opportunity for advancement. So, to sweeten the deal, I decided to add a few goods of my own to their sparse lunch. A few vegetables from the Hydroponic Garden and a bit of monster meat from one of my recent adventures, and suddenly, we had four nice servings of surf and turf.

I freed the hands of my captives as I passed plates around. I gave them forks and knives as well, though they glanced curiously at both. The forks the elves used were of the medieval two-pronged variety. In contrast, I’d talked the smiths of the Hearthwood into putting out something a little more modern.

“The usual style of fork around here just makes it too tough to scoop with, in my humble opinion,” I explained as I dug in to show them all the food was safe. As assassins, they were naturally wary of eating something prepared by someone else. “This shovel shape means you don’t have to reach for a fork unless you’re eating mostly liquid. Also, do you ladies really think I would poison you? If I wanted to kill you, you’d never have seen me coming. Instead, I’m feeding you lunch.”

“What do you plan to do with us?” one of them asked. The others seemed to be waiting for her, so I took her to be the group leader.

I shrugged. “I suppose I could spoon-feed you if you really want to be my helpless little captives. That could be hot. Granted, the fact that there are three of you might make it a little tedious. It’ll be easier to just let you all feed yourselves.”

“Besides feeding us, I mean.”

“Talk?”

“What could we possibly know that would be useful to someone like you?” the leader asked. “And what are you, anyway? You’re more than a True Mage. Are you a Wizard?”

“Oh, you’d be surprised... This is one of those things where you don’t know how little you know until you’re what others might consider an expert. As for what I am, you could say I hold the power of a Wizard. Sure.” And a lot more, though teaching them about the Sorcerer and Demigod realms would just be a waste of time. At True Mage, the higher power levels didn’t matter much anyway. Better to let them think they were merely mildly outclassed instead of completely out of their depths. “But to answer your question a bit more directly, I have questions about the three of you and wherever you came from. You are the Hidden Serpent Tribe, yes?”

“The Hidden Serpent is one of the arms of the Grand Hydra Clan,” my captive explained. "One specialized for scouting, spying, and... other things, if need be."

My eyebrows rose. “Just one part, you say? And are all the elves in this Grand Hydra Clan like you three?”

“What do you mean?”

I pulled my hands together. “You know. Dark purple hair, athletic, flexible, favors iron weapons, and... ahem... vertically challenged?”

“We are not short! We are the perfect size for the work we do.”

I nodded sagely. “Of course. Of course.”

Definitely a yes.

“Anyway,” I continued, “this Grand Hydra Clan? What is it?”

“Our ancestor is the world’s foremost expert on iron and its effects. Studying iron is what led her to embark on the path of mastering Poison zeal.”

“Fascinating. Truly fascinating...” I rested my chin on my elbow. “And would you say your clan is doing well? Growing?”

The sour look on the faces of the three was all the reply I needed.

“We are currently scouting for a new location to fall back to,” the leader explained. “But if this forest is claimed by you, then we shall avoid it.”

I held up my hand. The last thing I wanted was to ruin the formation of the Hidden Serpent Tribe. Perhaps I’d been too bold showing up and saying hello after all. “No, no. Please, move in. This isn’t my forest. But a word of advice? Maybe you should look in that direction?” I pointed them toward where the Hidden Serpent Tribe would one day be located. Hopefully, that would be enough to get things back on track.

“We... we will. Assuming you release us?” asked the leader of the three True Mages.

I waved my hands, and the stone binding the three in place turned to dust. Perhaps it would be best to get out of here before I did anything too rash. In my overeagerness, I might have thrown things off. I was still curious, though. Was this the start of the Hidden Serpent Tribe or not?

Normally, I would have kept an eye on the three from above, but I felt a buzz in the back of my head. My companions probably needed me to help finish setting up The Wanderer back on the Hearthstone continent.

“Tell you what.” I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew a long sword of iron and adamantium. “Take this to your clan leader. Tell her you discovered this in the forest.”

“Is that a sword of pure iron?” the trio’s leader gasped as she saw the weapon I casually withdrew from my Dimensional Storage.

"More than iron," I chuckled.

"Truly?" the leader asked with wide eyes. "Such a gift surely doesn't come without strings attached. If you want a favor from our clan, know we won't be in a position to grant it for some time."

I shook my head and tossed the weapon to the ground point first. “No favor needed. It's just a piece of scrap. It was a failure of mine, and I was thinking of discarding it anyway. But you can have it instead.”

The way the leader of the three True Mages fell to her knees to scoop up the sword with her sleeves said that she thought this little thing was far better than the scrap metal it was to me.

“This... this could change the tide of the war! Our clan might not need to flee for our lives after all!” she said. “T-thank you!” She tilted her head up, but by the time she did so, I was already gone.
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It turned out that what my companions needed me for was a bit of terrestrial sculpting. I’d forgotten how often mortal elves needed to eat. Or do the opposite of eating.

My matriarchs pretty much only consumed magical foods, which their bodies could absorb in their entirety. This was by design. While the backdoor wasn’t my favorite entrance, it just seemed like a waste to use a body part for biological processes when it could instead be dedicated to bedroom fun.

In short, I was very unused to the idea that low-leveled elves needed to poop. But it was true, meaning they needed somewhere to do it. Mac wouldn’t be fully set up for some time, and only one earth cultivator could dig latrines on the scale we needed to keep people from stinking up the city. So I granted myself the position of chief septic maintenance man of the Hearthwood and started digging.

A bit of building later, and I had a few hundred outhouses built. People were very thankful when I was done, and more than a few citizens had been squirming in place while they waited. I was thankful for that. If this had been a city full of guys out here, I’d be questioning every muddy puddle on whether it was really made of water.

With that minor emergency taken care of, I stuck around to help finish putting the city together. We needed a pair of brawny arms to hoist the city’s skyscrapers back into place, and my arms were strong indeed. Chunk by chunk, the city came together.

After that came the special landmarks I’d collected during my travels, starting with the Fairy of the Immortal Glade’s tree. It was a damn big tree, and only I could repot it safely. That was nearly an hour’s work, but the Earth-aspect mountain that was coming next would take even more time.

It was all very necessary, though. The Hearthstone continent was practically devoid of ambient zeal when we showed up. I suspected the huge elementals wandering around had something to do with that.

Still, even if we cleared them out, this place wouldn’t meet the old standards of the Hearthwood without heavy supplementation. Hence, all the landmarks. Having the fairies carve a few ley lines through the area might also help.

The planet had blown up before they finished making Comela her new Sacred Grove, but here on this new continent we had a little more space to spread out, so presumably they’d have an even easier time here. Maybe a few cookies could get the Fairy of the Immortal Glade to help with that as well.

Before the day was through, I had to add a few more titles to my name. Mainly city planner, farmer, irrigation specialist, and structural engineer.

In retrospect, expecting hundreds of neatly sliced city-shaped blocks to come back together perfectly had been too much to ask for. An unfortunate number of them had collapsed as soon as we pulled them out of their pocket spaces. Hell, it looked like a few of them had collapsed before we put them in their pocket spaces, too. People just shoved them in anyway.

Though space had been compressed, time had not been. It had been too long for any in the Fateweaver society besides Sam to reverse time and get them back to normal. That meant I had to fix things up the old-fashioned way.

I glued a few hundred buildings together. While I did so, I did a bit of touch-up on the shoddier buildings. The stuff from Hearthwood’s earlier days, especially, was less well built than the rest of the city. I also noted that I wasn’t the only person in the city to have a sex dungeon. At that discovery, I could only shake my head. If all my citizens wanted to see a sex dungeon, they only needed to check their landlord’s basement. More buildings had them than not.

“Perhaps you have altered your civilization’s local culture? Leading by example and whatnot.” Sam shrugged. “There’s precedent for such a thing in human societies.”

“I guess...” I grumbled. It seemed a little unfair. Nobody batted an eye when they saw some random elf had a creepy underground sex dungeon. But when I reassembled my beautiful sex tower, they’d all gawked and stared like they’d never seen an inverse suspension pulley system before.

After we finished reassembling the city, I ran around the area. As long as I was here, I might as well lay down some good roads. People in the Hearthwood were used to getting where they wanted to go quickly, and I was in favor of anything that increased the city’s efficiency.

There wasn’t anywhere to travel to right now, but I suspected people would want to explore. Having a couple of roads built would give people a path to follow before they got out to true wilderness, as well as something to guide them on the way back.

I threw down roads a hundred kilometers long in every cardinal direction from the center of the city. Once finished, I conjured a few smaller roads running in arcs around the circle in the middle to connect the main roads. I put down a few smaller roads branching off those like arteries branching into capillaries.

This way, nobody could get lost while exploring. All they had to do was keep walking until they stumbled across a road. Then, they could follow that road until it crossed a larger road. If they did that a few times, eventually they’d wind back up at the Hearthwood. In the future, something like this would be a good way to lure the locals into introducing themselves. And if my city someday became the capital of a massive empire, it would be a good way for an enterprising and freshly manifested elf to make her way to civilization.

After that, I made plans to seal up some of the nearby volcanos. The last thing I wanted was magma pouring all over my new roads. I’d need to vent the energy somewhere, and I wasn’t about to let an opportunity for geothermal power go to waste. My dam had been all well and good, but I could get a lot more juice out of a volcano.

Heck, I’d probably have power to spare if I wanted to ensure the volcanos nearby didn’t erupt, so how about some hot springs? The Golden Sword Sect had been very fond of those. A few of those to the north would do nicely.

I also didn’t like the fact that the capital was landlocked. We’d chosen it for its location in the continent’s center, but trading would be important at some point, as was water. Someday, I’d carve out a port stretching all the way to the capital, but for now, how about making some canals and a reservoir? Maybe an artificial lake for fishing too. They could take clean water from the mountains I’d install off to the west...

I’d never taken myself to be someone all that interested in interior decoration, but perhaps there was something different about exterior decoration that jibed well with me. A little bit of terraforming and already this place was feeling a lot like home.

The only thing it lacked for me was a sense of wonder and discovery. Floating above it all and looking down on the world with the ability to shape it to my whim, all the secrets of this continent were laid bare. I could see the army of glass-like obsidian elementals waging war against a figure made of molten magma and as tall as a mountain.

In another part of the continent was an open sand-swept land that seemed eerily still, at least until enormous worms the size of skyscrapers shot out of the ground. They were more sand elemental than flesh, but there was just enough organic about them to eat an elf if they strayed too near.

Further north was a graveyard large enough to cover the full territory of a fallen civilization. Skeletons wandered the ruins of their destroyed home, tending as best they could to the crumbling stone structures. Several great tombs were sealed tight against all intrusion, but with the locket I’d swiped from Louis and Ethan, I could see past their defenses to the chamber inside.

It was packed so full of wisps that the rooms within were lit in a permanent, brilliant glow. None of them could hope to manifest with so little room. Were the undead holding them prisoner? Or was this a catacomb they were protecting until their charges awoke to a healthier continent where their civilization could flourish again?

I was certain I could figure everything out, given a couple of hours to investigate. But there’d be little fun in that. Adventures like these were better left for the younger generation.

In fact, perhaps I’d better leave a few more mysteries closer to home. It would keep my people from wandering too far. I touched down just outside the range of my furthest roads and did a bit of sculpting. I chuckled to myself by the time I finished carving. People were going to be scratching their heads when they found these things. Just because I was a Demigod didn’t mean I couldn’t be childish too.

I added a couple of zeal crystals and high-leveled spellhearts to the sculptures once I was done. In a few others, I carved a couple of good techniques anyone below the Wizard realm would be happy with. They’d have to spend quite a while admiring my art to glean the secrets I’d hidden in them.
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When I returned to the city after a lot of work and a bit of fun, it was already evening. My matriarchs were still quite busy, but I could hunt down Eltiana, Yorik, and Korra. All my other matriarchs had their arms full, but of the three I’d picked up, Yorik was the only one doing any work. The other two were busy relaxing.

“I was testing the palace baths!” Eltiana said. “I had to make sure they could hold up to a bit of splashing.”

I rolled my eyes. “You dare doubt my handiwork? That calls for some punishment on its own. And what’s this about a palace?”

“The matriarchs got together and decided that a castle and the attendant buildings nearby are just too small for our family. We need more room. Once the next batch of wisps manifest, we’ll be closer to two thousand kids than one thousand.” Eltiana shot me a sly glance.

“Two thousand!” I pinched my forehead between my fingers. “I thought we were doing birth control or something? Didn’t I tell you to use my seed to cultivate? No more eggs!”

“To some of us, sure.” Eltiana shrugged. “But remember, Tivana still has her mother breathing down her neck. She wants one hundred grandkids!”

I sighed. “Right, right... just so long as we’re winding down for the time being.”

It looked like dear old Dad would spend most of his days in the Primordial World doing odd jobs for Immortal Ascendants so he could afford to keep all his thousands of kids cultivating to their full potential. We were going to start an official hand-me-down program for gear and equipment my older kids had outgrown.

“And what about you, Korra? How have you contributed to the Hearthwood Clan today?” I asked.

Korra blushed. “I... uh... tested how comfortable the new beds the Whitewood Clan is building are.”

I nodded slowly. “I see. And would you say they’re comfortable?”

“That she slept all day should tell you as much!” Eltiana giggled.

I laughed and pulled all three of them closer. “Alright, some of you have been good girls, some of you have been bad girls, but you’re all going to help your dear patriarch test a few things. We must ensure everything still works properly after the move.”

“To the sex dungeon!” Eltiana cheered.
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As always, the three of them were lovely company. Eltiana and Korra were each bouncy, flexible, and terribly energetic. Eltiana could ride me fast enough it felt like I was balls-deep in a gasoline engine. She’d wring the life right out of a lesser man in the first five minutes, and she had no mercy on me if I climaxed and went sensitive on her.

Handling her alone should have been a handful, but I was not the man I’d been years ago. Countless thousands of hours of practice, some in normal space and some under the time compression effects of the Cultivation Chamber, had allowed me to hone my skill beyond any mortal level. The fact that I knew my companions so well helped quite a bit as well.

“I’ve got him on the ropes, Yorik! I’m tapping out. You’re up!” Eltiana gasped, panting with a thin sheen of sweat on her brow.

I would have said something witty in reply, but my mouth was full of catgirl. Still, as Eltiana hopped off me and switched out with Yorik, I didn’t let Eltiana slink off into the corner to rest and recover. I reached out and wrapped an arm around her waist before tugging her onto the bed next to me.

She let out a startled giggle and tried to slip away. If she did, I’d have a hard enough time catching her under normal circumstances. With Yorik in my lap and Korra on my face, I couldn’t do so at all.

But I knew my way around Eltiana. One quick stroke along the inner thigh, and she melted like putty beneath my fingers. She let out a long moan and then flopped face-first onto the sheets by my side. Without looking, I dragged her over my stomach by the ankle.

Soon the fingers of one of my hands toyed with her dripping slit while the fingers of the other hand took possession of her teasing mouth. I wrestled with her tongue a bit, but it wasn’t a fair fight, and I grabbed hold of it. She muttered something incoherent, but I felt her intentions clearly enough. A connection formed between us in moments like this one, though today it felt deeper than usual.

A flash of memory struck me of being in a forest.

“The shadows are like your iron-tipped blade, Eltiana. They are powerful and dangerous, but if you embrace them despite that, they can protect you,” said a wise-looking purple-haired elf. She had to be from the Hidden Serpent Tribe, but I didn’t recognize her. She probably wasn’t around anymore by the time I came to power. All the tribes of the Hearthwood suffered heavy losses during the rise of the Crimson Dragon Clan.

“How can you embrace something if you’re afraid?” I heard Eltiana’s voice ask.

Eltiana’s mentor smiled fondly. “Have you ever heard of dancing with death? The strongest members of the Hidden Serpent Tribe embrace their fear. You might even say they acquired a taste for it. There's nothing quite like being at the mercy of something or someone powerful.”

Eltiana sent her mentor a suspicious glance. “Is this still about stealth? Or are you trying to sneak me sex life questions again?”

Eltiana’s mentor merely laughed. “Let’s just say that the Hidden Serpent Tribe was not always rogue assassins living in a forest. No one trusts a clan of assassins loyal only to gold. We have happily served powerful masters before, and heavens willing, we will be conquered and made to serve again someday.”

“Being conquered doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

“You’re young, Eltiana. We are bare blades, killers for hire. But without a master to wield us toward a higher purpose, we are incomplete. You’ll learn that someday.”

The memory faded. The brief glimpse into Eltiana’s early days was enlightening. From the flow of energy within her, I could tell she was on the verge of something great, too, but it wasn’t as focused as Assyrus’ or Nela’s breakthroughs had been. She needed clarity, and I’d have to provide that.

What was Eltiana’s concept? What was she on the verge of grasping?

I opened up my mind and power to her. My hands were inside her on either end, and my power had long since suffused her entire body. With all that in place, sharing a few memories was child’s play. While rummaging through her mind, I passed her inspiration from my own concepts. When she finished those, I’d share Nela and Assyrus’ breakthroughs with her.

Another memory came to the surface of Eltiana’s mind. It almost slipped out of my fingers, but I was getting good at this and grabbed it by the tail before yanking it back into the limelight.

“Eltiana, why do you want to learn to use a whip?” her mentor asked with a sigh. “It’s showy, requires lots of room, and is impractical for any assassination work. You can’t even hunt with it. What’s the point?”

“You can cling to your stupid shadows and let them wrap around you!” Eltiana smugly replied. “Meanwhile, I’ll show those stupid shadows who’s boss! One good smack from this thing, and they’ll be begging for mercy!”

“And the skin-tight shiny leather?” Eltiana’s mentor asked.

A flush lit Eltiana’s cheeks. “No reason...”

Her mentor sighed. “Walking around like that, you’re bound to be spotted long before you can complete the final stage of your training. Your final test is not a joke, Eltiana.”

“I know... I know...” Eltiana grumbled. “I must steal the clothes right off the backs of one of the members of the other tribes. And I will! I’ll just do so in style. I’ve already picked my target!”

“And who is your target?”

“Some crazy warrior from the Waterbeetle Tribe.” Eltiana shrugged shyly.

Her mentor slapped a palm against her forehead. “Don’t tell me... Assyrus? You plan to steal clothes from Assyrus of the Waterbeetle Tribe?”

“Yeah, that was her name!”

“She’s the young genius their chieftain is so proud of? The one who was already better with a sword than most Mage Acolytes the day she manifested? The one who spends every waking moment training day after day? The one who beat a Mossman to death with nothing but a stick?”

“Some people even say she might be the first in the Hearthwood to hit True Mage.” Eltiana shrugged, a smile still on her face.

Eltiana’s mentor narrowed her eyes. “You seem oddly unbothered by the strength of your target. A single mistake, and she’d have you at her mercy.”

Eltiana grinned. “This will either go spectacularly right or spectacularly wrong! If I win, I’ll be a legend. If I lose, then it’s only a loss.”

“Unless Assyrus decides to keep you. The other tribes have been growing increasingly annoyed that we keep borrowing their things without paying for them. If she charges more than your brother can pay to ransom, you back. You will stay with her.”

Eltiana smiled knowingly. “Then I will accept my defeat with grace, learn her weaknesses, then slip away and seize the upper hand during our next encounter!”

The memory tried to slip away, but I yanked it and pulled it back. Eltiana had indeed shown up and tried to swipe Assyrus’ clothes while she was training. Assyrus had been wielding a wooden practice sword at the time. They had welcomed the opportunity to test her techniques against a volunteer.

The battle hadn’t lasted long. A whip wasn’t a good weapon under the best of circumstances, but certainly not against someone as skilled as Assyrus while she was armed and ready for combat. Assyrus had left Eltiana battered and bruised, then dragged her back to her hut in the Waterbeetle Tribe to nurse her back to health. Eltiana was Assyrus’ captive for a while and subjected herself to menial chores here and there.

Assyrus was quite pleased with how events had gone and hadn’t even bothered to ransom Eltiana back to her clan. She preferred keeping her as a live-in maid who kept her hut clean and her weapons polished.

Then, one day, after Eltiana prepared an extravagant bath for Assyrus, she crept through Assyrus’ hut and stole every piece of cloth and article of clothing in the entire place. Poor Assyrus had gotten out of her bath to find herself completely naked and with no hope of getting dressed. Eltiana snuck through the woods with all the skill her training had given her and returned with her prizes in tow.

“I, Eltiana, have snatched victory from the jaws of defeat once again!” Eltiana proudly proclaimed to her mentor.

“Are you trying to imply that being captured and turned into your target’s personal maid for a month was all part of your plan?” her mentor asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

I chuckled as I flipped through the memories. Back in the physical world, I felt Eltiana squirming on my stomach in embarrassment. I had to view these again in more detail later. Maybe when I could get Assyrus’ point of view as well. I knew these two had something of a history that predated me, but this was much more extensive than I imagined. I wondered how they eventually went from that to being friends.

Another memory came to light. Still, no obvious concept came to light to me. It wasn’t like Tivana, where I could hear a word being spoken. Or even like Nela or Assyrus. Eltiana’s concept was a stubborn one, and it refused to take shape.

Without my power, this probably wouldn’t be much of a breakthrough. But by lending all my might and focus, I could grab Eltiana by the spirit, wrestle her down, and drag that concept out of her. I planned to do that, and I was sure she’d enjoy the process. She seemed to enjoy defeat as much as victory.

Wait... there was something there at that thought. Eltiana squirmed on my chest again in embarrassed delight.

Yes, that was it. She possessed a remarkable personality that let her face utter loss and bounce back a moment later with the same smug grin a few minutes later.

A much more recent memory flashed across my mind a moment later, this one of Eltiana bursting into my Throne Room in excitement as soon as she saw the cultivation tips I passed to her through the QCA I’d merged with The Wanderer.

She hadn’t known that though, and at the time thought some heavenly being had looked down on her and decided it was her turn to take charge of our relationship. She walked in, proclaimed as much, then promptly ended up with her stomach over my knee and her bare ass stuck in the air. The rapid change of fortunes only made her grow all the more enthusiastic.

How did I put such an idea into a concept? It was a remarkable power, one that made Eltiana impossible to keep down for long. I had little clue what it would do when finalized.

In the end, I settled on naming it the Thrill-seeker concept. That described Eltiana well enough. Apparently, the word mixed well with her own self-image because as soon as I spoke the word in her mind, it resonated with her deeply.

My power latched on to that resonance, amplifying it before it could fade and pushing it to a greater crescendo. I urged it forward until it took on a life of its own and then eventually merged with Eltiana’s existing poison-aspect cultivation base.

Power flowed through her body, threatening to tear her apart. Eltiana wasn’t nearly as prepared for her breakthrough as Tivana had been. Nor as well prepared as Assyrus or Nela. Had she been cultivating on her own, it would have taken decades more before she grasped this concept. However, she likely would have done so on her own, given the opportunity.

That she was so under prepared meant that her body was completely helpless before the powers within her. Tivana’s power had been a storm of cutting blades, but this was far worse. Poison was not the most cooperative aspect of zeal at the best of times, and this certainly was not one of those times.

Thrill-seeker especially seemed like a dangerous concept. I doubted anyone had ever reached the Demigod realm with such a suicidal concept in all the years since the invention of Spirit Cultivation. The concept demanded that Eltiana be brought to the very edge of life and death and held there throughout the process, letting herself be helpless against the might of her own power. And at the end of it all, her power would claim her life and kill her.

I swept that little requirement aside. Eltiana was mine. I had beaten her fair and square, and she could lose to me as badly as she needed to in order to reach Demigod.

Much of the poison coursing through Eltiana was related to iron, since that was the base of the poisons her clan favored so much. Fortunately for her, I knew a thing or two about iron. It was a major component of my own variety of Earth cultivation, after all.

With my power already suffusing her body, it was easy to take control of the iron aspects of her poison cultivation. The World Titan Fiendbody flowed throughout her entire body. She froze in place as I took complete control of her from head to toe, and she was utterly helpless before me. Connected by mind magic as we were, my thoughts poured into her mind, and my will washed over hers.

If that wasn’t a complete and utter defeat, I wasn’t sure what would be. Eltiana was quite thoroughly mine, body and soul. She’d been so before by her own words, but now she felt it as surely as she felt the air in her lungs or my fingers inside her.

I could do whatever I wanted with her. And to prove it, I told her body to cum harder than she ever had in her life. The instant I gave the instruction, she trembled and shook all over. If she had been managing her breakthrough herself, she would have lost complete control of her powers at that moment. Even I, feeling the effects second hand, lost control of myself for a moment and squirted my load deep into either Korra or Yorik on top of me.

I kept Eltiana in that state as long as I could. When I felt my powers giving out and Eltiana’s consciousness fading, I shifted to the next step of the process. To withstand her new power, her body had to be remade. Thankfully, the World Titan Fiendbody provided a better template for doing that than anything she could have come up with herself. I worked with her zeal and made it all happen while she watched like an overly excited passenger in the seat next to me.

Before long, we were finished. When I opened my eyes, the room around us was surprisingly intact, albeit much more slippery. I was getting better at managing the magical effects of a breakthrough on Demigod. The biological effects of so much dual cultivation were a lot harder to control.

“Did it work?” Korra asked. Yorik looked on with interest as well as I sat up. Eltiana still lay on top of me. Her legs were locked around the hand that had been stroking her clit, and were three knuckles deep in her lower half. Meanwhile, her arms were wrapped around my wrist as she sucked on the fingers of my other hand. She wore an incredibly satisfied and dopey expression on her face.

More importantly than any of that, though, she had the aura of a Demigod.

“It was one hell of a way to break through, but I think it did!”


Chapter
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Korra, Yorik, and I cleaned up. Eltiana was the messiest of all, but a breakthrough to Demigod was a stressful process, and she was still recovering. The sheets she was wrapped in would be a bit crusty by the time she woke up, but she knew where the bath was.

I wanted to talk to her about the Grand Hydra Clan since they were apparently her ancestors. Unfortunately, she would be out of it for some time yet.

I worked around the Hearthstone continent until she woke up. I’d caught a good glimpse of her concept, but I hadn’t the slightest idea how to use it. Perhaps a little adventure, just the two of us, would be perfect for figuring that out.

But in the meantime, there was more to my world than just my lovely matriarchs. I’d always heard moving to a new city was rough on kids. Moving to a new planet had to be much more so. I figured I should stop by and check on as many of them as I could. And there was certainly a lot to check on.

One of these days, I would have to figure out how to make clones that weren’t evil. With the number of kids I had, that was the only way I could spend a decent amount of time with all of them. Maybe I could make them empty vessels and puppet them from afar with mind magic. I knew my Parallel Thought spell could let me have independent trains of thought simultaneously...

I was about to shelve the idea for later when things were safer, but I realized the time I was shelving things for was coming up soon. As far as I could tell, we’d made the transfer to a new world safely. I had hundreds of years before I had to deal with the Planetary Defense Array, and suddenly, I had the drop on the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Assuming they would even show up in this timeline, that is.

For once, I had all the time in the world. All the projects I’d shelved could finally have their time in the light.

Still, the most important thing was my kids. I had to check on them before I locked myself in my workshop or ran off to mess with Eltiana’s ancestors.

Comela was easy to find. She seemed happy as she helped organize the reconstruction efforts. While my matriarchs and I had worked on the broad strokes of bringing the city together, many details needed to be taken care of. Street lights needed to be straightened, pictures rehung, roads smoothed, and tiny little gaps where two pieces of buildings met needed to be fused back together.

Comela had volunteered to organize much of that. The Hearthwood was lucky to have such a diligent and upstanding young lady running the show, and it seemed like most of the city was as impressed with her as I was.

Under other circumstances, I would have long since appointed her my heir. In my case, that was unnecessary though, since I had no plans to die anytime soon. Perhaps ever, if I could help it. And I was pretty sure I could.

I landed next to Comela for a brief chat. I didn’t want to disturb her too much while she was on the job, but one neat thing about running the show for the entire continent meant that if anyone had a problem with me pulling one of my kids or women away to chat during the work day, I could tell them to get lost.

“How are you settling in?” I asked.

“As well as can be expected. The Whitewood Clan set up a temporary boarding house for us all until the new palace is finished, and my younger siblings have the dormitory buildings.”

I nodded along. “Good. I know I handed out bags of holding left and right, but I always thought living your life with everything you own in a bag wasn’t natural. That kind of thing turns you into a murderhobo.”

“A murderhobo?” Comela asked.

I frowned, thinking of how to explain it. “You know. An adventurer that runs around picking fights and living off their loot.”

“Ah, yes. I’ve encountered exactly that type before.” Comela spoke with a bit of hardness in her tone. I suspected that meeting Comela had been the last fight many such individuals ever picked.

“Well, you’re doing good work here. Once the city is running normally, we’ll talk about exploring the surrounding area and then eventually exploring. We captured a lot of wisps we could release during the battle, and I’m sure some of our vassal clans are feeling a bit stifled under our watch.”

Comela nodded. “Yes. I’ve noticed some of the vassal clans are not used to the strictness of our laws. Many are used to looser societies where family name and personal power govern all. Quite a few have spent a night in the dungeon after coming to the mistaken belief that their relation to a Wizard or Sorcerer can get them out of trouble.”

I chuckled. “Good. You best pound some sense into them early. I imagine it’ll be a few hundred years before we can civilize all of them, but we have the time. This continent will be one of law and order if I have anything to say about it.”

I was about to depart after that, but my daughter looked like she had something on her mind still. I let the silence continue until she told me what was bothering her.

“Another matter, Father...” Comela began. “Last night, I went exploring with a few other True Mages. I probably should have waited for your permission, but many have been eager to see if there’s anything worth taking in this new land of ours. We followed your new roads for several hours when we saw something strange.”

I felt a smile slowly creeping onto my face. I had worried my art would go completely unnoticed, but people were already spotting them. I’d have to sneak out later tonight and make some more.

“Yes, you found something?” I prompted.

“Well, there was this huge naked statue! The elf it depicted was beautiful and clearly of a high cultivation level, and there were various prizes hidden around her body. One of my companions crawled into the statue’s mouth and found a splendid ironwood sword.”

“What a lucky encounter!” I chuckled. “Did you find anything?”

Comela shook her head. “I was too busy staring at the statue’s face. She seemed familiar.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Remember when the Rakaren Queendom kidnapped me? Well, the statue looked exactly like the commander from back then.”

“Really? What a crazy coincidence!” I looked anywhere but at Comela.

“The statue depicted her face down in the dirt with her nose pressed into the ground. She had the stupidest-looking expression on her face, and there was an imprint of a massive hand on her ass like she'd just been brutally spanked."

I chuckled. “Man, whoever that was must have disliked the person depicted by the statue.”

“Another one closely depicted all the descriptions I’ve read of the matriarch of the Demonstar Clan. They were rivals to the Hearthwood Clan during our rise, weren’t they?” Comela’s eyes searched my face.

“Yes, now that you mention it, I think I remember her.”

“Her statue was hog-tied. And one of my companions discovered that if she slapped her ass, a powerful earth cultivation technique would appear.”

“What a fascinating discovery.”

“There was a statue of Matriarch Crimson Dragon too, except she was wearing a leash with a bone in her mouth, looking like she was crawling around like some sort of dog.”

“Truly incredible. The people who lived in this land before us sure were weird, weren’t they?” I chuckled. “Anyway, patriarchs have lots of places to be. See you later!”

I quietly slipped away. That had been a close one. I had intended for people to discover my artwork, but I’d never planned on Comela being the one to do it. She had plenty of goodies from me and shouldn’t need adventure. I would add some variety to the statues the next chance I had.

In retrospect, making a full collection only featuring people who annoyed me in embarrassing situations might have made the recent nature of the statues a little too obvious. I’d have to add in some variety. Maybe a few new faces to keep people guessing.
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In the meantime, I flew off to meet up with the Grand Hydra Clan. The True Mages I spoke with the previous day should have made it back to their clan by now.

I traveled quickly, breaking the sound barrier as I soared over oceans and then trees. I had missed a lot by never exploring the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. I took the long way around this time, which meant flying over more than half the planet.

The advantage of this route was that it took me over the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s future territory. I saw the reason they’d set up shop there. Unlike the continent where Deania would one day be, this continent was already swarming with elves.

Perhaps they’d simply done a better job surviving at the end of the last golden age, but I figured there was more to it than that. These coastal lands were flush with warm weather, and lots of food, so their population was higher accordingly. Before the golems attacked, they had been positively crowded.

I sensed a lot of Wizards and Sorcerers down there, which likely meant more than a few clans had taken advantage of the Primordial World to wait out the end of the world. Even more had likely used spatial compression bunkers.

Another time, I might have gone down to the surface for a closer inspection, but my flight overhead had been too obvious. Anyone with eyes could sense I was someone powerful. Landing as I was would cause a massive incident that might show up in history books. It would be better to arrive quietly under the cover of an Unnoticeability spell. I would save that adventure for another time.

So I continued on toward the Hearthwood. I grew excited since I was used to the sights below reminding me of home. I wasn’t sure when I had been so much of a homebody, but perhaps that came with starting a family.

Regrettably, I’d have to get used to a much longer trip in the future. And a less interesting one. Water and barren rocks were a lot less interesting to look down on than the varied rivers, lakes, plains, and forests surrounding my old home.

Once over the Hearthwood, I started looking the place over. As before, I sensed no signs of settlements. But where was the Grand Hydra Clan?

The first thing I did was touch down at the site where I knew the Hidden Serpent Tribe would one day be located. No luck there, though. I spotted nothing but an empty forest. I couldn’t even find the dungeon entrance I’d wandered into the one time I’d chanced across it.

The spot where The Wanderer would land one day was gone as well, though the stream I’d encountered shortly after leaving was much as I remembered it.

“How hard could it be to find the headquarters of a future secret tribe of ninjas?” I muttered.

As soon as I said the words aloud, I knew the answer.

[That sounds like it could be quite difficult, Master,] Minerva said.

I sighed. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I guess there’s nothing else to it but to roll up my sleeves and get ready for some hard work.”

I was a Demigod. I had enough access to Spirit Sight to sweep this forest for threats. Surely that would reveal the location of their clan’s headquarters?

I did so, once again turning up nothing. Perhaps I should have stuck around a little longer and followed those True Mages home.

“Quite difficult indeed...” I muttered in growing frustration.

I reappeared at the site of my previous encounter. There were a few signs of tracks, but as I traced them, they abruptly stopped by the water. No tracks on the other side meant they’d intentionally waded through the water so I would lose their trail.

What a pain in the rear. It would be terribly embarrassing to bring in real assets from the Hearthwood Clan for a little personal project of mine. I just wanted to recruit the locals to help me keep an eye on my old home. Was that too much to ask?

I frowned, pacing the ground back and forth and thinking. Maybe I was wasting my time here. This matter wasn’t pressing. Maybe I should go back to the Hearthstone continent to build more embarrassing statues of people who annoyed me. A few more fake ruins like that would keep my people from attempting to delve into the real ruins with genuine threats scattered across the deserted continent.

Wait...

I snapped my fingers. I just had a great idea! Internally, I heard Minerva let out a soft round of applause in my head as she followed my train of thought.

[Shall I do the sculpting? It would be a shame to waste your skill on something that must be destroyed. We can’t leave it here if this world merges with the primary timeline.]

“If. Only if. We still don’t know if such a thing is even possible. And don’t worry. An adventure isn’t a waste if you enjoy the journey.” With that, I stuck my hands into the ground and set myself to sculpting. I was getting good at this.
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Soon, a giant, spurting dick sprouted from the ground. Was it childish? Yes. Was it fun to make? Also yes.

And by giant, I really did mean giant. It grew taller, harder, and thicker by the moment, until it was the size of a small mountain. Once it broke the treeline overhead, it had to have attracted the attention of every elf with eyes in the forest.

To ensure they didn’t miss it, though, I poured a big bundle of earth zeal into it, along with just a dash of Eltiana’s Thrill-seeker concept. Now that I had so many, I was improving at mixing and matching concepts. And after my experience with higher-order energy, I was getting better at using them directly instead of merely as a means to enhance zeal.

The result was a fountain of dense zeal spraying from the tip of my statue. It was made of muddy sludge, and an unexpected effect of the water vapor was that as it evaporated, it left a multicolored rainbow trail across the Hearthwood.

The result was something that would be extremely hard to miss through either mundane or magical senses. Already, I could sense distant figures coming out of the shadows to investigate. I had to find a place to hide. Thinking quickly, I hollowed out a hole within the sculpture’s balls and hopped inside.

This was a better place to hide than anywhere else I was seeing. The flow of zeal through the statue would mask any power I used. I could spread out my senses from within just fine, and they wouldn’t be able to detect me.

The first few came from outside the Hearthwood. A True Mage appeared with light blue hair and a serious expression. A future founder of the Bluefield Clan, perhaps? Another was a necromancer from further north. Strange, I didn’t think they set up shop this early. Xoreda’s story was that they arrived on this continent by ship, fleeing persecution in their homeland. Perhaps this was an early scout or trading post.

The Golden Sword Sect made an appearance, though I didn’t recognize her. Either she hadn’t survived to my era or she’d left by the time I came around. She was quite strong, though, so I wouldn’t have been surprised if some people I had back home recognized her on sight.

There were a lot of True Mages for a desolate place like the Hearthwood. Had this many True Mages been lurking on the outskirts during my time? I didn’t think so, otherwise Matriarch Crimson Dragon wouldn’t have been satisfied with her goal of merely reaching True Mage.

Maybe the local elves were just feeling a little more nomadic while searching for a new home following the recent end-of-the-world calamity they had just lived through. Setting up shop around ancient artifacts or fountains of power would be smart. And this fountain of power was extremely obvious.

I listened to what they were saying as they arrived.

“The power flowing through this pillar is so strong! If I could make my power like this, I would surely reach the Wizard realm!” said an excited True Mage.

“Ah, if only I was an Earth cultivator.”

“Wait a moment. Is this statue a statue of a giant cock?” someone finally asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous. This isn’t what a cock looks like,” another replied.

“Yeah. Cocks are all...” I checked in with the locket, and this elf made a large circular ball-like shape. She had no idea what she was talking about.

“Yeah, this is a natural treasure! Why would it look like a cock?”

“There could be a giant man buried underground. Maybe if we stroke him, there’ll be another eruption of power!”

“There’s no way it’s a giant cock. Cocks look completely different!” the other elf insisted. She gestured again with her hands, making a shape that was still completely wrong.

“How would you even know?” a third said.

I stopped being able to follow the voices after that as gesturing turned to arguing. The only thing I was getting out of it was the unfortunate news that not many male elves had survived the end of the last golden age.

Still, I played along with their theories. After a bit of fighting, they set aside their differences to figure out the mystery of the giant penis statue. They joined hands in a big circle. Thirty of them wrapped arm to arm were just barely enough to wrap around the base.

Most were normal elves with no power at all to their name. They had probably manifested mere days or hours ago and would be food for the monsters in this forest if they hadn’t found my little clearing.

Under normal circumstances, the True Mages would have kicked them out to monopolize this opportunity for themselves, but in this case, they needed extra hands.

They all held hands and pressed cheeks to hard stone. I figured them putting aside their differences deserved a reward, so I arranged for a spurt of power bigger than the others. I even reached into my Dimensional Storage and added one of Sava’s vitality potions to the mix.

The extra life zeal manifested itself in the liquid shooting from the top of the giant dick, staining it all a richer, creamier color.

“It worked! It worked! The great cock is pleased!” someone shouted. “He has rewarded us with his power and majesty!”

“I can feel it! There’s so much earth zeal flowing through me. I think I skipped right over zeal accumulation! A spellheart spontaneously formed inside me when I got some in my mouth!”

There was much cheering and hollering, and it wasn’t long before they were at it again. This eruption was powerful enough to attract more attention, and the number of elves gathered around the statue swelled once more.

Watching on the edge of the grove I’d chosen was a purple-haired True Mage. I recognized her as the leader of the band from the Grand Hydra Clan.

Success! I’d finally found one of them! The only problem now was I’d feel bad bursting out of the statue’s balls and revealing the secret to everyone. Some of those heartwielders seemed pretty overjoyed, like they’d experienced a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that would change their fate.

Maybe I’d keep it up for just a little while longer.

[Master, if I may make a suggestion?] Minerva asked.

“You can always speak your mind, Minerva.”

[You’ve accomplished your goal. Let me summon undead to take your place operating this thing. Then, you can sneak out under the cover of your Unnoticeability spell. The purple-haired one will want to tell the rest of her clan about her discovery. You can follow her back.]

“That’s a damn fine idea, Minerva. Alright, operation escape the magic dick to follow women home is a go!”


Chapter
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Under cover of magic of my caliber, sneaking out from under the noses of all these low-level cultivators was easy. The one I was looking for was pretty nervous, so she didn’t join the festivities with everyone else.

I made an underground tunnel and crept through it until I popped out of the ground right behind her. She must have heard a noise that attracted her attention because she jumped to her feet the moment I emerged.

I was much faster than her, though, and the moment she turned to look, I ducked behind her. She turned slowly, and I remained about a step behind her, crouched behind her back. She looked left and right and turned around a few times, but I stuck right behind her and out of her line of sight.

Eventually, she decided it had just been the wind and sat down to watch the proceedings a little longer. I debated revealing myself, but as cautious as she was, I doubted she’d want to reveal the location of her clan’s headquarters to me.

After nearly half an hour of watching, she joined the others in stroking the giant statue until it gushed vitality and earth zeal. I really wanted her to head home, so I started extracting material from the giant statue. It started slowly sagging and going limp, and no matter what they did to it, they couldn’t get it to explode again.

“Aww. It went flaccid!” a heartwielder complained. More of them had been arriving by the moment. Several had manifested as wisps right there in the very grove. I suspected all the earth zeal I had released into the air was drawing in wisps from all around. Those who manifested in time to join in with the activity ended up getting quite lucky.

“So many of you reached Mage Acolyte! I thought I was going to get lucky too...” The heartwielder’s shoulders slumped. She wasn’t one of the lucky ones.

“Perhaps it will work again tomorrow?” another suggested hopefully.

That brightened spirits, and more than a few looked like they planned on sleeping right there so they could be the first on the scene if it started working again.

Fortunately, the True Mages were leaving. The rewards from the enormous statue were showy and hard to miss, but they weren’t as spectacular at that level as they were to elves going through the zeal accumulation stage. My quarry was among those who left.

She crept through the forest with wary eyes, eventually reuniting with the two I’d seen her with before. There, she recounted everything she’d seen to her companions.

“Everyone stroked the big magic cock, and it spurted out power, instantly elevating dozens of newly manifested elves to Mage Acolyte, with no need to implant a spellheart!” the leader of the trio said.

The other two seemed doubtful of their leader, but when she insisted, they gave in and agreed.

“This forest is indeed strange. We must report this to the matriarch. Perhaps it would be worth setting up an outpost here.”

The others nodded in agreement. It looked like they were going to sit around the campfire all night and start moving in the morning, which would have been a bit frustrating for me. Fortunately, Minerva came up with another good idea.

[A single Wizard-level undead would probably be enough to scare them off,] she suggested.

“Solid plan. Do it.”

Soon, death zeal spilled out of me and solidified into a massive skeleton three times as tall as I was. I knocked over a nearby dead tree, chopped the limbs off it, and then had the skeleton pick it up and use it as a club.

“Maybe make a few abominations as well. Skeletons are scary, but I think the groaning adds to the ambiance.”

Minerva made a few smaller undead to go with the big guy. We approached their campsite together, and I trickled in attackers. They seemed wary, but I wasn’t sure they’d survive if we threw anything too strong at them before they were on their guard.

I sent in a single Mage Acolyte-level skeleton into their campsite, arms flailing and ready to bite them. Their lookout was ready for it though, and the moment she heard something, she jumped to her feet and yelled for the others to get up. It was still early evening, so neither of them had fallen asleep yet. She had dealt with the skeleton with a solid blow to the head by the time the other two were out of their bedrolls. These three were pretty well-trained. So far, I was impressed.

Before they could settle down and think about going back to bed, I sent in two more skeletons. Then three more. After that, I had Minerva have the abominations make a bit of noise.

“Raaawrrr!” The familiar grunts, groans, and roars of the undead through this forest brought up some fond memories for me. Perhaps they hadn’t been so fond at the time, but without all the close run-ins with undead monsters, I never would have gotten so close with my women.

Ever since we started tapping the big dragon corpse in the dungeon beneath the Hearthwood and started fully exploiting the undead regions of the dungeon, there simply hadn’t been enough death zeal to manifest undead worth fighting, at least not for people at the upper levels of the Hearthwood Clan.

Hell, I was probably going to need to kill a bunch of monsters and pile them up somewhere just so Xoreda, Segolas, and all my necromancer vassals would have land with a bunch of death zeal to work with. Hopefully, we still had some dead dragons in storage.

Then again, there was that undead ruin I’d spotted the day prior. Maybe there’d be enough death zeal for them there? They’d certainly want to explore it. Lots of powerful undead usually meant a high concentration of death zeal. Often from an ancient battlefield, siege, or from the body of an extremely powerful monster. A human corpse would probably do the trick, too. Maybe I could take a page from the Challenger’s handbook and make some clones to slaughter? I wouldn’t feel bad about it, considering they’d probably be evil.

[Master, your targets are now fighting for their lives. They think they are close to victory. Now would be a good time to send in the big skeleton.]

“Hmm? Yes. Do that.” While I’d been busy thinking, I’d nearly forgotten the three True Mages I’d been following were in the middle of the greatest fight of their lives. However, Minerva had been keeping a close eye on the battle, so they’d never been in real danger. They didn’t realize it, but she pulled the undead’s punches to ensure these three would have only minor wounds. The goal was to make them run home so I didn’t have to watch them sleep all night, not kill them.

Minerva sent in the big skeleton, and that’s when things really got dicey for them. It ran in with its club swinging, knocking over trees and making tremendous thumps as it did so. They weren’t going to miss it.

“High-level undead incoming! I think it’s Wizard realm!” one of the three True Mages shouted with worry clear in her voice.

The leader swore. “Curses! It seems this forest is more dangerous than we thought. Retreat!”

The three closed ranks, jumping into a nearby tree.

I eyed them closely. We gave them a few seconds to pick a direction and start running.

“Good. Have the big skeleton chase them for a while,” I instructed.

Minerva did as asked, and the massive skeleton thundered through the woods, hot on the heels of three True Mages.

The chase continued a bit longer until one of the three True Mages missed a jump to a nearby tree branch.

“Cathala!” the leader of the three yelled, presumably shouting the name of the one who’d fallen.

“Go on without me!” Cathala screamed as she held her sword aloft.

Several emotions flashed on the faces of the leader and the other True Mage. Fear and desperation warred in their gazes. Looking them over again, Cathala seemed younger and less experienced than the other two, who both had a few shiny streaks of silver in their hair.

Two older True Mages and a younger one? Perhaps this Cathala was someone of great importance to their clan, and this was a training mission for her. In that case, they certainly wouldn’t want to lose her. After all, a young True Mage might someday have the potential to become a Wizard, which would be a great boon for any clan.

Whatever the case was, they would not arrive in time to save their companion.

Minerva’s enormous skeleton loomed over her, club in hand. The moment seemed to stretch on and on, and it would have been silly if I let it continue long enough for the two True Mages to dart in. At that point, it would have been obvious that someone was controlling the skeleton. While I was perfectly happy to mess with lower-level cultivators a little to get my way, it would be embarrassing to be discovered doing so. It seemed like this was just the moment for a heroic entrance.

“Minerva, attack me,” I whispered before jumping. When I came down, I landed gently as a falling leaf before Cathala, the elf who thought she was about to be crushed beneath a massive club.

That club came down and met a single upraised finger. It came to an abrupt stop. I gave the undead a hard look, and Minerva took that as an order to dispel it. The entire skeleton crumbled to dust and blew away in the wind.

“I heard your name was Cathala?” I said as I turned and reached out a hand to help the fallen True Mage to her feet. Her face was bright scarlet as I took her hand in mine and gently lifted her to her feet.

“Y-yes...” Cathala stuttered. “I am Cathala of the Grand Hydra Clan.”

“Good. I’m glad I arrived right on time. I hope you delivered my present to your matriarch?”

Cathala nodded vigorously, face still red. “Y-yes... I gave it to my grand aunt.”

I nodded, a theory proven correct. She was a promising relative to someone high up in the clan. It would explain the True Mage bodyguards.

“Halt!” the leader of the True Mages landed next to me, hands on the sword at her waist. “Release her at--“

I held up a finger, and suddenly, the True Mage’s jaw clamped shut too tightly to talk. Recently, I’d been able to stretch the definition of earth further than usual. I suspected it was thanks to my progress through the Demigod ranks.

Tooth enamel was hard, which made it a mineral, giving me a little leverage to control it. It wasn’t enough to be useful against an equal opponent, since directly affecting the body of another cultivator was extremely difficult. But when the difference in power was as great as it was here, I could break a few rules. Soon, the True Mage leader of the group couldn’t speak. The ground beneath her also crept up over her feet, locking her in place. I could do the same for her hands too if I needed to, though it wouldn’t be as subtle.

The other True Mage noticed the panic on her companion’s face. More importantly, she sensed the power I was putting off. She could quite clearly tell I was in the Wizard realm and that they were completely outmatched. Wisely, she kept her blade in its sheath to observe the situation before doing anything rash.

“Good. I hope it was well received?” I asked.

Cathala’s face flushed at our proximity as I helped her to her feet. After she was standing again, she didn’t let go of my hand.

“I’d like to meet this grand aunt of yours in person. I think we could come to some sort of mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“Anything for you. You saved me...” Cathala’s cheeks only continued to grow redder as she spoke.

“Uh... lady Cathala, I’m not so sure that’s wise. Bringing a strange Wizard into our headquarters seems dangerous. What if he’s with the enemy? He could be a plant.”

Cathala shook her head, eyes locked on me all the while. “He’s not our enemy, I can tell.”

Her companions seemed to disagree, the leader of their group especially. But she couldn’t protest with her jaw locked together.

“Don’t worry, I’m friendly,” I promised. “If your grand aunt wants to turn me away, that will be her loss.”

Now that I’d chatted with these three a little, I was doubly interested in their clan’s situation. If they were involved in a major conflict, I didn’t remember it from the history books. Granted, my knowledge of things that predated Sam and Dean was sparse. Still, I would be curious to learn if we were still on track for the timeline I was familiar with. Even if my plan for recruiting this crew to spy on the Hearthwood for me turned out to be a bust, this trip might still be worthwhile.

The three had a brief, slightly biased vote at my suggestion. “All who don’t want me to tag along, speak up!”

Cathala remained silent. Her ungagged companion spoke up uncertainly as she cast a wary glance out of the corner of her eyes to the party’s leader, who still couldn’t speak.

“Uhm... maybe we should be cautious and clear it with the matriarch?”

I grinned. “Was that a maybe? I’m hearing a maybe. In any case, I think that’s a yes from everyone else, right? Wonderful, I’ll tag along and make sure no more undead come at us.”

A smile, a good first impression, a positive attitude, and overwhelming power did a lot to smooth over what otherwise would have been a difficult request. Eventually, I undid my spell holding the party leader’s jaw shut, but by then, she’d wisely decided not to protest my presence.

Truthfully, I felt a bit bad about messing with these three so much, but not bad enough to have preferred all night sitting around watching them sleep like some sort of creep. I was much more comfortable attacking them with a small army of undead.

Besides, coming to their rescue made me their ally, and allies led each other to their secret clan headquarters. Well, they would lead me to their secret clan headquarters. I doubted they’d be visiting the Hearthstone continent soon.

Traveling at True Mage speeds would have taken all night and into the morning, so I made a little platform out of stone and worked my gravity concept on it until it floated. From there, I just had to propel us forward at high speed while the True Mages with me pointed me in the right direction.

When we arrived at our destination, I finally realized why I hadn’t been able to find the clan headquarters. The Grand Hydra Clan wasn’t even in the Hearthwood at all. They were much further west, somewhere between the Rakaren Queendom and the Ancient Tree Temple. Well, where their headquarters would be someday. Both were nothing but barren wilderness at the moment. Those vassals were back on the Hearthstone continent at the moment.

They were pretty well hidden, too. They were buried deep on a cliff face that led into the Rakaren Queendom. I wondered if the Rakaren Queendom had ever discovered the ruins of their old headquarters. Secret bases for clans from a previous golden age were usually prime candidates for adventuring.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



My unexpected arrival was met with a bit of fanfare. A powerful stranger at their doors was surprise enough. One who was also a man was doubly odd.

“A secret fortress set into the side of a mountain is already quite secure,” I said to Cathala and her companions as I ran a curious gaze over the walls. “And yet beyond that tunnel entrance, I sense quite extensive fortifications. Just what exactly is your clan so nervous about?”

Cathala shifted awkwardly at my side. “Recent times have not been kind to us. First, our nation was shattered, our people brought to ruin, and then everything we knew was destroyed. Now we are camped in this wilderness fortress, fending off what attacks we can while we flee from place to place and gather up whatever scraps of power we can find.”

“Any other clan would have perished already,” said one of Cathala’s companions. “But we are the Grand Hydra Clan. Should we lose one head, we need only grow another. We may have lost most of our matriarchs, but more will rise in their place in time.”

“Assuming we have that kind of time...” Cathala replied, voice grimmer than her companion’s.

“Hmm... I think you all should be rather safe. All my data indicates that the Planetary Defense Array had gone dormant again. It is the golems you’re worried about, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Among other things,” Cathala replied.

I shrugged. “Well, I’ll ask whoever’s in charge. Assuming I’m not too suspicious to be let in. You seem to have fairly tight security here.”

I checked myself over again, making sure everything was in place. I had an Unnoticeability spell set to as low as possible. I didn’t want to be overlooked, but I didn’t want to be subject to too much suspicion and scrutiny. I was also currently emitting the power of a Wizard of modest capability.

I could have blended in better as a True Mage. Still, it’s usually better to enter unfamiliar circumstances as a shark than as a minnow, at least under present circumstances. I was confident I could handle any unexpected situations if the need arose. There were few enough Demigods on the planet that there was little chance they’d suspect me of being one. Assuming there were any Demigods in this small branch world, and even assuming the matriarchs of this clan would know them all on sight, my face would not give me away.

“Halt! Who goes there?” demanded the guards at the gates. I was surprised to see they didn’t share my companions’ purple hair and slim builds. One was significantly taller with light blue hair. The other had ruddy brown-colored hair and a stockier build. Mercenaries? Or recruits pulled from other clans?

“Don’t shoot. It’s us! We’re back from our scouting mission!” Cathala waved to the guards.

“Who is that with you?” the guard asks.

She was pointing to a long rod lined with runes. Probably some sort of magical attempt at a firearm. I doubted there were very many of those floating around. Everything I’d read told me that skilled enchanters rarely made it through the end of a golden age, and making something like that required someone on the level of one of Argona’s more experienced assistants. And those assistants would be master craftsmen anywhere else but her workshop. It was an appropriate weapon for a band of survivors from a more sophisticated civilization.

“I’m a guest.” I waved to the guard. “Well, I hope to be a guest. I gave a housewarming gift and everything.”

“He speaks the truth! My grand aunt will want to meet him, I’m certain of it,” Cathala shouted up at them. Then, after a moment, she added, “He saved my life!”

We waited patiently a bit before the gates swung open. By the time they did, we’d gone from two guards to ten, all True Mages. That was generally a good rule of thumb when trying to overpower someone of a superior cultivation rank. Bring ten times the bodies and be willing to lose a few in the process.

This would be a good place to do it as well. The way higher-level cultivators like me took out hordes of lesser ones usually involved being too fast to be surrounded. But here in the kill zone of a fortress, they’d be under ideal conditions. Assuming I was just the normal Wizard I appeared to be. To a Demigod, the entire mountain and the fortress within it might as well have been made of paper.

“We’re going to need to look your guest over for weapons. And ask a few questions,” the guard holding the makeshift gun said. "We don't mean to be rude, but these are difficult times."

I shook my head. “You don’t need to do that. I’m friendly.” I tried to manipulate my Unnoticeability spell a little, hopefully nudging these True Mages in the right direction.

Unfortunately, the leader of Cathala’s group was talking again. Scowling, she shot me a glance. “Guards, search him. Carefully though. He is a Wizard and a powerful one at that. Make sure the Matriarch knows he is here.”

With a sigh, I realized mind tricks on the caliber I wanted were still beyond me. The True Mages were not shy about searching me either. However, my non-elven nature was quite a matter of curiosity.

“We need to do a full search. I think I see him concealing something here,” said a particularly nosy guard as she took a peek down my trousers.

“I am keeping a weapon down there, and it’s my favorite one. But I only ever use it on ladies who ask very nicely. You don't need to worry.”

The guard huffed and released the hem of my pants. “All clear.”

The guards found nothing. I had the good stuff either absorbed into my Jade Armor and merged with my body or in my Dimensional Storage. I was pretty sure they were just wasting time for their Matriarch to get the message so they could make me her problem.

The thoroughness with which they searched me would probably have annoyed most other Wizards. Most elves were pretty casual about their bodies, though. I didn’t think modesty was even a word in their dictionary. It was tough to pick the right moment to start acting annoyed, but I must have gotten it mostly right because as soon as I asked what was taking so long, they backed off and let me through.

“Thank you for letting us search you. There’s a waiting room up ahead. We’ll make sure a few servants attend to you there while we fetch the Matriarch. Your understanding will be appreciated,” the nosy guard said. After addressing me, she turned to one of her subordinates, then leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Definitely male. An impressive one, too. Pass that along to the Matriarch.”

Looking for weapons had just been an excuse then. Perhaps this Matriarch was the type to have a little harem of her own. I’d heard of a few powerful elves doing such a thing. I certainly didn’t have room to judge anyone for something like that, though if she planned to ask me to join her, I would have to politely decline.

True to their word, several servants at the heartwielder realm rushed out to wait on me. There were a dozen of them all told with water and food aplenty. They offered to take me to the nearby baths. Cathala ended up shooing most of them away, still stuck by my side all the while.

The clan’s compound hidden in this mountain was a fairly large one, and she showed me what she could without going through any locked doors. All in all, it reminded me of the Hearthwood’s undercity and was built on a similar scale to the point we were at around the time of Tim’s attack. There were a few shops scattered here and there, as well as training facilities that could be used by the will of the clan.

I estimated this fortress housed about three thousand people, about a third of whom were directly related to Cathala and her grand aunt, the Matriarch. That would make it a decent-sized clan relative to the ones in Deania.

While we waited, I asked Cathala a bit about the conflict she’d mentioned earlier, but she was short on the details.

“Things... haven’t been good. We lost many people, and several of our allies collapsed. They’re too weak to survive on their own, so their surviving elders have joined us as guest elders.” Cathala shrugged. “Unfortunately, no one will take us in if we fall. So, we must ensure we have a fallback position if this fortress is overrun. That’s what we were doing in the forest where we met you.”

I wondered when this Matriarch was going to show up. A foreign Wizard, even an eccentric and unexpected one, was not the kind of guest you left in your waiting room unattended. Who knew what kind of nefarious activities I might be up to?

“But that’s all depressing talk. I can’t possibly bore a guest. Especially one who saved my life. I must repay you. Please, just let me know if there’s anything you need. I’m willing to do anything!” Cathala pressed her chest up against me.

“Anything?” I asked curiously.

“Absolutely anything at all...” Cathala whispered in my ear, cheeks flushed, and wrapping one arm around the other side of my neck. She’d been stuck to my side like she’d been glued there since I saved her, but now she’d pulled herself so close it felt like she was trying to melt herself into me.

She felt soft and warm, so I had no complaints. Though now I could suddenly feel her perky nipples pressing up against me through my clothes.

Pure torture, that’s what this was. A clan full of desperate and eager elves waiting to be saved from an unknown threat? One in particular willing to do absolutely anything to thank me for my help? It was like the world knew my greatest weakness and was toying with me.

But I knew myself. If I got involved with Cathala, I wouldn’t stop at just a casual fling. And if I did that, I’d get involved with the entire Grand Hydra Clan. And if I got involved with them, then whatever disaster led to them running to their fallback position in the Devilbeast Wilds to form the Hidden Serpent Tribe probably wouldn’t happen.

No, until I had discerned what path this world would take, I had to be careful. If and when things became clearer, I would know if I was free to do as I pleased in this world or if I had to avoid interfering with the past.

So far, I’d had mixed signals on that front. The Hearthstone Continent definitely existed in the world we were from, but I found it hard to believe a future version of me could just sit back and watch all the life-and-death struggles we’d gone through without intervening. I knew if I’d found Tim and his army surrounding the Hearthwood when I arrived, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from crushing him and all his men right then and there.

If this world was cut free and had no relation to the timeline I knew and loved, I’d indulge myself a little. But until then, circumstances called for restraint. I just had to restrain myself. I, the mighty Patriarch of the Hearthwood, am always in complete control of myself.

Cathala let out a lengthy moan, and I glanced at my hand with anger. Had it betrayed my resolve already? No, it was right where I’d left it at my side, though Cathala had it in her hands and was pressing it against the bare skin of her thigh in a way that tested my resolve. I wasn’t sure what she had planned, but the will of the Patriarch of the Hearthwood would not be broken!

Fortunately, I didn’t have to endure long. The door swung open shortly after that, and in strode a cowled wizard. I could see slight tufts of purple hair slipping out of the cloak around her, which ended just below her waist to reveal shapely legs that reminded me a lot of Eltiana.

“I am Matriarch Grand Hydra,” the woman announced at her entrance.

“Ancestor!” said Cathala at my side. She had mentioned the local Matriarch was her grand-aunt or something along those lines. They appeared roughly the same age by eye, but the lifespans of those who’d reached the Wizard realm were far longer than that of the average elf. Matriarch Grand Hydra had probably reached the Wizard realm before the elf at my side had even been born.

“A pleasure to meet you, Matriarch Grand Hydra.” I stood, smiled, and held out my hand. It had to be my left, since Cathala still had my right hand. I could have taken it away, but it was quite comfortable where it was. “I am Patriarch Theo of the Hearthwood Clan... er... well, of the Hearthstone Continent.”

I had to correct myself at the last moment. I think my title needed changing with my new location.

“Really?” Matriarch Grand Hydra asked with raised eyebrows. “An entire continent? Your family must be powerful indeed. And yet you are here all alone.”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.”

Matriarch Grand Hydra looked me over from head to toe. The cowl was frustrating, since I couldn’t see her expressions. But apparently, she liked what she saw because she soon shook my hand.

“Cathala, thank you for keeping our guest company. You may leave us,” the Matriarch said abruptly.

“But--“

“No protests. I’ve already heard about how your mission went awry. You are to confine yourself to the training halls to practice your footwork. A mistake like the one you made should have cost you your life. It is only through good fortune that you have another chance. Learn from your mistakes.”

With even more difficulty than I would have had, Cathala pried herself away from my arm and let it fall limply to my side. She sniffled a little and brought the back of one hand up to wipe her eyes. She stomped away, not facing either me or her ancestor as she did so.

I had to let out a breath of relief, though. Now that Cathala was no longer throwing herself at me, I wasn’t in danger of ruining the timeline. Now, we could get down to business. I’d have to negotiate with this Matriarch if I wanted her clan to serve as my eyes and ears in the Hearthwood. This would simply be figuring out what I could provide in exchange without making too much trouble for myself. Luckily, without a pair of soft breasts pressing against my side, I could⁠⁠—

Matriarch Grand Hydra closed the door behind Cathala, then abruptly darted to my side. She grabbed the same hand her descendant dropped and pulled it around her waist, pulling herself to my side even tighter than Cathala had been. The top button holding her cloak shut popped from the pressure, revealing she wasn’t wearing so much as a scrap of clothing beneath the cloak. I could see bare skin from neck to navel. Only a thin belt around her waist prevented the cloak from spilling wide and revealing everything to me.

“Now that she’s out of the way, what do you say you and I go somewhere private to talk, Patriarch of the Hearthstone Continent?” she murmured.

It seemed negotiations were going to be harder than I thought.


Chapter
Fifty



Apparently, the offer to go to the baths had been a subtle cue from the matriarch. That was likely where she wanted to meet me, not in her waiting lobby. When I’d sat and chat with Cathala instead, the matriarch had taken matters into her own hands and come and get me.

This was likely also the reason she was only wearing a cloak. She’d probably been in the baths waiting for my arrival and had to get dressed again in a hurry when I didn’t show up.

“Now, hot or cold, you think? Hot first, I suspect. You’re probably tired from your travels. My muscles can be sore from lengthy flights, and you have far more muscles than me. I will work them over for you while we talk about why you’re here...” Matriarch Grand Hydra reached for that tiny little belt that was the only thing keeping her cloak on. It was more like a piece of string, really.

“Let me help you with that tunic...” She reached up for the hem of my shirt and pulled at the buttons. Unlike her cloak, my shirt was well made, and the buttons didn’t pop off immediately. That didn’t stop her from running her hands along the bare skin beneath my shirt though as she undid the buttons one at a time.

“Oh my. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a powerful chest...” She shook her head in wonder. “Were I to run into a monster that looked like you in a dungeon, I think I would do my damnedest to capture you just so I could run my fingers along this every day.”

I chuckled. “These muscles here are the product of body cultivation.”

“Is that what you are, then? Did you reach the Wizard realm through body cultivation?”

I shook my head. “No, my strongest aspect is spirit cultivation of the Earth aspect. Body cultivation is just something extra I do on the side.”

“A man of many talents. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a male elf as strong as you are. You humans are truly a different breed. You know, I have no direct descendants. This entire clan came from my sister, though she’s long dead now. She was much more easily satisfied than me.” Matriarch Grand Hydra kept running her fingers along my stomach, tracing the muscles there through my open shirt.

“Truly?” I asked.

“Yes, I swear it,” Matriarch Grand Hydra replied. The shadows of her hood still obscured her eyes, but I could see her plump red lips drawn in a thin smile. “But perhaps a man like you could change that...”

This Matriarch Grand Hydra worked fast. We’d just met minutes ago, and she was already talking about having kids. I wasn't sure I believed her about this entire clan being her sister's either. Myths of ascending to the Wizard realm through virginity were nothing more than myths, and most who reached this level felt building a clan to be their duty.

I had to act hastily here, lest she gain a steep advantage in negotiations. Once again, I had to remind myself that I could not afford to get involved with the Grand Hydra Clan. Their troubles were their own. I just wanted to hire them for a small job...

Thinking fast, I came up with an alternative suggestion. “Uh... you know, I’m not really feeling this at the moment. What do you say we climb your mountain and get some fresh air instead? You can show me the sights around your mountain...”

I heard a sound from Matriarch Grand Hydra that was probably a pout. Her fingers curled into a fist at her side, and for a moment, I almost thought she was going to attack me. I’d offended her with the refusal, but that might be good. It would help keep her at arm’s length.

Or at least, that was what I thought. A moment later, her fingers uncurled, and she glued herself to my side again.

“Very well. Let’s get some fresh air then.”

“Do you want to put something on? I saw frost on the top of this mountain. I wager it’s cold up there, even for a Wizard.”

“Oh, I’ll manage with just this cloak...” Matriarch Grand Hydra said. She spoke in such a way that I suspected there was some sort of scheme there.

A few minutes later, after we’d crossed back through the guard checkpoint and took a brief flight aboard our respective flying implements, we settled down on the mountain’s top.

I waved my hand and manipulated the earth beneath the ice to flatten the mountain’s peak into something just wide enough for the two of us to sit side by side. We needed even less space as Matriarch Grand Hydra revealed her plan to me.

“You’re right. It is chilly up here. I really should have brought something warmer,” she said as she shifted herself onto my lap. “Fortunately, you are nice and warm.”

She let her cloak pool around her waist, pressing her bare ass against my crotch. This might be an even worse position to negotiate than a shared bath.

“Now, where were we earlier?” Matriarch Grand Hydra began. “Oh yes, on the topic of children. I’ve heard it said that the descendants of humans are blessed when it comes to cultivation. Is it true?”

I shrugged. “I won’t lie. I have a few children already. And yes, many of them are quite skilled.”

“That is truly wonderful to hear.” She twisted in my lap, grinding her ass against my crotch. As she did so, she turned and curled her legs in on herself. There was a lovely view of the forests that would one day make up the territory of the Ancient Tree Temple down below me, but Matriarch Grand Hydra cared little for them.

She seemed to sense my line of thought and smiled beneath her hood. “I’ve seen the view from up here before. This view is far nicer...” She looked up at me, tracing the line of my jaw with a sly smile.

God damn, this elf was horny. She was even worse than her niece.

A lovely lady on my arm was something I was quite fond of. Fond enough that it might even be considered a personal flaw, not that my women seemed to mind satisfying it. But I didn’t go around rubbing my crotch on every strange woman I suddenly took a liking to.

The trouble was, this woman's aggressive flirting was working. Either I’d have to direct the full might of my Diamond-level body cultivation to keep blood from flowing where I didn’t want it, or I’d have to satisfy my sudden cravings. Both would cripple my ability to keep this woman and her clan at arm’s length while I had them scout for me. I had to think of a solution fast.

“Ah, this is nice. I didn’t think sitting here on top of this windy, cold mountain would be enjoyable, but I realize now that anything can be fun with the right company.” Matriarch Grand Hydra leaned into the crook between my neck and shoulder.

Like Eltiana, she was a bit too short to reach it, but when she folded her legs underneath her and sat up a bit more, she buried herself under my cheek. I felt her hot breath on my neck, and her lips brushed against the skin under my chin. Clearly, she cared little about the magnificent view.

I needed to think.

“It’s an alright view. But if you’d like someplace warmer, I’m sure we can find one,” I said.

“I’m quite comfortable where I am. Though your clothes are a little rough on the skin.” She started tugging on my pants, clearly intent on removing them and making herself more comfortable. I needed to act fast. How could I get myself out of this situation?

“No, no. I can’t have you being uncomfortable.”

“Then let me just get these--“ she began, but I cut her off.

“I’ll take us somewhere warmer. Tell me, have you ever seen the lakes of magma elementals in the center of the planet? I have. Let me show you!”

I pointed down, pushing the earth aside. To do so as fast as I did, I had to call on powers that would have been well and truly beyond any wizard of the earth aspect. Thankfully, Matriarch Grand Hydra had been caught entirely off guard. Hopefully, she wasn’t too familiar with earth zeal and wouldn't realize that what I was doing shouldn’t have been possible at my power level.

I made a tunnel as quickly as we fell, gaining speed as we went further down. The light overhead faded away behind us, and our surroundings grew rapidly warmer. I sensed our destination growing closer. I hadn’t thought this mountain was volcanically active. I must have been coming up on the edge of a tectonic plate, though, because we were coming up on the lakes of molten magma far sooner than I thought.

“Oh, remember to hold your breath. There’s no breathable air down here except for what we bring with us. Once we find a place to sit, I’ll provide some.”

My companion seemed less than thrilled at a second unexpected change in scenery. Good. I wanted her a little annoyed. It would make this much easier.

I found a suitable spot, set us down, and then drew on my Dimensional Storage for a bit of fresh air. Keeping it near enough to us so that we could talk normally was a bit of a challenge. It would take more Demigod power, but I scribbled a circle in the stone along with a few lines so I could pretend it was an enchantment. Given a few minutes of work, it could be.

“Here we are, fascinating, isn’t it?” I said as I sat both of us down. I pointed to the lake of molten magma before us. “I’ve gone for a swim in that stuff before, you know.”

“Isn’t it hot? Even for a Wizard. I don’t think I could withstand it,” Matriarch Grand Hydra said.

I grinned. “That’s one benefit of body cultivation. I would demonstrate as proof, but then all my clothes would burn away.”

“I’m feeling like I don’t believe you. You’ll have to show me.”

I stepped out of the circle, cupped my hands in the molten stone, and scooped it up. Then I squeezed it between my fingers. It oozed out of my grasp like cookie batter.

“Proof enough for you?” I asked.

“Hmm... I don’t know...”

I focused on the molten stone, still flowing because of the intense heat and pressure around us. I exerted my will on it, urging it to flow into the right shape before hardening and cooling to obsidian in the shape of a black flower.

“For you,” I said as I handed the flower over.

Her cheeks beneath her hood flushed again, and suddenly, all her annoyance fled from her body language.

Crap. Had I just undone all my hard work? After years on Earth with limited romantic success, I’d found myself so overflowing with opportunities to practice that impressing women came subconsciously to me.

I settled down next to her, and she nudged herself to my side again. She didn’t climb into my lap this time, but somehow, she felt a little more genuine. Suddenly, she realized she might like me for who I was as a person rather than my identity as a powerful male human who would make an excellent partner to save her clan.

My theories proved true a moment later when she opened up with more information about her clan and their struggles.

“Anyway, I’m sure you heard a little from Cathala.” She shrugged her shoulders, sighing. “My clan is in a bit of a bind at the moment. Apparently, we’ve caught the ire of a Demigod.”

Suddenly, her feminine touch on my side was feeling further away as the seriousness of her words drew my brows together. Pretty woman at my side or not, the focus still came when I really needed it.

“A Demigod? Truly?”

She shrugged. “I... I don’t know all the details. He’s a reclusive one. I don’t know how we offended him, but, we did so. And for that, he destroyed my allies and the nation we’d built. We are all that is left of that nation now, fleeing eastward hoping he will ignore us.”

“He?” I asked, sitting up in surprise. “What’s his name? Or just describe his face? Is he an elf, or...”

Matriarch Grand Hydra gave me a small smile. “He’s human. Same as you. A chaka, as many of us call you. Truth be told, I assumed you were one of his friends when you first appeared. When you didn’t attack, I thought you were allowing us to surrender to you or something. I heard you human men are softer on those you've mated with, so I was hoping to win leniency for my clan that way. But it seems like you are genuinely here for something else. What are you here for, anyway?”

“An ongoing mission I wanted your people to carry out for me. But that’s not important.” I waved her off. “What is the name of this Demigod? Do you know it?”

Matriarch Grand Hydra sighed. “Of course. How could I be enemies with someone and not at least learn their name?”

“And it is?” I asked.

“It is a strange one. Perhaps a common human name, though. Our enemy is known by his allies as Louis.”

I felt my jaw clench tight.

Son of a bitch...
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Through pure happenstance, I’d stumbled across something big. My enemies probably hoped I would overlook it a while longer, assuming this Louis and the one I was familiar with were one and the same.

But I had killed Louis, of that I was certain. I’d felt his life squeeze out from between my fingers, certain at last that he was gone for good.

How foolish I’d been. In a universe with time travel and evil clones hidden behind every corner, even that wasn’t enough to ensure my enemies were dead and buried.

“I need to confirm this with my own eyes. Do you have proof? Images? Anything. I need to know.” I grabbed Matriarch Grand Hydra by the shoulders, shaking her more than was polite for someone I’d just met.

“Uhm... we have family records. And a few jade memory stones you can view. But why is this so important to you? Do you know this Demigod? Do you have a history with him?” She asked the last question warily, as though afraid I was about to betray her.

“I do,” I replied between clenched teeth. “Not a history, but someday I will kill him.”

“I... see. That is a bold vendetta to hold, claiming you will one day kill a Demigod. I don’t know of anyone who would dare make such a claim.” She looked me up and down, as though seeing me with new eyes. Perhaps the well-defined muscles she’d been so eager to admire earlier looked a lot more dangerous to her now than before.

“It is no claim. Come on, I want to see these documents.” I grabbed Matriarch Grand Hydra by the wrist, pulled her to her feet, and then led her to the tunnel we’d descended through to get to our present location. With one mighty heave, I propelled the two of us up half the height of the mountain. When we started slowing, I grabbed a ledge and did it again.

We flew out the top like an explosion from the top of a volcano, and I filled the path in behind me. From there, we descended with speed far greater than any Wizard was capable of and landed at the guard outpost leading into the Grand Hydra Clan compound.

“Halt! Who--“

“Not this time. I’m busy.” I waved my hands, and the walls opened up before me. The gates didn’t budge, but the fortress’s stone itself came to life and flowed like water until there was room enough for a man my size to walk straight through the hole.

The guards on either side of the wall reached for their weapons, but the walls on either side swelled into barriers that blocked their passage and trapped them in place.

“Stand down! Don’t fight him,” Matriarch Grand Hydra waved her people aside and urged them to put down their weapons.

“Where are these memory stones of yours?” I asked her.

“They are in the classified section of the family library toward the back of the fortress. I will show you.” She’d tried to pull herself free of my grip, and I sensed a trace of fear from her when she realized my grip was too strong to escape. But she quickly masked the reaction and then raced ahead of me. From there, she pulled me along behind her and led me through several hallways to a library.

It was much smaller than the Hearthwood family vaults, but by now, few empires could boast a collection like mine. Startled Heartwielders, Mage Acolytes, and True Mages sat up from their books in startled bewilderment as their matriarch barged through their ranks.

“Matriarch! What brings you--“

“As you were. I’m escorting an important guest to the restricted section of the library. Ignore us.” Matriarch Grand Hydra waved her clanswoman aside.

The librarian glanced at me, curious and wary. Then she glanced at her own matriarch, wearing only a cloak and hastily dragging me into the private back room of the library. She was intensely curious, but she and the others quickly stepped aside and made way. But no doubt rumors would be flying by the time we left.

Eventually, we came to a large door in the backroom. It was protected by a latch made of solid iron. It was thick enough that an elven hand couldn’t comfortably wrap around it with just one hand.

She gritted her teeth and grimaced, gathering her cloak in her hands to grip the latch. I reached out and pulled it wide with one hand.

“I suppose the test of aura isn’t all that effective against you,” she said grimly. “The idea behind the latch is that only a Wizard who’d mastered our family poison techniques could grip that latch long enough to swing it open.”

“I know a thing or two about iron myself. But where are these memory stones?”

Sensing my urgency, she led me into the room. It was little more than a tiny private study with a single chair, a desk, and a shelf full of drawers. She tore through the drawers quickly, and I saw most of them were filled with little jade crystals, each the size of a finger. I had seen something like these things before, particularly in the Primordial World. They were a creative way to store memories, though the fact that they required Mind zeal to make rendered them nonexistent in the age I was familiar with. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye wasn’t going to let their people craft these things when they were busy making sure the existence of Mind magic was their private little secret.

It took the matriarch a while to find the stones she sought. With the big iron latch out front, the Mage Acolyte-level librarian couldn’t exactly come in here to organize things. But eventually she pulled them out and set the first of them before me. I picked the first one and was already diving into the first memory as she rummaged around for the rest.

The first showed me a glimpse of a battle from the perspective of a heartwielder. With such limited senses, making out much of anything was tough. Her vision was hazy, and her hearing made it feel like she was listening through earplugs. A blur shot by overhead, and suddenly, the elf to the left of the person who recorded the memory had been sliced in half.

That half came hurtling back at me a second later, breaking bones in the process. The blur shot off again a moment later, leaving the person who left the memory for dead as she bled out on some street corner in the middle of the day.

“I couldn’t see anything on that one. It just tells me he’s fast. But any Demigod is going to be fast to heartwielder eyes.”

“There’s more, I assure you!” Matriarch Grand Hydra pushed more memory stones toward me.

I went through several more. This guy was a messy killer. That much was certain. Most of the memories were from people he’d torn apart and then discarded as fast as a blink. Of course, that didn’t tell me much of anything. I needed one where I could see his face.

Another vision showed me a glimpse of his robes. This one was even blurrier than usual, and a moment later it became clear why. The man in the memory grabbed the viewer by the head and squeezed, sadistically crushing her brain like squashing a melon. There was no way the person who left the memory could have survived that, which meant it had to be a memory drawn from a past life using something like the Bloodline Origin Awakening pills we made in the Hearthwood.

There was no need for such a barbaric execution when a single spell would have done the trick far more humanely. And for that little sadistic act, he’d finally revealed a glimpse of something. My heart clenched for a moment, but something about the image seemed off. I was only looking at the back of his head, but I distinctly remembered Louis’ hair being dark and curly. This man’s hair was lighter brown, close-cropped and straight.

Now that I had considered it, another question came to mind. Where was the mind magic? When Louis had an elf’s head in his grasp, I would have thought he’d tear her mind apart with a spell rather than crush it. Louis practiced body cultivation, but he wasn’t as good at it as I was. He relied on his mind zeal more than I did on my earth zeal, yet I sensed no trace of it from him.

It took me several more memory stones before I finally found someone who had gotten a good look. I focused on the memory and saw a stranger.

From a distance, he resembled the Louis I knew, but only from a distance. He had the same general build and a very similar face, but not quite. The general features were the same, but the tiny details were different. They could have been brothers, but they weren't the same. Maybe the Louis I'd killed would have grown into somebody like this given enough time. But that wouldn't ever happen now that he was dead. I'd never have to deal with that Louis ever again. This was some new, totally unrelated problem that I may or may not have to deal with.

I sat back with a sigh of relief and set the memory stone back down on the table. It wasn’t him, after all. I’d gotten myself all worked up over nothing.

I went through the remaining memory stones just to be sure. Now that I wasn’t so focused on the individual in the memories, I paid a little more attention to what was happening.

Most of the memory stones took me back to a burning city. Shattered marble columns tumbled left and right. About two dozen wizards fought a hopeless battle overhead as they tried to hold off the enraged Demigod on a ruthless killing spree.

Every time they let up, he swept low with arms spread and plowed straight through crowds of fleeing people, slicing them in half with his speed and momentum. The Wizards were scarcely any better than the people they were trying to protect. Their spells bounced right off their target. He was just ignoring them as he tore the city apart.

When he did pay one of them special attention, the Wizard hardly lasted any longer than the citizens they were protecting. This had to be the republic Matriarch Grand Hydra talked about. It looked like it had been a prosperous place before a Demigod tore it apart.

I wasn’t sure who this was, but already I realized I hated him. What kind of monster would use his power to so callously slaughter people? And why?

This man wasn’t the Louis I knew, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t still do something about him. I would check with the others to see what we knew about him and if he was in records from our timeline. I decided then and there that if I could take this guy out, I would.

I set the last memory stone on the table. The smile returned to my face at the fact that Louis hadn’t somehow sprung back to life. It was tighter now, though, after I’d seen what Matriarch Grand Hydra and her people had lived through. From what I heard, I realized she was probably one of those Wizards who’d been fighting to defend their city from the rampaging Demigod. And it seemed like she was the only one who survived that battle.

I opened my eyes and touched Matriarch Grand Hydra’s head.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“Sorry for your loss. I will make sure this person can never destroy more cities like he did to yours."

“Patriarch of the Hearthstone... he’s a Demigod. Before such power, all people like us can do is flee. We might as well try to fight the stars in the sky.” Matriarch Grand Hydra sighed.

“Stars can fall, and worlds can shatter. I’ve seen it happen.”

She stared at the cryptic smile on my face for a while. I still couldn’t see much of her face behind her hood, but I suspected she doubted my words. And yet, she realized I did not doubt myself. Was I a fool, a madman, or something more than I appeared?

“Well... I hope your curiosity has been satisfied.” She shrugged, breaking eye contact and pulling up her hood a little further to conceal the flush in her cheeks. “I have to say, barging in here and demanding to see our secret family records was quite forward of you. Most clans would be unhappy with that kind of insult. Not to mention, you left a massive hole in our defenses.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll fix everything. I’ll even improve them a bit if you’d like.”

“Good. You owe me.” She poked me in the arm. “You should stay the night. At least then, I can tell the rest of my clan that we’ve got another Wizard for a while. They need a win after what we’ve been through. And the scare you just gave them. I fear some of them think I’ve been abducted.”

I chuckled. “I’ll stay awhile. Perhaps not for the night, but I can bring some gifts for your entire clan as an apology and to improve morale a bit. How about a feast? I have a bit of dragon on ice back home—more than I can eat, really. I’ll bring some over. Then we can finally talk about the job I wanted your clan to do for me.”
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Matriarch Grand Hydra accepted my dinner offer, especially when I offered enough supplies to feed the entire clan. Thankfully, food, especially high-grade meat, was one thing we never lacked in Hearthwood.

Much of it had already been processed back home, since the scales, horns, and bones of a Wizard-level dragon were all valuable crafting supplies and had fostered entire industries back home.

The meat itself was in surplus, since most of it would be too potent for anyone below True Mage. I brought quite a bit of it for the Matriarch and her True Mages and parts of several lesser dragons for everyone else.

I had to cheat a bit, since the clanswomen here wouldn’t really know how to cook such high-quality ingredients. Thankfully, there were plenty of chefs and cooks in the Hearthwood who knew their stuff, so I could just place a few big orders and ship it over through my Dimensional Storage.

To the Grand Hydra Clan, it probably looked like their matriarch announced a feast. And then suddenly there was one. It came completely without warning and with no one they knew involved.

They were even more shocked when they followed their matriarch’s directions to the feast hall to join in the celebrations. This fortress had no feast hall or room large enough to house more than a few hundred gathered at once.

And yet, when they reached the back of the fortress, they found it led to a circular chamber the size of an amphitheater. In a room like this, thousands could sit together without feeling cramped. Brilliant white crystals hung and lit the surrounding area like it was mid-day, though we were deep within the mountain. The ceiling was so high up that reaching them would require some sort of flying tool. The floor looked like tile, though really it was one chunk of stone.

In short, it was the kind of project that should have taken hundreds of earth cultivators years to build. It was the best I could do on short notice, especially when splitting my attention between this and erecting a few more layers of walls. When I got the message that my food back in the Hearthwood was ready for pickup, the Grand Hydra clan’s secret fortress was twice as hidden and ten times as hard to breach if someone found it.

“This is amazing! Are you some sort of master builder? We had a Wizard whose clan specialized in construction, but even she could not do something like this. And certainly not in a few hours.” Matriarch Grand Hydra seemed just as impressed with the new feast hall as her subordinates.

“I’m a man of some talents...” I shrugged.

“Clearly so.”

Soon, we were seated and eating. Matriarch Grand Hydra gave a little speech to introduce me more formally and put the rapidly spreading rumors to rest.

The way she spoke made it seem more like we were old acquaintances than recent ones. It also made us seem a lot closer than we actually were. But it mattered little to me. This was her clan, and I was just a temporary guest here. However she wanted to play my arrival was fine by me.

I spotted Cathala on the opposite end of the grand table toward one end of the new feast hall. I noticed Matriarch Grand Hydra placed her on the complete opposite side of the table from me. Of course, she had seated me right next to her as the guest of honor.

Cathala shot me a few glances and tried to wave, though Matriarch Grand Hydra leaned forward every time she did to block my view and chat about something else.

“Your clan truly makes some incredible dishes. What exactly is this called?” she asked me as she pointed to her plate.

I glanced over. “That would be mashed potatoes. It’s a simple dish that comes from this root-like thing. There should be some whole potatoes around here somewhere. They all come from a hydroponic garden we have back home.”

“I notice they are dense in earth zeal. No wonder you reached the Wizard realm. Eating this every day would awaken the latent potential in lots of my people,” Matriarch Grand Hydra glanced at the piles of food on display, all of it brimming with zeal. “Your clan must be incredibly wealthy and powerful to afford to give so much away.”

I shrugged. “Food is one thing we do not lack. Our current lands are rather barren, but that won’t last long.”

It seemed she was a big admirer of the simple pleasures in life. From what I gathered, the diets of everyone here had become rather plain after fleeing their homelands, so my little gift was even better appreciated than I expected. Most of their remaining rations had been reserved for the heartwielders who would rapidly starve without food, so the matriarch and her True Mages had been sustaining themselves on zeal alone. I’d heard of plenty of people doing that, but thankfully, it had never happened to me. Good food was something I'd never lacked.

As the meal wound down, a few elves challenged one another to duels over minor things. Part of the food had been zeal-enhanced alcohol, and I suspected it was the first time most of these people had been drunk in a long time. Matriarch Grand Hydra gave them permission to fight, since she thought a bit of sparring would be good entertainment for the evening.

Eventually, we got down to business and what I’d originally wanted to contact her for.

“I’ve got a job request for you and your clan, if you don’t mind. I was going to offer zeal crystals for it, but now I think you’d like more food, weapons, and supplies instead,” I began.

That was met with rapid agreement from the Matriarch, especially when I explained the job.

“All you wanted was for us to tell you if something unexpected happens?” She looked at me askance.

“Exactly. In this location, strange box-like objects appear in the middle of the woods. Also, if you spot two humans leaving it with a few Wizards guiding them. Don’t talk to them or interfere with them, but tell me as soon as possible.”

Matriarch Grand Hydra nodded along saying nothing, poking her food with her fork a bit.

“I imagine this will require frequent contact with you. Where can I find you?” she asked.

I frowned. “Good point. I will deliver a device that will enable long-range communication. That should be sufficient.”

“Oh...” She seemed disappointed at that. Perhaps she was interested in finding out where I came from. That way, she could arrange for more of what I offered. I was reluctant to do that, though. I didn’t want to push the timeline until I knew how much I could interfere with things.

With the important matters behind us, Matriarch Grand Hydra slowly started slipping into the flirtier role she’d had when I first showed myself. It felt a little more genuine now that we knew each other better.

That I knew why she was doing it was also helping her case. She wasn’t just after me for the power I could provide her or because she wanted a lot of new, powerful descendants to help her keep her struggling clan afloat.

Both were certainly important to her, but only because she realized how desperate her situation was. Without some sort of unexpected stroke of good luck, her clan would never recover its former glory. They’d forever live trembling in fear of the Demigod who destroyed the nation they were a part of, and because of that, they’d always remain in hiding.

If things continued, they’d waste away generation by generation until their clan was a shadow of their former glory. Clans like theirs could not sustain high-level cultivators without constant resources to grow and advance.

They didn’t have a magic interdimensional ship like I did that could generate unlimited resources. Nor had they gone adventuring across many worlds and acquired landmarks, artifacts, and other items of tremendous power that could bring out their people’s potential. If they had possessed any such things once, they’d been lost and scooped up by the Demigod that destroyed their home.

Matriarch Grand Hydra was a woman slowly drowning, and she saw me as a life raft that might lead her to something that could save her. I was feeling bad about brushing her off.

“You know, two Wizards like us really should exchange cultivation secrets! It would help make us both more powerful,” Matriarch Grand Hydra suggested. She’d made several more comments along the same lines already, so I got the impression she really wanted to have this private exchange. I suspected it was just an excuse to get me alone in a cultivation chamber with her.

“Is that how your republic made so many Wizards?” I asked curiously.

“In fact, yes, it was. We were very diligent in fostering a culture of competitive cooperation. But don’t change the subject on me! I want you and me alone in a private cultivation chamber. I could show you all sort of secrets...”

I chuckled. If she knew I was a Demigod, she would realize why I wasn’t nearly as eager to exchange information as she was. I wasn’t worried about figuring out how to safely break into the Sorcerer realm since I’d already passed that rank long ago.

But I wasn’t about to be stingy with advice important enough to deny it to her. So I shrugged, and I agreed after dessert was served and eaten.

Matriarch Grand Hydra jumped out of her seat and grabbed me by the wrist. It was reminiscent of when I’d done something similar to her through these same halls. Eventually, we came to a set of plain doors that looked the same as all the others lining the hallway.

“I saw your training areas earlier. It looked like the secluded cultivation chambers were nearby.”

Matriarch Grand Hydra smiled. “I find I prefer a more private setting. This is the private quarters for the old garrison commander at this fortress. After the republic fell, I took up the role of garrison commander, so these are now my private quarters.”

“Ah. I take it you don’t plan on the two of us meditating on the Sorcerer realm in quiet contemplation in here?”

Matriarch Grand Hydra laughed, covering her mouth with a hand. “No, Patriarch Theo of the Hearthstone Continent. Now that I finally have you alone, I have something a little more personal in mind.”

She reached for her cloak, which she was still wearing. She’d had that thing on since the moment I’d arrived, and I realized then that I’d never seen her full face. Perhaps she had an embarrassing scar she was shy about.

It couldn’t be too bad, though. Besides, from the neck down, she was an absolute beauty. She had the same athletic build as Eltiana, but perhaps without quite the same level of energy.

Would it be so bad to have a little fun with Matriarch Grand Hydra? She was a desperate woman who led a clan in need. She’d just been through great tragedy and will do anything to put her people back on their feet. It was a sad story that resonated with me. And her clan would be working for me. Would it really be that much different if I made her into a full-fledged vassal?

Perhaps a dinner date was all it took to soften me up because I didn’t run away. Instead, I stepped forward and reached for her cloak. She tugged at the ribbon, and soon, it spilled wide to reveal pale, supple skin. She guided my hand to her waist, and once there, I ran fingers up along her side.

Her breathing quickened, though she held still for me. Her nipples pressed into the thin fabric of her cloak, both already perky.

I reached up for her hood, grabbed it, and then dragged it back.

I expected a scar or hideous burn, but there was no such blemish. Instead, I saw a beautiful face framed by purple hair and a shy smile.

The face was familiar to me. Far too familiar. She looked almost exactly the same as Argona, my daughter.

“What? What’s wrong?” Matriarch Grand Hydra said, brows suddenly creased with worry and confusion. The expression was all too familiar. Argona looked almost identical when focused on enchantment.

I stumbled backward, too shocked and surprised to say anything else. I fell backward on my ass, eyes wide.

“I... uh... I’ll be right back,” I muttered before rising to my feet.

I turned and opened the door, immediately opening my Pocket World Passage. A moment later, I jumped inside and closed the door behind me.
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Upon my return, I headed straight to the Cultivation Chamber. I ignored all my meetings and work and instead turned the time dilation up to the maximum. I sat there for about a full day, eyes wide as I stared straight at the ceiling.

After a full day had passed, I came to terms with what I’d seen. Unfortunately, despite my best efforts, I wasn’t able to erase my own memories with my mind magic. I’d have to deal with this the old-fashioned way. By never talking to Matriarch Grand Hydra again and pretending I didn’t know her.

I had never walked out on a date before, and certainly not when I’d made it all the way back to the woman’s room. Matriarch Grand Hydra must be pretty confused right now. And pretty hurt as well. It wasn’t her fault she was born with the same face as my daughter.

But at the same time, it wasn’t my fault that I had a kid with the same face as her. Or was it?

“Mac, I’d like a complete copy of the Hidden Serpent Tribe family records. Specifically, figure out who Eltiana’s parents were. And their parents too, going back as far as you can. I need to know her line back to about four hundred years.”

Mac took a while to boost his processor cycles up to the speed of my current level of time dilation. The room was running over twenty-five times normal speed, so less than an hour had passed outside despite all my moping about.

[You are in good luck. Because Eltiana has a brother, her bloodline is well-chronicled. When they lend her brother out to other tribes, they enjoy presenting his genealogy.]

I hadn’t seen Eltiana’s brother in a long time, though I knew he was still in the Hearthwood. The young elf had fancied himself my rival for all the female attention in the Hearthwood, of which there was plenty.

But ever since I reached True Mage he’d been afraid to show his face. I was pretty sure he was still convinced I’d vaporize him if I ever saw him again, so he planned to remain in hiding indefinitely. That didn't mean he wasn't above living in the Hearthwood and enjoying the rapid growth my city had gone through though. Anyone with eyes could see our city was on the rise.

He really needn't be so worried about me. I knew perfectly well that hoarding every elf to myself wasn't wise for the long-term health of our population. Dulik and Segolas already had a hard time finding talented young women their own age who weren't related to them. Segolas ended up having to go for women much older than him, but who died and were recently reborn.

Mac delivered his records to me, and I tore through the pages one at a time. As I did so, I pinched my brow between my fingers.

What if Matriarch Grand Hydra was Eltiana’s ancestor? It would explain why a distant descendant might share her face. If that were true, it would retroactively turn Argona into an incest baby. That was something I could not allow, even if there was more than a little time travel and parallel universes involved.

The Hidden Serpent Tribe’s genealogical records were inconclusive. They mentioned a powerful clan that predated the Hidden Serpent Tribe, but that was all. Matriarch Grand Hydra said her clan was descended from her sister, but I didn't trust that. It just wasn’t worth the risk.

I’d made the right call fleeing that bedroom for my life. I could find other agents to scout the Hearthwood for me. All would be well, given time...

I meditated a bit, pushing my concepts a little further. After, I burned through what resources I’d gathered for my body cultivation. I’d been entirely reliant on dual cultivation lately, but it was nice to do things the old-fashioned way for a change and shore up any gaps in my cultivation that so much dual cultivation might leave behind.

By the time I left the Cultivation Chamber, I felt like I had washed my hands of the whole thing. Grand Hydra Clan? I’d never heard of them. That was my story, and I was sticking to it until I started believing it myself.

Besides, they were just one little clan with a wizard at the helm. Surely, they’d never come up again.

Content with that conclusion, I went back to work taking care of my new continent. I also started digging through the history books in Deania for a Demigod named Louis, who was active around four hundred and fifty years before my arrival. So far, I’d turned up nothing. That had me more than a little worried. What was I missing?

Thankfully, Sam and Dean volunteered to look into the matter.

“Sure, we’ll look into the matter for you,” Sam said. “A rampaging human Demigod is bad news for all three of us. With as small a group as we have in this timeline, a single bad guy would set the wrong precedent for anyone we meet.”

“Yeah.” Dean nodded along. “We want every cute elf we meet thinking about what we can do in the bedroom, not what we can do in battle. Our love lives are going to get a lot more difficult if they start ugly crying and begging for their lives the moment they see us.”

“We also have connections and know the lay of the land like you never did,” Sam added. “Based on the reconnaissance we’ve seen so far, we’re near to when the two of us first arrived and left The Wanderer. That means we know the names of a few local matriarchs and can worm our way into the local political landscape without much issue.”

I sheepishly scratched the back of my head. Did Sam already know about my rather embarrassing failure with the Grand Hydra Clan? Or was he just guessing that kind of thing would happen?

Whatever the case was, I was happy to foist this kind of responsibility off on him. Unlike me, the two of them had shown up here surrounded by several Wizard companions and had been guarded by them day and night. That meant that from the moment they arrived, they were major players on the continent.

Showing up as Demigods was much more viable for them since they already knew the important alliances and relationships to watch out for. I suspected the two of them were also less clingy than I was. Bringing every girl I met home with me and then building a mansion for her so she’d never leave was a bit of a bad habit of mine. I was pretty sure Mayatania still wasn’t sure if she could leave the Hearthwood after I’d laid claim to her that day more than a year ago now.

In contrast, Sam and Dean were a bit more free range in their tastes. They had their lovers and companions, but were content to let their women go off on adventures on their own. I knew they had children and companions who were off in the Primordial World, and both were worried they might get lost on their way home now that their original planet was gone.

Thankfully, I didn’t have such worries. All my women and children were safe and sound in the city I’d built. There were benefits to being so clinging and possessive.

Sam and Dean hadn’t gone into too much detail about their early days, but from what I gathered, the two of them had learned the way of things here in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. After gaining a few cultivation levels with the help of the Wizards who arrived on this world with us, they had each been able to buy cultivation resources for giving an aspiring matriarch a few dozen descendants to start her own clan. I suspected the contacts they planned to visit were former lovers from their past lives.

I didn’t pry, though. Their business was their own, and the two of them knew their stuff. They’d been around a lot longer than I had and had built a pair of long-lasting organizations that grew to become some of the most respected in the region. They would be perfectly fine without my assistance.

With Sam and Dean on top of international issues, I was able to focus on domestic affairs again. And by domestic affairs, I meant my little art project out in the wilderness.

“Stupid matriarch Grand Hydra... cock-blocking me with her face...” I grumbled as I assembled a statue of an elegant and attractive-looking elf wearing a hood. She looked exactly as I remembered her, save for the face. Instead of the face she shared with Argona, I sculpted the face of a laughing ogre onto her. It was hideous, just as I felt it should have been.

“That would have been an improvement...” I grumbled as I stared into the statue’s eyes.

I laid a few enchantments onto the statue, hiding the face in shadows unless a word was said. The word meant to be spoken was the answer to a riddle, and when solved, it would reveal instructions for learning a branch of mind magic focused on illusion magic. The laughing ogre’s face would be revealed in that moment as well, and the first person who solved the riddle would find a few cultivation supplies in the statue’s mouth.

When I was done, I checked in on my other statues. They had grown quite popular lately, and it seemed like every adventurous soul in the city was already all over them. Quite a few had already been solved as well. It looked like people were practically crawling all over them.

I hadn’t expected them to garner so much attention . Really, they were just supposed to be a way to keep my people away from the real ruins and dungeons on the continent. Most of those were actually pretty dangerous.

[Master, may I make a suggestion?]

“You don’t need to ask, Minerva. Just say it.”

[The lack of guardians makes it too easy to brute-force the answers to your puzzles. If a hundred heartwielders and mage acolytes can all stand around a statue making guesses all day long, they will figure out the answer sooner or later.]

“What are you suggesting?”

[Adding guardians to the statues would make standing around it significantly harder. The strength of the guardians would also provide a way for adventurers to gauge the value of their secret. That way you don’t have heartwielders and True Mages trying to unlock the same statue.]

I grimaced. I had seen that happen a few times from a distance. A few True Mages had tried to monopolize some of the statues and kicked all the lower-level cultivators away until they solved the puzzle themselves. I simply hadn’t prepared for the number of people who’d be putting these things to the test.

And while my puzzles tested for intelligence, brains alone didn’t get one very far in this world of magic and superhuman powers. I needed to test for strength as well. After all, giving a powerful Wizard-level spell and cultivation supplies to an elf at zeal accumulation would only get that elf killed. She wouldn’t have the power to hold on to her secrets or supplies.

I could craft a few golems. I would have to be careful with the designs, though. People in the Hearthwood were well aware of my handiwork. Then again, I’d seen those battle golems from the Elven Star Dominion. I could probably copy that style. It might even be educational to learn their techniques.

I spent the next few days in the Smith’s Workshop hammering out bronze plates. I started by outright copying the designs I’d captured. They reminded me a bit of Argona’s more recent work. Line after line of complex enchantment flowed into one another, forming one cohesive whole.

This kind of work required a master’s touch since to build any part of the golem, the person crafting it needed to understand the enchantment. Perhaps this was the style elves naturally gravitated to.

But I wasn’t an elf. More importantly, I was lazy and liked to hand off minor tasks to other people. My style of enchantment was more modular and better suited to assembly line production.

So I reworked some aspects of the enchantments so that I could send individual plates to one of Argona’s workshops. Hopefully, they were used to getting enough odd jobs from me they wouldn’t wonder what all these golem parts were for.

After they did all the hard work, all I had to do was slap the things together. I conjured a few artificial earth elementals to fuel them. I didn’t even have to work that hard on suppressing their natural violent tendencies, since I wanted them to attack anyone who went near the statues.

The tough part was designing the elementals in such a way that this was their natural form. I also made them a full tier of power stronger than they appeared. Between that and a few other tricks, I had True Mage guardians that would appear to be destroyed and become dormant after being defeated.

Given enough time, they would gradually repair themselves and reawaken. This was possible because the True Mages would actually be at the Wizard realm, just the bulk of their power would be suppressed and concealed somewhere underneath the statue they were supposed to be guarding.

The True Mage-level guards would be tricky, but the Mage Acolyte and Zeal Accumulation ones were much easier. Those I could simply throw power at. For that kind of minion, the enchanted bronze plates were just a bonus. Most of my earth spells were powerful enough these days that if I cast one of them, they’d leave a strong enough impression in the ground that they could generate earth elementals on their own.

Soon, I had a collection of self-reviving guardians to terrorize anyone standing around my statues for too long. Each was programmed to wound rather than kill. They’d break an arm or give someone a bruise that would take a month to heal but wouldn’t do anything that would prevent them from falling back and escaping. These were a lesson, after all. Not a life and death trial.

[Another suggestion, if I may?] Minerva said.

“Again, there’s no need to ask for permission to speak, Minerva.”

[Some people may try to deface your spell instructions after they have mastered the ability you provided. There is power in having a rare and unknown spell, after all. Perhaps the guardians should exert their full power should anyone attempt such a thing.]

I frowned. Yes, I definitely didn’t want a sore winner ruining the fun for everyone else. Not to mention, I’d worked pretty hard on these things.

Minerva’s idea was a sound one. I did as she suggested, and if a True Mage thought to destroy one statue, she’d suddenly fight Wizard-level golems who would instantly revive upon destruction. It would be a much harder fight, and at that point, the golems wouldn’t be pulling their punches.

Guardians done, I ran around the area, planting them around the undiscovered statues. Seeing how excited the people of my city were over all the opportunities for adventure, I increased the rewards for these things proportional to the danger involved.

When I was finally done with the project, I sat down in a coffee shop in the Hearthwood under the cover of an Unnoticeability spell. The statues were the topic on everyone’s mind.

“Did you hear someone discovered a new ancient ruin today?” said a red-haired elf at a neighboring table. I was pretty sure she was one of my kids by Amisra, though I hadn’t met with all the latest batch of new kids yet and couldn’t be sure.

What I did know was that she was chatting with Salura, one of my children by Sava. To my surprise, Salura had reached True Mage sometime recently. She was from my third generation of children, so I wasn’t surprised to find her guiding her younger siblings. The red-haired one she was talking to was only at zeal accumulation.

“Really? How strong are the guardians?” Salura asked.

“They vary widely. Some are weak enough I think I could take them on. Others might give you a tough time! But the important thing is that they must be guarding something important. Besides, you know how the first person to solve a statue’s puzzle always gets a little something extra as a reward? Sometimes a weapon, sometimes some zeal crystals, that sort of thing? Well, now that you have to fight for them, people are forming teams and agreeing to split that first-time bonus!”

“Perhaps Mother will let me take a break from alchemy to do a little exploring. I’ve put it off since the continent has been barren so far, which means there isn’t much in the way of alchemy ingredients to gather in the wilderness. But if there are other prizes, it might be worthwhile. Besides, studying the history of this place is a boon unto itself.”

The red-haired young elf shook her head in wonder. “Those statues are strange. There are all sorts of theories going around about what kind of civilization was here before us. They must have been powerful to build so many statues. It’s just...”

“What?” Salura asked.

The red-haired elf glanced around left and right. “Everybody is growing increasingly certain that they were a civilization of massive perverts! Just look at the statue designs...”

I listened in on a few more conversations, and most of them were coming to the same conclusions. A civilization of powerful, vindictive perverts had built a bunch of statues commemorating their victories over their enemies. Unfortunately, they were completely wrong. I was not a pervert. I just had a healthy artistic interest in the female form. Admittedly, there were a few people I still had a bit of a petty grudge against, hence all the embarrassing poses.

“Well, Minerva...” I sat down and sipped my coffee. It was getting better and better every day. At some point, the stuff we made in the Hearthwood started surpassing what I remembered from Earth. “I’d call this a job well done.”

Perhaps this would be my life from here on out. I could spend my days sipping coffee and coming up with new ways to test my people’s abilities. And amusing myself while I was at it. Once the little matter of that rogue human Demigod was out of the picture, I was pretty sure I’d have centuries of peace, prosperity, and entertainment to look forward to. It was the good life for me from here on out.
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The next few days, I argued with Mac. I’d built enough statues that I knew I needed some variety. I wanted to build some dungeons, and Mac, being part dungeon core, seemed like the perfect person to recruit for the task. He’d already been working on the project and had been only too happy to accept my help.

Unfortunately, while we both agreed on the broad strokes, we had some creative differences about the dungeons we planned on building.

“No, no, no! We can’t have every dungeon themed around cleaning! You already built three of them!” I groaned, hand to the forehead, as Mac explained his plans for yet another dungeon based on scrubbing, mopping, and otherwise sanitizing the place.

[If Mossmen were not meant to be scrubbed out of existence, why would they dissolve in bleach?]

I sighed. “Lots of things dissolve in bleach, Mac.”

[At least the dirty things I plan to create can be scrubbed away. You plan to dirty the dungeon in a way no brush or solvent can clean!]

“Appreciating the female form is not dirty! It’s art!” I insisted. “Beautiful, wonderful art!”

[Tell that to all your citizens theorizing why the ancient inhabitants of this land were such unabashed perverts!]

“They simply don’t understand my creative vision...” I grumbled.

After a lengthy debate, we divided the project into thirds. We’d build nine dungeons, which would be quite a lot for this little corner of the continent: three for Heartwielders, three for Mage Acolytes, and three for True Mages. Eventually, we’d like to have Wizard-realm dungeons, but those would probably be things we’d have to set up as True Mage dungeons and then let them grow organically.

Three would be mine, three would be Mac’s, and we’d let the dungeon cores populate naturally for the remaining three.

I did the digging. Mac had little control over the areas so far away from his personal dungeon domain, so he had trouble carving out the labyrinths of passages we’d need.

But first, I needed dungeon cores. Thankfully, there were plenty of powerful Elementals on the continent. They practically ruled the place, after all.

I killed off the nearest nine Wizard-level elementals. They would need to go eventually, since two of them looked like they were bound to attack our outlying farms any day now. I couldn’t have them burning down Nela’s new orchard.

After wiping them out and gathering their cores, I returned them to Mac. They weren’t dungeon cores yet, but he knew a few tricks that would turn them into dungeon cores, given time. I left that aspect of building the dungeons in his capable hands—well, in his capable remotely controlled cleaning drones.

After assembling the physical locations of my three dungeons, I connected them. Each had its own surface entrances, but if an adventurer wandered deeply enough through the heartwielder dungeon, they’d eventually find themselves on the first floor of the Mage Acolyte dungeon. Hopefully, the transition felt natural since I still wanted to disguise this place as naturally occurring.

Once that was done, I pulled up Dean’s handy world guide. I still had the thing tucked away in my library, though I’d outgrown most of the information in it. I flipped to one page in the back, which had all the most common monsters of the Deanian continent sorted by order of attractiveness.

Most were a definitely don’t-put-your-dick-in-that, but there were a few contenders. They would fit with the theme of the fake ancient civilization I was putting together.

“Let’s see. I want to capture a humanoid slime. Hopefully, I can track down some vampires, too. Those might take a trip through the Primordial World to hunt down the right kind.”

[I may create some artificial vampires. However, they will not be connected to the Witch of Frozen Blood.]

“That would be for the best. Her vampires were a bit too creepy. Too pointy teeth. We’re going for the sexy kind of vampire here.”

Minerva got to work, and soon I had the right monsters to fill my dungeon with. After that, I visited my personal dungeon and filled it with toys. I needed to eliminate my failed projects anyway, so this was just an excuse to turn them all into dungeon rewards.

Whoever entered these three dungeons would hopefully find a use for these things. The weapons weren’t exactly practical, but the goal was training, not giving out good equipment. There would be plenty of that to buy back in the city.

I could imagine many an elf walking out of here with an enchanted spanking paddle and hunting down a merchant who could grind it down into a short sword. It fit with the theme, and hopefully the dungeon core Mac installed would stick with it even after the supplies I was giving away ran out.

It was a welcome diversion, and by the time I was done, I stretched my legs. I was finally feeling like myself again following my encounter with Matriarch Grand Hydra. I couldn’t let one extremely awkward encounter keep me down forever.

Thankfully, my companions were more than happy to push it out of my mind. Between working on the dungeons, the fields outside the city, the roads, and all the other infrastructure we needed, I spent plenty of time dual cultivating.

With my help, Amisra was steadily progressing through the Sorcerer realm. Korra had always been behind everyone else, but she would catch up eventually. Yorik, too, was behind in terms of Spirit Cultivation. I still needed to adapt my new and improved Dual Cultivation technique to help her with Body Cultivation so I could push her all the way to Diamond Skin.

Melise and Illiel would probably both reach Demigod on their own, given time. I figured I’d wait on them until they refined their concept a little further, since I was still having trouble figuring out what exactly Eltiana’s new Thrill-Seeker concept did.

Sava was still concentrating on alchemy, and it seemed like she was intent on making her concept useful in her craft. We weren’t in much of a rush anymore, so I was content to just nudge them along at their own pace. The powers of The Wanderer and the new hint system the QCA had enabled would make sure they didn’t get stuck anywhere.

All seemed to go well in the Hearthwood. But I still had a feeling that something was wrong. I just couldn’t figure out what was bothering me.
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I sat down in my Personal Chambers, staring at the earpiece. I’d debated recycling it several times. The Wanderer had issued no prompts requesting it, but I was confident Mac and I could get The Wanderer to absorb it if we wanted to.

The last few times I’d tried to activate the earpiece, it had been quiet. Had the damn thing broken?

I placed it in my ear anyway and tried to activate it.

“If you don’t want to be turned into scrap parts, say something!” I said.

I’d tried this several times and received no reply since our last conversation.

But much to my surprise, it buzzed to life.

“Uh... hello? Is this thing on? I swear I just heard something...” came a voice on the other end of the line. He sounded young and definitely male.

“Finally!” I sighed. “You know, I almost threw this thing away.”

“What? Who’s there?” the voice asked. He sounded very confused, a far cry from the knowledgeable person I’d spoken to before.

I frowned. “Who is this?”

“Uh, my name is Ted,” the voice began. “Where am I? Are you a person who brought me here? I have no idea what’s going on. One second, I was on Earth, and now, suddenly, I’m here...”

“Ted, you say?” I frowned. It wasn’t ringing any bells. Very strange. “And you said you just appeared here?”

“Yeah, some guy asked me if I wanted to go on a little trip. We rode in his car, and he told me a bit about a planet full of sexy elves. I said it sounded pretty damn cool. He tossed me this headset, told me to do my best to survive, and then I wound up here. Do you know how I can get back to Earth? I have work in the morning...”

Suddenly, I realized what was going on. The shoe was on the other foot, and now I had the experienced end of the headset.

I leaned back in my chair. This was a surprising new development. Not one I’d expected either. I was beginning to realize how this thing worked.

I was pretty sure what I’d been told so far through this device had been lies and half-truths. I doubted Louis understood how this thing worked either, just that it occasionally gave good advice.

And now I was the person meant to give that good advice. Perhaps the headset merely connected you with someone far more powerful, and that was all. The quality of the advice provided was up to the user on the other end. It would explain the voice I'd been faced with. Now I was much more certain that he'd been playing his own game where I was just one of the pieces.

Ted was an unfamiliar face and name. Certainly not someone I’d ever met. Could I use that fact somehow?

“Okay, Ted. Where are you?”

“I don’t know. Some forest or something. Do you think you can get me a taxi here? I can’t find a road, and I really need to get home so I can go to work,” Ted said, voice sounding nervous.

“Don’t worry about Earth or your job. You’re here now, and you won’t be going home anytime soon.

“W-what?” Ted stuttered.

I sighed. Had I been like this when I first emerged from The Wanderer? Looking back, probably.

“Earth’s gone, your old life is over. If you don’t want to die in this forest, you’re going to want to do exactly what I say. You’re in a magical world populated by elves and monsters. Both are dangerous. You need power to survive here, so the first order of business is tracking down a Spellheart you can bond with, understand?”

“Elves? Monsters? Spellheart? What are you talking about?” Ted asked.

I drummed my fingers against the desk. This was going to be a bit of a handful. Was guiding this guy to safety really worthwhile? What if I helped him survive only to help him become a founding member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?

If I were a more pragmatic type of man, perhaps I’d already be thinking about the web of lies I could weave around Ted. Alone and confused, I was certain he’d believe anything at the moment. I could have him wrapped around my finger and eventually turn him into my agent in the world, doing whatever I talked him into.

But that wasn’t my style. If someone needed help, I would not fill their head with lies. So I walked Ted through a few basic survival strategies for the next few hours. He wasn’t nearly as prepared for wilderness survival as I had been, and I’d been pretty unprepared.

While I had trouble finding fresh water and scouting for threats, Ted had a tough time not tripping over his shoelaces or walking right into the webs of giant spiders. In short, if I hadn’t been walking him through his first few hours, he would have been dead three times over by now.

He made his way to a freshwater stream, and I had him set up camp there. It was a simple little pile of branches and leaves that stretched halfway over him. I suspected he hadn’t assembled the thing quite right since he kept grumbling about branches falling on top of him. I couldn't help him though. Without the ability to see, I only had his descriptions of his surroundings to go off.

Eventually, he went to sleep. I tucked the earpiece into my pocket for safekeeping. If I wanted him to survive when he woke up, he’d need more help from me.

I turned my attention to my usual nightly activities. After I was done, I checked in with Ted, but he must have been sleeping in. That was understandable. He was only human, and he’d had a rough day.

I was out and about working on the dungeons again when the headset vibrated once more.

“Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise. Have you heard that saying before, Ted?”

“Yeah, yeah...” Ted grumbled.

“I kid, but where you are, the best time to hunt is probably at dawn. And until you learn some sort of light spell or get to a city with magical lighting, you’ll be beholden to the sun and stars. I would get used to the idea of waking up early if I were you.”

Ted grumbled a while longer about the lack of plumbing, electricity, and all the other comforts of home. I did my best to console him from my magic space ship, which was filled with servants, lighting, and a fully functioning bathroom right next to me.

“It’s a rough world, Ted. But I wouldn’t get too down on yourself. You got a girlfriend back home?”

“No...” Ted cautiously replied.

“Well, you’ll be able to find one here! In fact, not getting hitched will be the bigger ask. If your first encounter goes anything like mine, they probably will not give you the chance to reject them.”

“These elves you keep mentioning. They have houses, right? Food so I don’t have to scavenge the wilderness? I’m not sure I’m cut out for hunting up my breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” As he spoke, I heard Ted’s stomach rumble.

“You can do that.” I shrugged. “But I’d be cautious. Living out on your own means entering civilization on your own terms. Meeting the locals too early means you’ll be beholden to them. I’d also like for you to find a spellheart so you can cast spells early, but not hunting will make finding one a bit harder.”

“So... no elf girlfriend?” Ted asked in confusion.

I chuckled. “No, it means you get whichever elf girlfriend finds you first. You’ll see. Just try not to let them take this headset. I want to hear what happens to you.”

Ted seemed set on finding civilization. I wouldn’t tell him no, so I told him to follow the stream. Other people would need this water, too, so following it until he came across a footpath would be his best shot of tracking someone down.

From the crunch of leaves and broken sticks, he was in a forest not all that different from Hearthwood. I listened for threats through the headset since, thanks to my supernatural hearing, I could hear through the thing better than Ted.

I urged him to stop and wait a few times, which prevented him from getting eaten more than once. But eventually, Ted came across a small cluster of huts by the side of the river.

“I see them! Civilization! Well, a few huts, but it’s better than what I built!” Ted said excitedly. “Should I just go up and talk to them?”

I chuckled. “Sure, but it won’t be as straightforward as you think. For starters, you don’t speak the language. Here, let me think...” I recited a brief speech in Elvish and had him repeat it several times until he had memorized it. It took him quite a while to figure out since he didn’t have the cognitive enhancements cultivation provided.

For me, picking up a new language hardly took more than hearing a conversation or two, and I’d long since surpassed the translation power The Wanderer had granted me. Ted would be stuck, unable to understand anything around him until he reached Mage Acolyte, at the very least.

Ted did as I instructed and then walked right up the village. I listened in through the headset. “I am Ted, and I am looking for a girlfriend!” he announced in clumsy elvish.

After that, someone hit him in the back of the head. He flopped to the ground, and I heard little else as they started dragging him somewhere. Ah, the memories...
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Igave Ted his privacy for the rest of the day. From his brief description, there was enough of a village there for him to get the food and shelter he was after.

I tucked the headset into my pocket and went back to work in Hearthwood. Our farms were expanding again, and I needed to expand the canals. By now, the biggest of them would be better-termed rivers.

This continent had suffered greatly. I thought fish would have shown up by now, but few had. I’d need to take a trip to Deania and kidnap more wildlife. As the barren stone around us slowly transitioned to rows of crops, this place would feel increasingly alive.

The only people who were not happy about that were the elemental monsters scattered across the continent. A large group of them were gathering in a horde, and it looked like they were preparing to stampede. I wanted to make more golems, so it was really a win-win for me.

I cruised by overhead, arms wide, as I plowed through one after another at the speed of sound. With that energy, even the massive golems of hardened stone shattered like glass. I harvested their cores and anything else that might be valuable from them. My Dimensional Storage swept over the area as fast as I did. Back in the city, a team of eight hundred workers were struggling to empty the Dimensional Storage as fast as I was filling it.

After I was done, I built a few new statues where they’d previously inhabited. This area was pretty dense with earth zeal, so it was no wonder so many earth elementals had decided this was the place to be. I looked around, but there was no real reason for the density I could see. It had probably been a battleground for earth elementals for long enough that the discarded cores piled up over centuries.

I made my statues and cast a few spells that would focus and maintain the effect. I was running low on attractive enemies to embarrass and had to dig through my memories. A few of those particularly bitchy Demigods from the Elven Star Dominion would do nicely.

There was a small risk these statues would someday wind up on a version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity that they’d visit, but if that ever happened, I would just pretend to not know what they were talking about. As stuck up as they were, everybody had to want to secretly build embarrassing statues of them trying to shove a whole fruit where it didn't belong, or something along those lines. This was a perfectly normal response.

When the new statues, their guardians, and another set of empty dungeons were done in the area, the headset finally buzzed to life again.

An absolutely exhausted Ted spoke from the other side.

“Hey, you still there?” Ted asked.

“Sounds like somebody had a long night. Or a long week, rather.”

“I need you to translate something for me. How do I say ‘my hips hurt’ in elvish?”

“A really long week, then.” I chuckled. Then, I gave him the translation. Ted went away shortly thereafter, which I took to mean he was getting along well with his new companions. He hadn’t even complained about the lack of electricity. It wasn’t the smoothest way to be inducted into a life of intense passion, but it had turned out well enough for me. He’d be fine.

At least, that was what I thought before the screaming started.

“Ted? Ted! What’s happening over there?”

I have had a lot of experience with both screaming in the bedroom and screaming on the battlefield. What had started as the former rapidly transitioned to the latter. Something was very wrong. I yelled again to get Ted’s attention, and this time, he got a response.

“Somebody just killed her! What the fuck!” Ted yelled. “There’s people outside, they’re yelling things in elvish. I can’t understand anything.”

I had him hold up the headset so I could listen. The speaker was a woman with a firm voice comfortable with giving orders and that would brook no argument.

“We have it under good authority that you have someone of great value. He should have been brought to Matriarch Thornfist immediately! Failure to do so is a betrayal to our entire clan. I will hear no excuses. Guards, burn the hamlet and take the human.”

“Well, shit.” I let out a short sigh. “I really hadn’t thought things would escalate this fast. Looks like someone spilled your identity to the local clan, and now they’ve decided they can make better use of you than a humble tribal chieftain living in the wilderness.”

I’d been lucky Sava had been so tight-lipped about me. Even then, we’d caught Nela’s attention in short order. My path would have been very different if I’d ended up in the hands of someone like the Demonstar Clan. I probably would have greatly accelerated their matriarch’s plans to reach the Wizard realm.

It seemed like poor Ted was going to be a tool for an elf with just such ambitions. Ah, well, it’s not like he knew the village chieftain all that well, anyway. Despite a week of passion, he hadn't even had a proper conversation with her. Hell, if she’d done any cultivation at all in the last week, her wisp would probably manifest again with a lot more potential than she’d had before, so she might even end up ahead.

I listened in for the next hour as Ted was escorted to the Thornfist Clan’s headquarters. I had him talk a bit since pretending the headset was a translation device would keep them from taking it away from him. There wasn’t a lot of useful information I could pull out of the commander.

Her name was Leena, and she was taking Ted to the matriarch. The matriarch was at the peak of True Mage and hoping to break through to the Wizard realm, and Ted had arrived at just the right time. I told Ted to cooperate. Doing anything else would just wind up with him getting drained through a parasite ring or sacrificed for a ritual.

I hadn’t been as much of a free-flowing go-along-get-along guy as I could have been, and it had gotten me into a lot more trouble than I had needed. For someone like Ted, who seemed a lot less suited to fighting than I’d been, he’d probably be best off just going with the flow.

Hell, he might even enjoy being passed along from one beautiful matriarch to the next. I’d always been a bit of a control freak and had hatched a secret plot to take over the Hearthwood from the beginning, but not everyone was like me.

I settled in for a lengthy wait before Ted needed more advice. Things briefly became interesting when, on the way home, another group of elves showed up and killed the vassals of Matriarch Thornfist.

“Hand over the human!” the leader of the new group demanded.

“We work for Matriarch Thornfist. We will not be intimidated.”

“Fools,” spat the new group’s leader. “We work for Queen Yennas. She wants the human. Your matriarch is already dead.”

“Lies!” the leader of the first group shouted. Then she promptly died as fast as the tribal chieftain she’d murdered that very morning. From all the screaming, burning, and Ted’s terrified gibberish, I was pretty sure the rest of his captors were being butchered.

“I know what you’re thinking right now, Ted.”

“Oh god...” he muttered, “they chopped her to pieces! Like dicing a vegetable. Holy shit...”

“You’re thinking, ‘Why, oh, why didn’t I stay in the woods and hunt cute little rabbits and fish like the nice man talking to me told me to?’ Am I right?"

“Fuck! This world is messed up.”

Voice turning grim, I murmured in agreement. “Yes it is, Ted. You’re quite a popular guy. This Queen Yennas is probably a Sorcerer. Either that or an exceptionally powerful Wizard. You’re going to want to keep your head down, and your best chance of survival is to do exactly what I say.”

“Y-yes, sir!” Ted panted.

I felt a bit bad about pushing him. He’d obviously never seen much blood before, and now, suddenly, he’d seen dozens of people murdered right in front of his eyes. And now that he thought it was over, his new captors got murdered as well. It was enough to give a man a terrible impression of his new world.

So far, I’d been helping him out here and there, but he’d been taking my instructions half-heartedly at best. If I could get him to really listen to me, then I could be of real use to him. Once he was on his feet and established, he could be a bit more independent, but right now, keeping him alive was going to take a bit of a firm hand on my end.

“Listen, bide your time, and be friendly. I heard about a Queen Yennas. See if you can learn the name of the region you’re in. If you can, I might send somebody to come pick you up and bring you somewhere a bit more comfortable. Got it?”

“I t-think I’d like that!” Ted stuttered.

I had Ted give his usual introduction to this new group. It was the same as what he’d said to the chieftain when he first met her. His name was Ted, and he was looking for a girlfriend. This time I had him thank them for rescuing him and promise to cooperate. The elves seemed pretty happy with the response, and the leader of this group didn’t even bonk him on the head this time.

Ted got to ride behind her on the back of a massive black wyvern all the way to a castle in the distance. I had him describe the landscape as it flew by beneath him. He pointed, and Ted repeated a few questions, asking for the names of bodies of water, rivers, forests, and anything else that might give me a clue as to his location.

Unfortunately, there was nothing I recognized off the top of my head, and I’d been pretty good about learning the local geography. Then again, a lot of that had been learning about the names of places in a parallel world more than four hundred years in the future.

I might not have been quite as well versed in the local maps as I might like. Add into the fact that the dialect of elvish I heard through the headset was a strange one, and who knew what the real names for these features were?

That meant I’d have to do things the hard way. I’d need to fly over the area and look at the landmarks for myself until I saw something that resembled what Ted had described to me. Then I’d need to put boots on the ground and ask around for a Queen Yennas.

At least from there, things would be a relatively straightforward jailbreak. I’d show up, kick a Sorceress’ ass, then drop Ted off on the Hearthstone Continent, maybe after a firm warning about staying away from my adorable daughters who wouldn’t be ready to date a man for several centuries more at the very least.

It was a good plan. I just wasn’t sure if it was worth the afternoon. Even most humans didn’t make it all the way to Demigod. If Ted died before he reached True Mage, I would have wasted my time. Then I realized I was weighing a man’s life against an afternoon of building sexy naked statues.

“Alright, Ted. Today’s your lucky day. I’m on my way.” I dusted off my clothes, told my companions I’d be taking off, and then took flight.

“Tell everyone not to worry and just keep at it. I might be back late tonight, but I’m just off on a quick little expedition.”

[Are you certain that’s wise? The last time you took a trip to the Groveguard Continent, you returned in a terrible state,] Mac said. [Also, we still haven’t heard a word from Sam and Dean yet. They have been gone longer than expected.]

I waved Mac’s concern aside. “The two of them can take care of themselves, but if you really think something might be up I’ll check in on the two of them on the way back.”

[Alright. But be cautious. I will attempt to have the dungeons ready for your return. You can present them as a new discovery to the citizens.]

“That sounds grand. I’ll be back soon. I can’t see this taking very long at all.” With those parting words, I took off once again.


Chapter
Fifty-Six



Imade the now familiar flight over the ocean to the Groveguard Continent. I had been working to be more mindful of my speed while traveling over populated areas. Still, flying over the ocean like this, I could push myself.

I still wasn’t good at flying, but if I stretched my gravity concept a little further, I found I could even alter the energy it took to speed me up. That shouldn’t have worked, because mass and gravity were entirely different attributes. But magic, by its very definition, worked in strange ways.

The end result was that I could decrease the amount of energy it took to really get me going. In space, I likely could accelerate myself to an impressive fraction of the speed of light using this methodology. But naturally, so long as I was within the confines of a world, air resistance placed an upper limit on my speed. I judged that limit to be somewhere around five times the speed of sound. I had hoped for more, but I suspected the fact that my body wasn’t particularly aerodynamic meant that this would be the best I could do.

The World of Sanctuary and Serenity was as large as Earth, so the trip took more than an hour, even at these intense speeds. Dean or Tivana might make the trip faster by waving their hands and tearing a hole through space, but my control over spatial zeal wasn’t nearly as good as theirs.

I flew over a few sea monsters lurking in the depths, a few of them large enough to be mistaken for islands. Most of them hid the moment they sensed my presence. One particular giant turtle hid in its shell as I stopped on its back. It was one big beast, large enough to have a few kilometers of farmable land and what looked like the remains of an abandoned elven settlement. The people were gone, but the coconuts they’d been farming were still growing well, so I broke a few open and drank one.

Upon closer inspection, I realized they weren’t really coconuts. Each was the size of my torso and covered in thick fiber, tough enough to be impenetrable to anyone below the Wizard realm. If I hadn’t had my newest iteration of Spell Eater to test out, I might have given up on them. But when I finally sliced one open without destroying it, I found it well worth the effort.

“Delicious,” I remarked, pocketing the rest on the nearby trees. These things were full to the brim with water zeal. No wonder someone had started a farm on the back of an enormous Sorcerer-realm turtle floating in the ocean. I swiped all the ones that were left. Perhaps we could replicate them in the Hearthwood. They would be a worthy prize to anyone cultivating the arts of the Waterbeetle Tribe, including Assyrus and my children by her.

There were a few more such stops that slowed me down a little, but half the fun of travel for me was taking anything I found interesting and bringing it home. It was like picking up souvenirs.

While I was at it, I kept an eye out for Sam and Dean. I was familiar with the two of them, and so long as they weren’t trying to hide, I could sense them from a considerable distance. Unfortunately, I couldn’t spot them at all as I made a circle around the continent. Perhaps I had been traveling too fast, or maybe they were further inland. They could have even been somewhere around the Rakaren Queendom or the Ancient Tree Temple’s future territory.

I was explicitly avoiding those locations in the hopes of never needing to think about the Grand Hydra Clan again. Another encounter with their matriarch would be exceptionally awkward, and I figured I could put this one off until she died of old age. It was the price I paid for a moment of weakness.

Only ever commit to women I knew well and was comfortable with and who I could drag back to my private continent! If I had taken things slow, I never would have been hit by a surprise like that. Those were my new personal rules, and as long as I stuck to them, all would be well.

I completed a second circuit around the Groveguard Continent, this time searching a little further inland. There was still no sign of Sam and Dean. They had to be suppressing their power. Oh, well. The two of them had taken care of themselves just fine for hundreds of years without me. Well, besides the time they got captured by time-traveling spiders from an alternate dimension and were lost for a hundred years. But other than that, they were fine.

Yeah, come to think of it, I was probably going to look a bit harder for them. But they only might be in danger. Ted, I knew was in danger. I should save him first, then look harder for Sam and Dean after he was back on the Hearthstone Continent.

Fortunately, on that front, I had a bit more luck.

There was a mountain range in the opposite direction from the rising sun, based on what Ted described to me. Could that be the mountains of the Rakaren Queendom?

I flew west from there until I came to a wide river that spread out into a delta. This was a landmark I’d picked up from the chatter of Ted’s captors. There was a city here their clan traded with. I looked over the settlements there a bit.

The elves there had built some truly enormous pyramids in Egyptian style, with lots of other limestone monuments all around them. The elves had bright silver hair like Tivana’s family and a deep, sun-kissed complexion. Were they spatial cultivators? It would probably make building pyramids easier. I’d been here so long, and yet there was still so much of the world of Sanctuary and Serenity I hadn’t seen.

They were not my destination, but their trading partners were. Someone there would know someone, and that someone would know about Ted. It was just a matter of finding the first link in the chain to tug on.

I slowed down behind the cover of clouds, then cast an Unnoticeability spell to cloak my descent. Despite my spell, I sensed the attention of a Sorcerer settle on me. Quite attentive, that one. I gave her a mental flick to the forehead and sensed her presence rapidly retreat.

I sensed a few powerful presences leaving the largest pyramid. Likely the Sorcerer’s subordinates. Since she couldn’t keep a magical eye on me, she was aiming for something more mundane. Short of making a fuss, though, there was little I could do about being followed. She likely wouldn’t do anything so long as I didn’t cause trouble, and I planned to be on my way quickly before she could scheme against me.

I had already withdrawn my power to the Wizard realm while I descended. The Sorcerer knew something was up though, which was why she was being cautious. Good. I’d have to give her more reason to be cautious. After looking around the settlement, I realized the Wizard realm would still be too high and I pulled myself back to the beginning of True Mage. That would place me on the upper levels of the city, but not so much that I was distracting.

Of course, being a human would catch some eyes. My spell could do a bit to mitigate that, though if I wanted to talk to people, I wouldn’t be able to stop it completely. The problem with that was my targets would be very interested in me, meaning as soon as they heard word about a human wandering around, they’d probably be just as interested in me as they were in Ted. Probably more so, considering my cultivation level. Ted might turn a Mage Acolyte into a True Mage, but a True Mage human like me could turn a Wizard into a Sorcerer, given time.

But was that such a bad thing? If they came for me, that would just get me my lead all the faster.

I decided that would be a good backup plan, so I loosened my disguise a little. As far as anyone else was concerned, I was a human True Mage doing his best to disguise himself while he searched for his missing friend Ted. Few could see through my disguise, but those who did would be the right people.

Now that I was up close and personal, I could tell the city hadn’t made it out of the last Golden Age unscathed. All those out and about were low-level elves at the zeal accumulation stage, with a couple of ragged-looking Mage Acolytes who probably survived through recent apocalypse.

There were massive chunks taken out of the various pyramids. No doubt the golems had come for the local Sorcerer and her Wizards, and I would have bet good money they had bunkers inside those massive pyramids. That was probably how they survived.

The True Mages were divided into two particular sorts. One type was polished up with clean robes and fingernails and looked like they hadn’t spent a day in their lives outside a palace. These would be True Mages who could take shelter in one of the bunkers or in the Primordial World.

The other type looked like a rougher and tougher version of the Mage Acolyte survivors. Getting through the golem attacks couldn’t have been easy, so these ladies were tough as nails.

I pretended to look like the softer sort. Being human, it would make more sense. But I did keep a slight edge of wariness about me. I wanted to look like prey, but not easy prey.

“A human living out in the wilderness? Sure, that rumor went around sometime last week. Heard a local clan went out to investigate,” a shopkeeper said after I approached to ask a few questions.

“Hmm... the story you say does ring a bell. I think there was a trader who was very interested in the rumor,” said a tavern keeper across the street.

“This person you’re looking for... he wouldn’t happen to be a relative of yours?” a thuggish-looking True Mage asked as she lifted a club over her shoulder.

“Not exactly,” I replied, a slight smile. She was exactly what I was looking for.

As soon as I turned, she tried to hit me in the back of the head. She used some kind of ability to do it, too. Apparently, she was quite good at knocking people out with a blow to the backs of their heads. It didn’t matter, though, because for me, she struck nothing but open air. To her, it likely seemed like I used a secret escape talisman or other rare item.

Normally, I would have been perfectly happy to deal with such an uncouth member of society in a more permanent fashion, but today, she was just the type I needed. Failing to secure me, she would hopefully sell information about my whereabouts to whoever her contact was. Then, my presence here in the city would travel up various networks. I just had to make sure I got captured by the same people that took Ted. In other words, I was planting the seeds of misinformation.

I was pretty sure he would have told me if he was headed to a giant pyramid. That was a rather distinctive landmark.

I left my trail of breadcrumbs with the plan to depart the city and do the same thing at the neighboring settlements. After talking to the locals, I redrew my mental map of the area with the locations of all the current major factions and their locations.

A few of them I recognized as future major cities. Many of these great clans had the makings of sprawling empires, and likely would have become such if the Cult of the Unblinking Eye hadn’t decided city states would work for them better. One day, these pyramids and all the lands around them would be under the Cult’s sway.

I was considering where to go next when the local Sorcerer and ruler of these lands finally made her move. She was waiting for me outside the city along with a host of Wizards. They all had their auras withdrawn, but they couldn’t fool me.

“Afternoon.” I waved to the various cloaked figures doing their best to look inconspicuous as they pretended to shop and drink tea. I locked eyes with the Sorceress in particular.

“Good afternoon to you as well...” she said cautiously. She reached into her robes, and I saw the hilt of a bronze sickle sword lined with enchantments—a khopesh, if I wasn’t mistaken.

“You know, you might want to take off the headdress if you are trying to disguise yourself. All the gold and gemstones make it rather obvious who you are.” I gestured to my own head and then to hers.

In true pharaoh fashion, she wore a headdress made of gold cast in the shape of a coiled cobra. Two rubies glinted in its eyes as it bared its fangs. The dress might have looked intimidating, but crammed into a normal-sized hood, it must have made her look like she had a strange growth coming out of the top of her head.

“I am pharaoh of these lands. What brings you here?” she asked, scowling as she adjusted her headdress.

“Let’s not play pretend. I know you were listening in on everyone I spoke with.”

She scowled again. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but it is a dangerous world, and you will soon attract the attention of many powerful people. Accept my protection, and I will defend you from them.”

I glanced around at her subordinates. “You brought a lot of Wizards just to ask a humble True Mage to be a guest in your home.”

The Sorcerer smiled. “You may think you have hidden yourself well, but I sensed your approach. You are definitely a Wizard, not a True Mage. What’s more, my mother often told stories of the days of the Elven Star Dominion. She was an enforcer of their laws and customs and had a rough run-in with your kind before. Despite the finest golems the Elven Star Dominion could make, one human male much like you tore her armor asunder and left her naked and humiliated on the cold ground. She told me how he laughed and grinned all the while, like it was nothing but a game to him. I took that lesson to heart and know how dangerous your kind can be.”

She shook her head while I got a better look at her face. Now that I was looking for it, there might be a family resemblance to one of my previous encounters. Maybe my past crimes were coming to haunt me after all.

“So I know your kind are strong," the Pharaoh continued. “That is why you shall be the crown jewel of my new imperial harem. Join me willingly, and you will have all the riches this land can offer you. If you make this difficult, then I will have to be rough.”

“Yes, yes, your threats are very convincing...” I yawned. “Listen, I’m on an extremely important secret mission to find a guy named Ted. If you have him, I’ll come with you. If you don’t have him, I need to keep looking.”

“What? No, I know of no other humans, though rumors have reached my spies that one of my rivals has captured one. That is also why I must have you. I cannot afford to lose my dominance over this region. Her clan will expand rapidly from here. So must mine,” the Sorcerer explained.

“Yes, that’s it! What’s this rival’s name?” I asked, finally hearing something I was interested in.

The Sorcerer scowled at that, clearly sensing my intention. “You would be a fool to invade her palace to rescue your friend. That would only end up with you getting captured. And having two human males would be incredibly unfair to the rest of us. No, I must save you from yourself! And while I’m at it, ensure equality and justice for all the nations of this land!”

I was a bit taken aback by that because I’d never had a kidnapper claim the moral high ground like that. Normally, they at least had the general idea that they weren’t the good guys. Not this lady, though.

“I commend your spirit, though not your wisdom. I’ll give all of you the first shot. Attack me!” I shifted into a fighting stance.

They needed no further instructions, as all the Wizards I’d spotted in the area jumped from their seats. None of them drew weapons, so I returned the favor and fought bare-handed, just like them. Really, they were putting themselves at a fierce disadvantage. I was a body cultivator, and they were spirit cultivators. I was also a head taller than the largest of them. Rushing in for a grapple was probably the worst choice they could have made.

The first to reach me ran right onto my fist, knocking the wind out of herself with her own momentum. Another tried to jump on my back, but I whipped my other hand about and clipped her in the side. A third dove for my legs, but I kicked up a face full of desert sand at her and ducked to the side. She missed me completely and instead grabbed the legs of one of her companions.

In short, their attempt to grab me left them dirty, piled atop one another, and empty-handed. I shot a glance at the Sorcerer, who had a look of righteous indignation on her face. She threw back the hood of her cloak and rolled up her sleeves.

“The heavens have decreed you will join my imperial harem!” she shouted.

“No thanks, I already have one of my own,” I replied.

She rushed forward faster than the others. To move that fast, she must have known at least some kind of body cultivation technique.

I was still faster, though, and shifted to the side. She slipped past me, but not before grabbing my cloak and the shirt beneath it. She tugged at both, tearing them free and leaving me topless.

I looked down at my bare chest. “Hey, I liked that shirt!”

The Sorcerer stared at me and licked her lips. “When I have captured you, you’ll never be allowed to wear a shirt again!”

I scoffed. “Alright, Little Miss Pharaoh. If that’s the game you want to play, I can play it better.”

She rushed me again, this time trying to grab my pants. I wasn’t about to let that happen, though. I slipped by her and reached for her cloak. The sudden grapple brought her to a dead stop. It must have been made of pretty good materials for her to not simply burst the seams with the momentum of her charge.

But when I gripped either side of her clothes, the fabric still tore, no matter what it was made of. With my great skill and hours of practice, I bundled up all the fabric she was wearing and tore it apart in one swift motion. The pharaoh was naked beside her fancy headdress in the blink of an eye.

She shrieked in startled bewilderment, hands over her chest and embarrassed blush. “Wizards, defend me!”

Her subordinates climbed to their feet, sealing their own fates. I clenched my fingers, knowing what I needed to do.

The sound of ripping fabric and embarrassed girlish screams echoed throughout the entire city, and soon, the Sorcerer and all her subordinates were naked and piled atop one another. I gathered up their stuff and tucked them away in my Dimensional Storage. They all had bags of holding on them, and I’d be taking their stuff as punishment for attacking me.

“You... how are you so powerful?” the Sorcerer panted.

I chuckled. “Alright, I’ll share a little secret with you all.” I unveiled my Demigod power to the Sorcerer and her subordinates, and all the fighting spirit left them as their faces went pale.

“Y-you could have done that from the start, divine one...” The Sorceress blushed furiously. Some combination of her nakedness and my overwhelming power had turned her from domineering to submissive in the blink of an eye.

I shrugged. “I guess I could have. But now you know not to attack handsome strangers. Consider it a life lesson. Anyway, earlier, you were talking about your rivals. Which one captured a human man, and where can I find them?”


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



The Pharaoh and her subordinates were a lot more cooperative after I revealed my power to them. Suddenly, she was ready to play nice and invited me to her pyramid to make amends in any way she could.

I refused her offer, mostly because I found it strange that she lived in a pyramid. Pharaohs only went into the pyramids when they were dead—at least, that was how it worked back on Earth. Besides, spending much longer here would only delay my plans elsewhere.

My goal was still to rescue Ted, and now I knew who to get captured by if I wanted to be brought to him.

Queen Yennas ruled the neighboring Hellen Queendom, which was really more of a city-state. Still, after the mass collapse of the last golden age made her the only survivor at the Sorcerer realm in her neighborhood, she had designs on dominating the entire area up to her border with the pharaoh I’d just met.

There was a sea separating the two nations, but I got the impression that before the end of the last golden age, they would frequently raid one another’s trade lanes by air and ship. If the pharaoh ruled elven Egypt, Queen Yennas ruled elven Greece.

Both would one day fall to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, but until then, rival powers would compete for control in the area. Rumors of my presence were spreading as fast as a wyvern could fly.

Unfortunately, since I was still pretending to be relatively weak, I couldn’t fly into the capital and wave to Queen Yennas until she captured me. I needed to be a little more low-key than that.

So I found a deserted island, a short way off the coast near a trade lane. There had already been a few shipwrecks there, so it wouldn’t be strange to find a survivor asking for rescue.

I sat on the beach a bit and laid out a bunch of rocks in a pattern, asking for help. I could see ships in the distance, but nobody stopped to lend a hand. I cheated with earth cultivation and made the rocks a little bigger.

Still, nobody stopped for me. If I didn’t want to be here all day, I’d need to be a little more obvious. A large stone billboard rose from the ground. The words ‘Help’ glittered in the sunlight and shone brilliantly. They were crystallized minerals that would look like gemstones from a distance.

Finally, that got someone’s attention.

“Avast, maties! We’ve got ourselves a survivor from a wreck!” said an elf with an eyepatch. She had a sabre in one hand, and one glance at her crew told me they weren’t exactly law-abiding citizens.

I sighed. I had hoped for a trading vessel, but pirates would have to do.

“Thank you all for kindly rescuing me!” I shouted, arms spread wide and a smile on my face. The pirates spilled out of their ship to gawk at me.

“Say, captain, this ain’t no elf we’ve got here!” one of the crew shouted.

“Aye, you got that right...” An elf looked me up and down warily.

“That’s right. I am a helpless human, known as a chaka to some of you.” I gestured to myself. “Observe. My cultivation is that of a meager True Mage, easily captured! If you took me to port, you could sell me to Queen Yennas for an extremely high price! What do you say?”

They looked at me warily. Perhaps I’d been a little too forward, but all this waiting around had worn on my patience.

“Did he say he was a True Mage?” an elf whispered to another. “I don’t think we can take him. Maybe we’d better get out of here...”

“Did I say True Mage? I meant I’m just a humble Mage Acolyte. See?” My cultivation base abruptly receded, making me look even weaker.

For some strange reason, that made the pirates even more nervous.

I sighed again. It was just my luck. Terrified pirates. You would think anyone willing to risk their lives sailing the open ocean for booty and plunder would have some guts.

“Sorry, stranger. We... uh... gotta go. We’re wanted women at the capital’s port, so if we took you there, we’d be arrested!” The captain waved her people back on the ship, and they scurried up behind her. She gestured frantically for her companions to set the sails and get us moving.

And by us, I included myself. I jumped onto their ship and appeared behind her faster than she could blink.

“That’s fine, you don’t have to drop me off at the docks. Anywhere near the capital would be fine. Surely you know a black market somewhere?” I asked.

The pirate captain stumbled backward and crawled along the deck to escape me. “Uh... black market, what? No, I would never!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Come on. Just sell me at the black market. You’ll make a lot of money, and then I’ll be someone else’s problem.”

“Really?” the pirate captain asked skeptically.

“Yes, really.”

“O-okay...”
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About an hour later, I was on a sketchy outpost hidden in the shadow of another island. We sailed right up to the docks and disembarked to find most of the island around us was a sham. The thing was completely hollow on the inside, and the walls were lined with illicit shops trading all manner of illegal and amoral goods. Drugs, contraband, and even male elves could be purchased here for the right price.

The captain nervously led me towards a shopkeeper who clearly managed a shop dealing in male elves. She shot me a few nervous glances as she negotiated a price and then was on her way as fast as she had gold in hand. I made myself comfortable and waited.

Nobody else was in the shop, which was probably a good thing. I was curious what a shop like this would keep in stock, so I started rummaging through their wares. I found drugs meant to keep someone empty-headed and obedient. Any organization smuggling people always loved drugs. I imagined keeping the merchandise cooperative was two thirds of the job.

There were a few snacks, most of them sweets of various sorts. Perhaps those were less destructive rewards to hand out when a hit of something more potent was out of the question. They also had quite a collection of latex gloves and a few jars of milky white liquid. Yeah, I wasn’t touching those.

That was when I finally found something interesting. There were cultivation supplies back here, along with a number of books specifically meant for male elves. I immediately flipped them open and scanned the first few pages. Apparently, Dean wasn’t the only one to come up with a mutually beneficial variant of the Dual Cultivation technique.

There were also a few interesting books focused on masculine yang energy. A lot of it was nonsense. I would have thought the shopkeeper got scammed if not for the fact that the dual cultivation aspects of the book I could understand worked. There was a lot of theory here that seemed completely different from what I understood.

“Hey, you! You’re not supposed to be back there! Get back in the cage!” The shop owner glared at me, hands on her hips.

I glanced at her and unleashed some of my power—not much, just a tidbit—probably what a casual glance from me at the Wizard realm might have felt like. The True Mage shopkeeper shouldn’t have been so startled by it, but the moment I looked at her with that power behind my gaze, her knees went weak, and her face went pale.

“Uh... w-what...”

I pulled my fingers, beckoning her over. The earth beneath her moved, and soon, she kneeled at my side.

“Where did you find this book? And do you have any more?”

“Uh... uh... some adventurers sold it to me. I’ve only been able to translate the first few pages. It looks like it came from a few golden ages ago. Maybe even during the era of the Elven Star Dominion.”

I continued flipping through the book. “Hmm... yes, that would make sense. Get me everything else you got from them. Then, tell whatever contacts you have in the capital that you have someone to sell to the royal family that’s even better than the one she just acquired. Got that?”

“T-the royal family? They’ll arrest me. I can’t--“

I glared at her again. She went an even whiter shade of pale, then immediately bowed her head. “Yes, sir, right away, sir!”

The shop owner called all her contacts in the royal capital to make her offer to the royal family, per my instructions. When she finished, she came back with a tray of fresh grapes and a fan. The weather was rather hot here, so I supposed most would enjoy a way to cool down. Thanks to my body cultivation, the mild heat didn’t bother me in the slightest, but the thought was appreciated.

The shop owners had a few employees who trickled in and looked at their boss in confusion, but at my suggestion, the shop owner had them massaging my shoulders or fanning me. All in all, even though the wait this time was far longer than I’d spent on the island, this one was much more comfortable. I passed the time reading, eating, and generally making the most of my stay.

The books were worthwhile as well. I felt like, after reading them, I could make a few additional efficiency improvements that would boost dual cultivation results by as much as fifteen percent. That was nothing to scoff at, considering how often I dual cultivated.

All that stuff about masculine yang energy might have some truth to it. I would have to explore that later or perhaps pass the books off to Segolas or Dulik. They might piece something together from it.

Eventually, the shopkeeper’s nefarious offer provided results. And she’d been right about avoiding the royal family as well. The Queen wouldn't be looking to make an honest purchase.

One neat thing about being the person in charge of making the rules was that you didn’t have to follow them yourself. So when Queen Yennas learned that a black market operation near her borders had something she desperately wanted, payment was the last thing on her mind.

I felt her arrival before anyone else and sat up straighter.

“Hold a moment,” I said as I reinforced the shop’s walls. I didn’t want these books to get damaged.

“What’s going on, sir? If anyone dares disturb your magnificent presence while reading, I will--“ The shop owner stopped fanning me for a moment.

I cut her off with a wave of her hand. “It looks like our time together is going to be cut short. Queen Yennas is here, and it looks like she’s come in person.”

A moment later, an enormous water spell destroyed the entire island we were on. A tsunami cracked the fake island in two and washed away everything from shops to people to illicit goods. Overhead, I heard a commanding voice giving orders. That was probably the queen.

The walls around us trembled all the while, and water leaked in through the cracks in the window and door. The fact that this shop remained while all else was washed away had to look pretty strange from overhead. I didn't want to lose these books though, so saving them was worth a small risk on my end.

“Find the target. Then, kill everyone else. We do not need pirate scum.” Queen Yennas shouted.

Shortly thereafter, the Wizards and True Mages began a mass slaughter in the service of their queen. Most of the people who’d been shopping or living on the black market island were busy struggling to find driftwood to cling to and avoid drowning. They were entirely unprepared to fend off a spear headed for their hearts.

I sensed Queen Yennas’ senses rolling over the area, presumably looking for me.

The shop owner glanced out the window, eyes wide with fear. “By the heavens, the entire city is gone!”

“Yep,” I confirmed, quickly picking her library clean of all the books I’d gathered and stuffing them into my Dimensional Storage. “By the way, if you want to survive this, you'll need to convince Queen Yennas to spare you.”

“What? She’s here?” The shopkeeper went even paler. “It isn’t for me? Please don’t tell me she’s here for me.”

“She’s not here for you,” I chuckled. “She’s here for me. Well, she's here to rescue me from you. So yeah, you’re probably going to die.”

The shopkeeper stared at me with a mixture of horror and fury. I smiled, tucked the last of the books away, and then ducked inside the dinky little cage the shopkeeper had originally prepared for me. The shopkeeper picked up a sword and charged, but not before I slammed the metal door shut on her.

The cage was iron, which made it well suited to repelling all elven magic and destructive acts. However, it was entirely unsuited to containing me, skilled as I was at manipulating metal. I fused the bar shut, leaving the shopkeeper hammering on metal with an ironwood sword to gut me. I crossed my legs and sat inside the cage, doing my best to look like a scared but rebellious captive waiting for rescue.

Meanwhile, I took a few deep breaths and modified my Unnoticeability spell again. I needed to suppress my aura to make myself seem like a very weak True Mage. I wanted to look like I’d just broken through the day prior, probably with a great deal of pills and alchemical potions.

When I was done, I sent up a brief pulse of magical power. It would be invisible to most eyes, but to a Sorcerer, it would be as good as a flare. I sensed Queen Yennas’ attention lock on us an instant later, manifesting as a blade of water moving so fast it cut like a sword cut through the building’s roof. It probably took a lot more effort than she’d expected, thanks to my reinforcement spell, but after a second attempt, she cut open the roof.

Then the queen herself drifted down. The shopkeeper turned and gasped.

“Uh, Queen Yennas! You got my offer. I’m terribly flattered you came to see the goods in person. Uh... here he is! Anyone else, I’d charge ten million zeal crystals for him, but for you, I’ll let you have him for--“ The shop owner got no further before blood sprouted from her forehead.

She reached her hand out to clutch at it, but her eyes were already turning hazy and distant. Queen Yennas raised her finger again, and a water blade sliced the shop owner in half. Her body dispersed into sickly yellow specks of light, inside which was a wisp of the same color.

The wisp turned to flee for its life, but Queen Yennas would not allow that. She waved her hand, and the water vapor in the air gathered around the wisp, dragging it back to the queen’s waiting hand. Her painted nails clamped down around the wisp and squeezed. The wisp popped like an overstuffed balloon and dispersed into raw energy, destroyed beyond repair.

“I despise flesh traders. They truly are the lowest form of life,” Queen Yennas said as she eyed my cage.

I waved to her from within the bars. “Tell me about it. I haven't had to make do with such mediocre accommodations in ages.”

The queen had a regal look, even more so than the Pharaoh I’d met recently. A band of turquoise stones dangled around her neck, and she had a long strip of fur coiled around her shoulders, no doubt from some fearsome beast she’d slain herself. She pulled up her mid-length blue hair into a bun behind her head, and a slight knowing smirk hid behind her red lips. She gave me a feeling of mature dignity that many other elves lacked like she had seen it all before and was no naive girl. She looked every bit like a regal queen, and I could see why her people followed her.

Queen Yennas laughed. “A sense of humor in the face of adversity. I like that.”

I found her smile quite charming. She pointed her finger at my cage, and a blade of water sliced through the top three bars. The iron in them sapped away a lot of strength from the attack, but she’d packed extra power into it accordingly.

I shoved the bars, and the metal crumbled apart. From there, I rolled my way clear and stood. Queen Yennas was very tall for an elf, but she still looked up at me.

“Oh my, you’re a much more impressive specimen of masculinity than I was led to believe.” She looked me up and down, running a single finger along the hard lines of my bare chest. “When my informants told me a human True Mage was being held captive somewhere near here, I assumed them to be gross exaggerations. Even still, I figured playing savior for a man in distress would be fun, even if he turned out to be a fake. Imagine my surprise now that I see the rumors didn’t do you justice at all.”

“There’s no need to flatter me, Queen Yennas,” I chuckled. “I know I’ll be returning to your palace with you.”

“Good. I’d hate to ruin the moment by explaining that you’re not being rescued, merely placed under better management. Playing the hero is so much more fun.” She reached out her hand, and I took it. A wide wooden platform descended, strapped to the top of six flying swords, and the two of us stepped aboard.

“What about the rest of the pirates?” I asked.

“Oh, my people will kill them all. Don’t worry. Come, I want to give you a tour of my palace! It’s where you’ll be staying for the foreseeable future.” She pulled me close to her side as we took off.
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Queen Yennas was surprisingly friendly. She eagerly pointed to the borders of her city as we approached.

“Look, you should be able to make out the aqueducts there. I read about them in an ancient text and have had earth cultivators trying to replicate them. Rebuilding the city after the destruction the golems caused is the perfect excuse for such grand public works. I think this time, I’ve finally got them working properly. We have fresh, clean water delivered to the roofs of many buildings throughout the city. The weight of the water from above makes it flow through devices naturally.”

“Clean running water is available at the twist of a lever. I’m impressed.” I followed her pointed finger to the aqueduct. Then, I spotted something equally interesting beneath it. “And are those sewage pipes as well?”

Queen Yennas blushed. “Those aren’t nearly as glamorous, but yes. Removing waste from the city is important for the health of zeal accumulation elves. We have lots of those. Few besides my palace guard could take shelter in the Primordial World with me. I suspect it will improve the smell of the city considerably.”

She looked an odd combination of embarrassed and proud. Sewage was an odd subject to be proud of, but she’d worked hard on keeping fresh water flowing to her city and dirty water flowing out of it. It probably came naturally to her as a high-level water cultivator, but just the fact that she was applying her mighty powers for the betterment of her people was very impressive. Few rulers were so generous. I told her as much.

“Your people are fortunate to have a ruler who thinks of them.” I wrapped an arm around her and toyed with her hair. I curled it around my finger and felt the silky smooth strands. She watched me with an increasingly fond expression.

“You truly appreciate them, don’t you?”

I nodded. “I do. I’ll even help with them if you’d like. I’m an earth cultivator myself, you see. Have you thought of spreading out that waste beneath your crop fields so it can decay and fertilize your next round of crops?”

Queen Yennas blinked in surprise. “You think that would truly work?”

“It would. I’ve seen it before back on the world where I’m from.”

Still, she frowned. “Most earth cultivators have a hard time building things underground. There’s something about not being able to see what they’re building.”

I chuckled. “Then you have lousy earth cultivators. Any good one would be able to sense their construct through zeal alone. The pipelines I’m thinking of wouldn’t have to disturb your fields in the slightest.”

Queen Yennas placed a hand on the small of my back, a bright smile on her face. “I truly did not think I would meet a kindred soul today. You’ve really opened my eyes. I had a lot of things planned today, but not anymore. My meetings and audiences can wait. I would much rather get to know you.”

I realized then that I’d probably have been better off keeping my mouth shut and acting cold and aloof. I was infiltrating Queen Yennas’ palace to find Ted, not trying to play nice with her. She didn’t even know my real identity, and thanks to the spell I was maintaining, she didn’t have the slightest clue I was more than the weak True Mage I appeared to be. Perhaps if she hadn’t killed the pirates or the shop owner keeping me captive she could have figured it out, but by wiping all of them out, my false identity was fairly solid.

Maybe Ted had the right idea after all. Getting captured by a woman like this early on during my stay in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity wouldn’t have been so bad. She was clearly quite wealthy and would be generous with cultivation supplies. And the way she brought me through her garden to sample her finest zeal-rich foods made me feel more like an honored guest than a prisoner.

Hell, even the people on the street bowed to me. It would take me a few weeks to make myself known, and even pretending to be as weak as I was, I’d probably wind up as the second-most powerful person in the land. The only thing it would cost me was regularly knocking up the local Queen until we’d put out enough kids to run the place.

It wouldn’t have been such a bad path to take. It certainly would have been less dangerous than building the Hearthwood Clan with my matriarchs. But I likely would never have become the man I was. I might have been unprepared for the wider world once I surpassed my Sorcerer patron and reached the Demigod realm. Still, it would have been a nice few years or decades.

I felt bad that I was here under such false pretenses. I was going to screw Queen Yennas over and screw her badly. Not in the way she wanted, either.

When I took Ted away from her, many of her plans would evaporate, and the smile on her face would be replaced by one of bitter rage. People didn’t take betrayal well, especially from a lover.

No, I had to be extremely careful not to sleep with her, nice as she felt pressed against my arm. That would turn our differences irreconcilable if I stabbed her in the back after. I doubted she’d be open to being kidnapped and hauled off to the Hearthstone Continent, even if turning the tables on her was fair in my book.

The one thing I didn’t want was a repeat of my incident with Matriarch Grand Hydra. It was bad enough avoiding one sizeable chunk of the world all the time and waiting for someone to die of old age before I could go anywhere near there again.

As a Sorcerer, Queen Yennas would be around for a long time. I hadn’t heard of her in my time a few hundred years from now, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to find her still ruling this place, albeit contending with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye while she was at it.

I’d have to check the dungeons to see if I had a mind-controlled future version of her captured and locked away back home. We had captured an awful lot of Sorcerers, and those didn’t exactly grow on trees. Most of them would have been former rulers, and Yennas would have been a perfect target for the cult.

“You are a crafty one. I am impressed,” Queen Yennas remarked as I put the finishing touches on a water wheel. I was working from memory when building it out of earth and what metal I could find around the palace, but that was enough for a demonstration.

“This baby can power so many light bulbs!” I laughed as I swatted the experimental water wheel. “Compared to stuff made by an actual engineer, this thing probably has horrible efficiency. But I have the advantage of being able to make them in a few minutes instead of months of work. I’m sure we could empirically hammer out a good design with enough experimental models.”

“That sounds like an interesting hobby. I would love to see your final model. But what is a light bulb?” Queen Yennas asked.

I nodded, frowning. “You’re right. There’s nothing to power here, so the time would be better spent making light bulbs and an electrical grid rather than designing a more efficient system.”

If I’d had access to my Demigod powers, I could have made a light bulb to demonstrate what they could do. Alas, I couldn’t educate this Queen properly since I was still in disguise. Perhaps I was getting a little ahead of myself, since this was supposed to be a secret mission.

When I saw she was so eager about indoor plumbing I felt like I simply had to show her the wonders of electricity. If she could master that, all that would be left would be figuring out how to replicate the internet.

That was something I hadn’t even managed back home yet, though I had a few ideas about how to do it thanks to those magic orbs we’d swiped from the Elven Star Dominion. The magical devices were networked somehow, so just expanding that network would be most of the job.

If I had lived here during those early days, maybe I’d have figured out another solution by now. Instead of desperately fighting for my life, I could have introduced this world to modern wonders one invention at a time. It would have been nice.

"Tell me, Queen Yennas," I began, voice pensive. "If your power expands beyond this city, will the other cities get this treatment?"

She frowned a moment, thinking as she sensed the seriousness in my voice.

"Well yes. I suppose so. Once my power is supreme throughout these lands, I will do what's right by my people."

"And that's what you desire? Supremacy? For the power to help others in ways they didn't even know they needed?" I gestured to the public works around us.

Queen Yennas laughed. "Nothing so selfless. I want supremacy over these lands for my own sake. But I will help the people I conquer, especially if you're the one who's asking."

Queen Yennas was smiling brightly at me and rested a hand on my shoulder. She was interested in the electricity I spoke of, but only because I spoke so passionately about it.

My eyes met hers, and I turned away.

“It’s getting late. Should we head back to the palace now? I still haven’t shown you where you’ll be staying," the queen said.

By the time we returned to the palace, it was dark. Queen Yennas showed me the kitchens, the indoor baths, the laundry room, and the servants’ quarters.

“And here’s where you’ll be staying!” she announced as she showed off a rather large room toward the palace’s rear.

“I get my own room?” I said, eyebrows raised. “You’re far more generous than my previous captor.”

She poked me in the shoulder. “Don’t talk like that. I don’t like it. Of course you get your own room, though you’ll notice there’s a secret door toward the back that leads to my bedroom next door. But the room itself is yours to decorate as you please, and you’ll have free rein over the palace grounds. However, you are not to leave the palace grounds without me or at least two of my Wizards beside you. It’s a dangerous world and my enemies will want you dead.”

“Fair and reasonable.” I nodded, scouting around the hall. On the other side of Queen Yennas’ room, there was another door just like mine. I frowned at it and pointed. “And who lives there, might I ask?"

“That door?” Queen Yennas blinked and glanced over at it. “That’s... uh... just an empty storage closet. Nothing more.”

I nodded, though inwardly I scowled. Did Queen Yennas think it would be that easy to two-time me? That was probably where Ted was staying.

Queen Yennas had done a remarkable job of pretending otherwise, though. If I didn’t already know she’d captured Ted some time ago, I would have thought I was the only man in her life.

But it was obvious she wasn’t very good at this. I never would have signed up for my little harem of elven lovers if they hadn’t all come to an agreement to share me from that very first day. Maintaining two relationships at the same time was tough enough as it was. Doing it while concealing each lover from the other would leave little time for anything else. It was bound to go south eventually.

Perhaps I could frame finding out about Ted as the reason I broke out and fled the city? Then Queen Yennas would assume it was her own fault I left. It felt a bit scummy to do, but hiding a secret lover was also a damn scummy thing.

“What do you say I show you my room?” Queen Yennas asked as she walked her fingers up my chest. “To be honest, I don’t think you’ll be spending many nights in your quarters. It’s just to store your things. In fact, I told the servants not to bother putting in a bed.”

She’d really chosen the wrong time to make her move. As she spoke, my resolve was firming up. Queen Yennas might be nice and friendly, but this relationship wasn’t going anywhere.

I could forgive her for kidnapping me and keeping me prisoner in her palace, but I would never become a sidepiece. Not in a million years. Not if the universe depended on it. Not even if there were two very perky boobs pressed against my side.

“I appreciate the offer, Queen Yennas⁠—“

“Just Yennas is fine for you,” the Queen said. Then she leaned closer with a hand under my chin to whisper in my ear. “Though you may always call me ‘my queen.’”

“I’d prefer to move less hastily, Yennas. We only just met today, after all.” I wrapped her hand in mine, then slowly pushed her hand back toward her.

Queen Yennas pouted and let out a sigh. “Very well. I do not ever wish for you to hate me. I admit I picked you up for what you can do for me, but that doesn’t mean our relationship can’t be more than that. I did not realize this before, but I think our time together could be very pleasant for both of us. I will have the servants return the bed to your room. We’ll meet again tomorrow.”

We parted ways there, and I stepped into my room. Queen Yennas stalked back into the palace, away from her bedroom. She clearly hadn’t been tired when she suggested going there.

Sure enough, the servants came back a few minutes later and dropped off a bed. It looked a little plain compared to the rest of the room, which seemed comfy and well-decorated. Queen Yennas hadn’t gone cheap on the decorations. There were several statues of half-naked human men showing off various poses, all cast out of solid gold. It wasn’t exactly my idea of fashionable. Still, I’d seen powerful matriarchs decorate their rooms with something similar, though rarely did they go so extravagant.

There were also dozens of paintings from famous battles, several of which prominently featured human men somewhere within them. There were even a couple of quotes in barely legible English. Whoever transcribed them didn’t understand the language and was just copying symbols by eye. The decorations weren’t exactly to my taste, but I could see how someone might think these would all be things a human man would like. I was surprised they could gather so much on short notice.

There was also a small writing desk with a shelf full of books. I flipped through them while waiting for the servants to leave and for Queen Yennas to get busy with something else. I had expected them to be about cultivation and growing in power through the True Mage levels, but to my surprise, they were all romance novels. I hadn’t even known the World of Sanctuary and Serenity had much in the way of fiction, but perhaps this region was a little more culturally developed in that respect.

I noted with interest that every book featured a man falling desperately in love with a powerful and beautiful queen. It wasn’t exactly subtle.

I put down the third of them when I heard the hallway grow quiet. Most of the servants were at Mage Acolyte or below and would need sleep around now. I would too if I was just a True Mage.

Once certain there was nobody outside, I opened the door and crept down the hall.

“Alright, Ted. Time for your rescue,” I whispered as I approached the other door.

The door was locked, but a bit of manipulation of the metal within undid the latch and opened it with a slight click.

“Ted?” I asked, sensing nothing within the room. It was dark, but an enchanted light panel on the wall was identical to my room. I activated it, and a dull yellow light illuminated the area.

It was filled with old dresses, weapons, armor, clothes, and all the other things a queen might keep in storage. It really was a closet.

“Well, shit. Did I infiltrate the wrong palace?” I asked, scratching my head.
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This had to be the right place. Ted’s captors had mentioned Queen Yennas several times when hauling him back here. There couldn’t be two Queen Yennases in the same region, could there? I couldn't be that unlucky. Ted had to be around here somewhere.

I fished around in my pocket for the headset. There was nothing to do but call him and hope he still had his version of the headset. If they took it away from him, I’d be pretty screwed.

“Hey Ted, you there?” I asked into the headset.

There was static for a while, but a voice on the other end eventually picked up. He was extremely faint, but I could hear him.

“Hey! Hey! Is that you, mysterious voice?” Ted called.

“Yep. What’s going on? And where are you? I’m in the palace, but I can’t find you.”

“They put the headset on the table outside my cell. I think they were nervous that they couldn’t figure out what it was, but they liked the fact that it sometimes translated stuff for me. I don’t know what’s happening right now, but I think they changed their mind about what they were going to do with me.”

I frowned. “How so? And how recently?”

“It happened this morning. I spent last night in a pretty cozy room filled with creepy half-naked dude statues. I was just settling in when the servants came by and kicked me out and then threw me in the dungeon instead. I got the impression they were preparing the room for somebody else.”

“Ah, I get it...” I put the pieces together. Things had changed for Ted as soon as Queen Yennas returned with me; Ted got the boot. Apparently, the queen had decided that she preferred me between the two of us. I felt a bit bad. That Ted didn’t even speak elvish meant he never really had a chance.

“Do you remember where they took you through the palace? I’m not sure where the dungeons are.”

Ted gave a brief description of the path he’d been taken through. It wasn’t a very good description, but Queen Yennas had given me a full tour and I could puzzle out a few landmarks.

“Underneath the tallest tower, huh?” I glanced out my window. There was a pretty tall tower out there. Ted had to be underneath it.

I stretched out my senses, extending them a bit. I had to be careful with this since a True Mage couldn’t do what I was doing. If Queen Yennas sensed it, my disguise would be ruined. Coming clean would be awkward, and my goal for this little rescue mission was not to create any more awkward moments.

Sure enough, there was a dungeon down there, along with several life signs. Two elves and a human. The elves were both peak True Mages and probably guards.

I crawled out my window and slid down the roof. I manipulated gravity again so my descent stopped just before I struck cobblestones, and I hovered in the air all the way to my destination. The guards were inside the tower, making slipping past them impossible.

“So you hear Queen Yennas upgraded?” one guard asked the other.

“Doesn’t surprise me. This one’s stubborn as a mule and can’t even talk,” the other scoffed. “He also seems a bit rounder around the middle than seems natural. All those statues of humans I’ve ever seen all have muscles on top of their muscles.”

“I think that comes with cultivation levels. This guy, though, doesn’t even have a spellheart. Still, humans are supposed to be pretty rich in vitality. Even if this one seems a bit wimpy, he’ll still be useful—just not as useful as the new guy the queen’s replacing him with.”

“Yeah, all that alchemy equipment is there for a reason. I think Her Majesty is going to turn this guy into a living potion maker. We need lots of vitality potions to turn all these heartwielders into Mage Acolytes, after all. Most of these chumps got their asses kicked while we were in the Primordial World. I bet the Queen is planning on building up a big army and taking over the whole area if she can manage it.”

Perhaps I’d misjudged Queen Yennas. Sometime during our walk today, she must have decided I was man enough for her. She’d then used Ted for her troops while she kept me for herself. I couldn’t exactly call it noble, but I appreciated it.

Still, it was too late for second thoughts now. Ted was nervously rambling in my ear. He didn’t have the mentality to survive something like this, and if I left him here now, he’d be in rough shape a year or two from now. I had to get him out now, as I’d promised.

It took a bit of heavy-duty mind magic to take out the guards. I had long since learned a sleep spell, and while it wasn’t at all effective in combat against equal opponents when there was a wide enough difference in cultivation, it was an amazing tool for my arsenal.

The two guards toppled where they stood, heads leaning together as they began snoring. With an ability like this, I wasn’t surprised the Cult of the Unblinking Eye could infiltrate every major organization on the continent and take over most of them without a fight.

From there, all I had to do was descend a staircase. After that, I could hear Ted’s nervous chatter louder through my ears than through the headset. I found him in a roomy, iron-barred cell. It wasn’t nearly as grim as he’d described, complete with a sofa, bookshelf, and bed. I’d stayed in worse places, that was for sure.

Ted himself was standing near the bars, shouting at the headset just out of reach on a table outside his cell. He was a short and pudgy guy, barely up to my chest. Granted, he was probably average for a normal human, but I was far from normal these days.

He wore office worker clothes, complete with a few coffee stains. His shirt was in rough shape, but his pants were new. They were probably given to him by his captors because whatever he’d been wearing when he walked through the forest had been in even worse shape than his shirt.

He also had the usual office worker spare tire in front, which probably made him the first fat person most of the elves of this world had ever seen. Sam, Dean, and I hadn’t exactly been in good shape when we arrived on this world either, but even before taking cultivation into account, the all-natural local diet and the constant fighting and sex did wonders for the waistline. Unfortunately, Ted hadn’t been on this world nearly long enough for that, so he still had a bit of that Earth-softness about him.

“You’re the voice in the headset?” Ted asked.

“I am. And I’m going to get you out of here, just as promised.” I gave him a nod, then gripped both the iron bars in my hands. These were far weaker than the variant from the Primordial World, and they snapped like they were made of candy.

“You’re... taller than I thought,” Ted said as he stared up at me.

I’d taken a few liberties with my height, true enough. It was one of the natural things to experiment with when I gained complete control over my body down to the smallest cell.

“I eat my vegetables,” I replied.

Ted stood and stepped through the hole in his wall. He picked up his half of the headset off the table and put it in his pocket. It looked exactly like the one I’d taken from Louis.

I led him out, keeping him close, so he’d be covered by my Unnoticeability spell. We passed the sleeping guards, and Ted gaped at them.

“D-did you kill them?” He seemed nervous, and I realized why. He’d been passed around from one group of murderers to the next, and each time, everyone around him died. He was afraid I was just another step in that cycle.

“I did not. They are only asleep,” I assured him.

“They don’t look like they’re breathing...” Ted eyed them cautiously.

“True Mages don’t need to breathe often when they aren’t talking. They are breathing now, just very slowly and softly,” I assured him.

“What’s a True Mage?” Ted asked.

I chuckled. “Something you’ll need to learn about sooner rather than later. Most people at your level would tremble at the sight of a Mage Acolyte, and you’ve already been in the presence of several True Mages, Wizards, a Sorcerer, and now even a Demigod.”

“I saw a bunch of crazy powers. This is some sort of magic world, isn’t it? Have I been chosen to save it from a demon lord? If so, where is my cute princess?” Ted asked.

“Ah, to be so innocent...” I sighed and wiped a tear from my eye. “There are princesses here, but even more queens. As for a demon lord...” I frowned, thinking of the Witch of Frozen Blood. “You’re too late for the vampire one. Or maybe, now that I think about it, you’re actually a few hundred years early for her...”

I frowned. Ted looked confused. In fact, the more I spoke, the more confused he seemed to get. Perhaps I’d leave the job of bringing Ted up to speed to some of my women. They’d certainly done a decent job with me. But for that to happen, I’d need to implement another project of mine.

I had been mulling over the idea of a translation spell using Mind magic. The Elven Star Dominion had translation spells, so why couldn’t I have some?

The solution I came up with involved fixing a magical replica of my mind’s language centers, like making an extra lobe for the brain. Eventually, the spell would expire, but hopefully, by then, the information the spell contained would have been activated enough that the memories transferred over to the user’s flesh and blood brain.

It wouldn’t take much for a higher-level cultivator. Perfect memory and rapid recall were part of the usual cultivation upgrades, after all. But for someone like Ted who hadn’t taken in a monster core as a spellheart, the spell might need to last a few months. Still, he’d be a worthy experiment.

“Hold still,” I instructed as I waved my hands over his head. Ted fidgeted nervously and probably would have been much more nervous if he knew I was connecting things to his brain. Still, it all worked out in the end, though.

“Can you understand me?” I asked in Elvish.

“What do you mean?” He frowned, replying in the same language. He frowned and reached for his mouth when the words he spoke didn’t match the ones he expected to say. It was like there was another mind between his head and his mouth, converting everything from one language to the next.

“It worked! I’m a genius.” I patted myself on the back for that clever bit of spellwork. I’d basically replicated what The Wanderer had done for me. Ted probably didn’t realize what a gift he’d been given, but when he did, he’d know he owed me a favor. Lots of humans would if any more of them arrived here.

“What did you just do?” Ted asked.

“Do you ever watch science fiction? Do you know the idea of a universal translator?”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of such a thing. Is that what you gave me?”

I shrugged. “It’s not exactly universal, but I know a lot of languages. However many you can pick up before the spells wear off is up to you. I suggest talking to Yorik, an orc you’ll meet where we’re going. She can teach you Orcish and train you to fight while she's at it. A few minutes of training under her would be like a year in the gym, and a bit of body cultivation would do wonders for you. Elves are tough on those core muscles.”

I tapped my stomach. Ted winced as he reached for his own. The elven chieftain had undoubtedly put him through his paces during the week they’d been together.

“So orcs are like personal trainers on this world?” Ted asked.

I barked a short laugh. “Not quite, Ted. However, you’ll be hard-pressed to find an orc who wouldn’t fit right in on the cover of a fitness magazine. It’s... well... save the questions for when we’re somewhere safe. This is going to take a lot of explaining, and I’m not the best person to do it.”

I shrugged off the rest of Ted’s questions until we were back to the Hearthstone Continent. It wouldn’t take much from here, just stepping through a Pocket World Passage. I was about to do as much when a voice pierced my disguise.

“Theo?” Queen Yennas asked in surprised confusion. “What are you doing out so late? And why...”

Palm to forehead, I pinched my brows. She must have approached while I was messing with the iron in Ted’s cell. Coupled with the fact that she was restraining her own aura, she would have been very hard to detect.

It looked like I would not avoid that awkward conversation I was dreading after all.

“Hey, Yennas...” I said, hiding my cringing behind a smile. “I guess this probably takes some explaining.”

“It looks like you’re sneaking off with my other human in the middle of the night after refusing me.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not... bringing him back to your bedroom, are you? That’s it, isn’t it? You’re into men!”

I moved to respond, but had been so surprised all that came out was a cough. A cough from a Demigod was nothing to sneeze at, and that soon brought out another. I waved my hands frantically while both Yennas and Ted crossed their arms and stared at me accusingly.

When I’d finally mentally recovered from Yennas’ accusation, I stood straighter. With a voice that would brook no argument, I announced, “I am not gay.”

“A non-gay man would not have rejected me to sneak off in the middle of the night with another man,” Queen Yennas accused.

“Shit... I knew getting rescued was too good to be true. You’re just like the elves!” Ted accused.

I pinched my temple between thumb and forefinger. If I had let myself run into Matriarch Grand Hydra again after our last meeting, would it have been this bad with her as well? I hoped never to find out.

There was nothing for this except to explain some of what was happening to Queen Yennas. This was the conversation I’d been dreading, but now that it was finally here, all I could do was man up and push through. We left Ted behind and took to the air, then circled around to the other side of the tower for some privacy.

Doing it all with Ted standing there would have just made it doubly awkward, and it would mean I’d probably have to stop and explain a lot of context to him. I was already regretting putting a translation spell on him.

I sighed and stopped containing my power, though I didn’t let it bleed out into the rest of the palace. I kept it tightly contained, but Queen Yennas looked like a woman whose puppy just transformed into a dragon. She abruptly took a step back, but I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her there.

“I will not hurt you, Yennas. I do want to explain a few things.”

She looked at me again with new eyes. Instead of the relaxed certainty and confidence she’d had earlier, she seemed nervous. Nothing changed about the way she looked, but the change in posture made her suddenly look like she could have been sitting in a classroom in a schoolgirl uniform with the newly manifested elves back home.

“The circumstances we met under were engineered by me. I was never in danger, and it was my actions that led you to find that black market island. You caught me there and brought me here specifically so I could find Ted. He’s a fellow human, and I promised to rescue him.”

“W-why didn’t you just drift down from the sky and demand I hand him over? That’s what most Demigods would do.”

I grimaced. “As someone who had to deal with a lot of overbearing Demigods in my time, I’m sensitive to that. It’s true, I could have made my presence known in that way, but it would have been counterproductive to my objectives.”

“Which are?” she asked, eyes gaining focus.

I frowned, figuring out how to phrase things. In the end, I just went with the truth.

“I must preserve the flow of fate. Revealing myself to you and the entire city would have created a ripple in the flow of space and time that could lead this world to diverge from what I view as the ideal path. I would like to avoid that if at all possible.”

Queen Yennas shook her head. “I’ve often heard it said that the goals of Demigods are not for us to understand. I never took such words seriously until today. The rest of us scrambling for power and resources must look like silly children.”

I chuckled. “I have merely gained more perspective. The resources of a nation are quite meaningless to a Demigod. I could gain more wealth than your entire city in one quick adventure through the Primordial World or to the wealthier iterations of this world. It’s why so many Demigods don’t stick around.”

“I... understand.” Queen Yennas’ shoulders slumped. “I suppose you’ll be leaving now. And taking Ted with you. Much of my plans for the coming years relied on making use of the two of you. I will have to rethink things. I hope at least that I didn’t offend you with anything I said or did?”

I ran my fingers through her hair. “You were a surprisingly civil captor. Better than I had when I was at Ted’s level, and things turned out fine for him. Tell you what, if you have the time, come to the Hearthstone Continent. You showed me your palace. It’s only fair I show you mine. If my women there like you, maybe I can make sure you’re better off than you would have been had you never met me.”

“What is your real title? Is Theo even your name?” she asked.

I chuckled again. “It is, but I’m more often known as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. I currently reside on the Hearthstone Continent. Which I suppose makes me the Patriarch of the Hearthstone Continent these days. It’s a bit confusing. We relocated recently after our old planet was destroyed and will use this world as our base of operations for the next four hundred years or so.”

“...Planet destroyed,” Queen Yennas murmured as she shook her head. “Very well then, Patriarch. I expect you want your departure to go unnoticed, since that was your objective all along. I will make an excuse for you, and my enemies will believe the news that I obtained two humans was nothing more than a bluff.”

“I expect Ted is getting cold,” I said, taking Yennas’ arm just as I had earlier that day, only this time I was the one leading her.

I jumped, and the two of us landed by the tower. We separated as we came around.

“Ted? Where’d you go? We’re leaving!” I called. I didn’t have to be afraid of being overheard now that Queen Yennas was on my side.

“He must be around,” Queen Yennas began, but before she could finish speaking, something struck her with the force of a meteor. She flew backward, shooting straight through the far-off palace wall.

“So the rumors were true. There wasn’t just one human here. There were two of them...” A masculine voice let out a low chuckle.

He came around the corner a moment later, and I recognized him from Matriarch Grand Hydra’s recording crystals. This was the same human Demigod who’d destroyed her home.

But what really drew my attention was the blood on his hands. It didn’t disperse into zeal like elven blood might. It remained there, scarlet and clinging. There was also a head full of hair the man was toying with. I saw Ted’s terrified face on the other side when he rolled it over in his palm.

The man reached for the ear of Ted’s severed head, plucked the headset out, and tucked it in his pocket. Then he squeezed Ted’s head like a balloon and popped it. So much for rescuing Ted.

I stared him down, anger growing in my chest. Just when I thought he was safe, some asshole comes and kills him. “You’re the psycho murderer who’s been running around destroying entire cities.”

He chuckled again. “I think you know me better as Louis.”


Chapter
Sixty



“You’re not from this world either, are you?” I accused the new Louis before me. He looked little like the one I was familiar with, but looks could be deceiving. I’d certainly disguised myself more than once, and how many human Demigods named Louis could there really be?

“What makes you say that?” the man standing across from me asked.

“Ted has to be one of the first human arrivals. He hasn’t even reached Mage Acolyte. Reaching Demigod should take years.”

Granted, I’d reached Demigod in less than two years, but according to Sam and Dean, that was extremely exceptional. Most people took decades at the fastest. There was no way this man could have reached the Demigod realm so quickly without resorting to time travel.

This new Louis smiled. “I’m a visitor like you. But that you are here suggests that the boss' plans succeed—maybe in this world, maybe in another one.”

“And those plans are?” I asked.

“The same as yours. To win.” This man spoke differently from the Louis I knew, but something else existed there. Like there were bits of the Louis I’d met in this guy. Their voices and features were similar, but this man felt sharper.

The Louis I’d slain would have been a crude copy. This man seemed more stable, more restrained, more cunning, and more violent.

I cracked my neck. “Well, if you don’t want to spill your plans to me now, I’ll just beat them out of you. I was planning on tracking you down, eventually. You only have your bad luck to blame that you ran into me while I was about on business.”

I’d only just met this man, but I could already tell he and I would not get along. Running around like a madman destroying cities went directly counter to my objective of not distorting the timeline. Plus, killing Ted was a real dick move after I spent so much time keeping him alive until now.

And then he went and punched Queen Yennas across the city. That had been a full-force strike from a Demigod, and even a Sorcerer like her would struggle to survive it. I would probably be collecting her wisp after I kicked this guy’s ass.

“You have wonderful fighting spirit. No wonder the boss told me to deal with you one way or another,” Louis chuckled.

“Boss?” I asked. But his only reply was a fist hurtling toward my face.

I crossed my arms as if to block, but that was a feint. Before his fist struck my arms, I shifted and turned into a black cloud of iron particles. I washed over my opponent, channeling iron like a grounding rod for magic and shorting out several defensive spells he had packed tightly around him.

Like the Louis I knew, this man had some body cultivation. It wasn’t on the level of the World Titan Fiendbody, but he was supplementing it with some powerful Spirit Cultivation. I scanned him, and as I suspected, he was a peak Demigod.

Louis (Level 59, Late Demigod)

I landed behind him and pulled my newest iteration of Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage. Unlike its predecessor, this version had been constructed from the ground up with the powers of a Demigod in mind.

I activated Assyrus’ Champion concept to push my skills to their limits, then Tivana’s Impossible concept to land the perfect hit. I’d found those two synchronized best together, with Nela’s Duty concept working as the glue between them all. I couldn’t keep all three active long, but one good hit was usually enough to end a fight.

Against anyone else, I probably would have dealt a killing blow. Few Demigods had as many concepts as me, after all. But my opponent turned faster than I could blink.

His hand reached out and grasped Spell Eater’s shaft. I wasn’t sure how he’d turned so fast. Not even I could move like that. It had to be either an artifact or his own concept. One moment he had his back turned and the next he stood before me with a malicious grin. I felt Tivana’s Impossible concept fade away, countered by an unseen force.

“Wrong move, bastard!” I snarled. So what if I hadn’t skewered him with Spell Eater? With his hand on the shaft, I could still drain the power from him just fine.

I started sucking, but doing so felt like pulling mud through a straw when I was used to water. I realized the problem immediately. While I was drawing his power out of him, he was trying to siphon away mine.

I gritted my teeth and started pulling harder. He pulled back, but he wasn’t quite as fast this time. I had the advantage here. Despite throwing more spirit cultivation at the problem, I was the one who forged this weapon, and I had an affinity for iron and all its magical alloys. I had the edge.

I felt his concept rush through Spell Eater’s shaft and into me. Whatever it was, it was a heady one. My entire body felt light as a feather, and my flesh burned with energy. I needed to rush through the world and smash everything in my way.

Louis must have sensed me taking some of his power and changed tactics. He jerked Spell Eater and pulled it under his arm, then lashed out with a punch directly to my jaw. I ducked low beneath the strike, driving a knee into his stomach. Then I slammed the top of my head under his chin, rocking his head back.

We were up close and personal now, locked in a grapple. He tried to push me down, but I shoved him aside, and he was the one who landed face-first in the dirt. These quarters were too tight for a real punch, and I twisted Spell Eater, using the weapon as leverage to force his arm behind him into an unnatural position. He let out a scream, but instead of fighting to save his arm, he let the bone snap.

In his fingers, he conjured a sphere of twisted white energy. To me, it looked like raw vitality, otherwise known as life zeal. I hadn’t known such an aspect could even be cultivated. The elves were always lacking in it and so would never even dream of using it to power an attack. Still, perhaps for a human, it was possible.

He slapped my waist, going right for the groin. Sitting on his back, I was too slow to dodge, and the spell struck me with full force. The absolute searing agony I felt over the next few seconds was indescribable. Like my flesh itself had turned alive and was fighting against me. It was like worms were crawling under my skin, eating me alive from the inside. Considering I’d just been struck by a life-zeal attack, that might not be far from the truth.

[I’ll handle it, Master! How dare he attack your glorious cock!] Minerva growled, sounding more furious than I’d ever heard her before. I felt her presence within me shift, and soon, she was doing battle with whatever was inside me.

A fight on this level was tough enough as it was. Fighting while also having a battlefield inside me was even harder. But I couldn’t spare the attention to help Minerva. Not while my opponent had slipped out from under me.

He stood, this time a few paces away. With a crack, he snapped his broken arm into place, but it would take a while to return to fighting shape.

This was bad. I had hoped to end things here in the palace, but I didn’t have the strength to pull my punches. This would take a full-fledged Demigod battle, which meant this city was finished. Who knew how that would affect the timeline.

I debated whether I could lure Louis into the wilderness, but before I could devise a plan, he conjured another spell. This one used fire zeal but was still on the Demigod level. Like me, this man had mastered multiple elements.

His spell took only a fraction of a second to cast, but in that fraction of a second, the sky turned purple. Clouds of mystic flame scorched the heavens before swelling and transforming into tornados of destruction. They descended into the city, each sweeping up buildings and elves alike.

The aqueducts and sewers that Queen Yennas had so proudly shown me earlier that day were the first to falter. Both shattered and sprayed water and debris through the air. Screams filled the city. I sensed Wizards taking to the air, but their powers would be worthless against these spells, let alone against Louis himself.

But all that chaos had been incidental. Louis’ true opponent had been me, so the bulk of his spell circled overhead into a pillar of purple fire so dense and fast it seemed almost like a lightning bolt.

I readied my defenses. Earth rose up around me, and I flexed what portions of the World Titan Fiendbody were available. Most of my body was still fighting the interlopers from the life spell I’d been hit with.

The defenses I’d prepared were not enough. I wasn’t sure how this Demigod had done it. Still, the flames he’d conjured were on the same level as those of the Immortal Ascendant I’d battled in the Primordial World. His concept was laced throughout it all, and now that I felt it burning my flesh, I felt like I could put a name to it. It was Supremacy—the innate feeling of superiority where nothing else mattered.

I still had a trace of that stolen power. It reminded me a lot of my former realizations, though this was of a higher order of power. My spell of the same name was a passive ability that granted me greater control over zeal. This one seemed similar, though it granted greater control over concepts. Currently, it was overwhelming my concepts, and I wasn’t sure I had anything that could stop it.

But there wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to die like this. Not after everything I’d been through. Not with so many people depending on me. I sucked on that bit of stolen power I’d taken before, this time putting a name to the feeling.

Something clicked in my head, and suddenly, Louis wasn’t the only supreme one on this battlefield. The firestorm flowed around me and channeled through my power into the ground. Cobblestone turned to rubble, then to magma, and then to a boiling cloud of toxic gasses. None of that mattered. I was above it all. I was supremacy incarnate.

The feeling faded shortly after that when I exhausted my stolen power. The concept was gone, but the memory of it remained. Someone skilled or lucky might use that memory as a spark to reignite the flame if they had the right affinity for the concept. That someone probably wasn’t me, but plenty of aspiring Demigods on the Hearthstone continent were eager to share.

When the flames faded, Louis stood there looking surprised.

“You survived?” he said. His arm looked fine now. He’d probably planned on buying time for that with his attack.

I looked around. The city around us was gone. Of the locks, shops, and cobblestones of this once sprawling metropolis, not a single stone lay stacked upon another. We stood ankle-deep in a sea of molten lava, throwing up toxic fumes in all directions. The last vestiges of the city were rapidly melting like wax sculptures near a fire.

Of the countless hundreds of thousands who’d once called this place home, there was no sign. Not even their wisps had escaped annihilation. They had survived golems rampaging through their city for months on end, only to perish to a stray spell from a battle between Demigods that didn't even concern them. Louis didn’t even cast the wreckage around him a second glance.

I felt rage boil up within me, greater than before. There was no reason to hold back now.

We clashed again, faster this time. I struck with the force of a meteor. Louis dodged, and the ground where he stood became a crater. Lava sprayed in the air, flying up as it sizzled and cooled. I turned to strike again, but Louis kicked. I blocked with my arm and went skidding backward.

We exchanged three more blows before it started raining. Jagged blades of obsidian as thick as my arm fell from the sky like swords from the heavens, most of them heavy enough to cut a mage acolyte clean in two. The ground trembled beneath us as bedrock cracked into boulders, then to gravel.

As we fought, we passed over several cities. Each of them met the same grim fate as the first. I couldn’t steer the fight away from settled areas and could only watch helplessly as they got caught in our crossfire. Louis pulled no punches. He didn't aim at settlements even once, but his fire spells covered wide enough areas that there was no saving them.

This was a true battle between Demigods, and every surviving nation from here to the edge of the horizon could hear our titanic blows. Each missed kick churned up a new mountain, and each punch carved out new lakes. Our spells ignited the air, and my Sword Storm blades grew so numerous they blotted out the sun. If Sam and Dean were anywhere on this continent, they were no doubt rushing toward me now.

Despite the devastation, I realized Louis hadn’t given this his all yet. No doubt he had more artifacts if he was running around killing people like Ted for them. And yet, he hadn’t used a single one. Neither had I, but I was hanging onto several to save me the moment I made a mistake. If not for a few more chances to turn back time, I would have already escalated this fight to a level that risked destroying the planet.

But as it was, I thought Louis was a hair stronger than me. He was still a Demigod, but on the edge of breaking through to Immortal Ascension. If that happened, he truly would have me outclassed. I needed to come up with a solution for this guy sooner rather than later.

Angry as I was at the wanton destruction, I wouldn’t let it cloud my mind. I had plenty of allies, and Louis appeared alone. I had The Wanderer, and The Challenger had been obliterated, as far as I knew. This Louis was just a man, one we could surround, outnumber, and tear to pieces at our leisure. We could even drive him into the Primordial World to save this one, though I wasn’t sure how the timeline was going to turn out after this fight.

This kind of damage was going to take generations to recover from. I doubted the ancient-looking cultures and cities I’d seen in the future would survive long enough to come under the sway of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

“Minerva, keep an eye out for a Sorcerer-level wisp. It might have survived,” I said as I fought. She had only just defeated the vitality spell inside me and was anxious to do more.

Our battle had taken us in a large circle back to where we’d started. The toxic black fumes had mostly boiled off now, and the lava had cooled enough to have a thick skin of hardened stone over it. It was enough for Minerva to pick out a fragmented, glowing wisp half stuck in the magma.

[I found it, Master! That must be Queen Yennas.]

“Perfect. Summon a skeleton and pick her up. She seemed a decent sort.”

[A defeated large-breasted leader of a nation desperate to feel your touch? Yes, she would be a perfect fit for your collection of queens and matriarchs...]

I didn’t respond to that because I was busy trying not to die. I was definitely not collecting matriarchs, though. I just had a soft spot for damsels in distress, and Yennas felt like a kindred soul in a lot of ways. It was within my power to save her, so why not try?

When Minerva’s undead picked up the-wisp, I opened a Pocket World Passage. I let her run through, then flew down toward the open passage myself. I stepped over the threshold, watching and waiting for Louis just outside it.

“Running away?” he spat. “Coward!”

“Who’s the coward? I’m right here. Come and chase me if you dare!” I taunted.

Wisely, Louis did not step through the portal. It would have been the last thing he ever would have done if he dared to follow.

[Theo? You’re back? What’s going on? I’ve been getting immense seismic readings through my earthquake sensors. Was that you?] Mac asked.

I closed the portal, leaving Louis hovering in the air with his arms outstretched.

“Yes. And put us on full alert again. The war we thought we’d won isn’t over yet.”


Chapter
Sixty-One



This new Louis was stronger than the last one. He had everything that made Louis strong, but there were more of those powers now. Where the old Louis had cultivated his body and spirit, this one did all that while having multiple powerful aspects of his own—more than I did, even.

He had powerful Mind magic I’d sensed several times through the battle, but he hardly used it. Not when he had such command over fire. And by the Ten Thousand Worlds, how had he figured out how to cultivate the life aspect?

I reaffirmed my decision during the fight. He needed to be dealt with, and the smartest way to deal with him was to corner him with all my allies. We’d gather round for one big ass-kicking party and pummel the crap out of him. If we had to, we could use the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers to weaken him enough that he was easier to deal with.

It was the sensible thing, really. No world could survive a crazy Demigod for long. Sooner or later, he was going to cast a spell that drilled down into the world’s core and blew us up. Then we’d be back where we started looking for a new version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. That wasn’t going to happen. Even if this timeline had already veered completely off-course, we were just getting starting to call it home. I wasn’t about to abandon this place.

[Call my allies. I’ve got an important update on that Demigod. And you can empty out the room you prepared for Ted. He’s not coming.]

While I waited for my allies and lovers to return from whatever they were doing and rally back to our usual meeting place. While I waited, I inspected the wisp Minerva’s undead was holding.

It wasn’t really much of a wisp, to be honest. She had probably died from that initial blow when my enemy revealed himself, but her wisp would have survived that. The massive fire spell that covered the sky was what did her in the second time.

Now, what was left could hardly be considered a wisp at all. The energy I held in my hands was like a shattered snow globe. Zeal was leaking out of it by the minute. I waved my hand over the broken wisp to slow its dissolution.

The spirit formerly known as Queen Yennas was dying. I would have tossed the broken wisp into my incubation chamber if it were anyone else. After all, the fragmented memories of a queen could be pretty useful to some of my children. Some of them could certainly learn a thing or two about her.

But scrapping her for parts just didn’t feel right after I’d come to know her over the past day. So, instead, I wandered through the prisons for the first time in a while.

Mac and Argona had worked together to make these underground chambers quite extensive. They had to be since the zeal they generated was a big part of what powered our city and allowed me to be so generous with rewards. Energy flowed through artificial ley lines and into the elven cultivators here.

That energy was absorbed by the zeal-restricting collars around each prisoner’s neck, with the stronger prisoners generating respectively more energy. Eventually, that energy condensed into zeal crystals. It was similar to the power generation system Dean used, but by including living elves in the process, the end product was purer and of higher quality than what would accumulate naturally.

Granted, it was a bit cruel, but there wasn’t much else we could do with mind-controlled former slaves of the Cult. Many of them had been instructed to resist any attempts to aid them. Here in the prisons, we could wait for the mind spells affecting them to decay and even siphon off some of the zeal they produced to speed the process along. Until they were adequately treated and healed, they had no hope of serving any other purpose in our society.

I stalked the halls, eyes scanning for a familiar face. I was roaming an aisle full to the brim with Sorcerers. So many queens and matriarchs together should have been a world-changing moment, but here they were blank-faced as they stared empty-eyed at distant walls. They seemed completely oblivious to the world around them or the passage of time. This was where the worst cases were kept. I’d already searched the upper decks.

Eventually, I found the one I was looking for.

She looked worse for wear, but I could see how the Queen Yennas I knew could turn into this. She was missing an arm from an old wound, and her face had a lengthy scar from her temple to the lower end of her jaw. She’d probably gained both when the Cult got hold of her. Yennas wasn’t the type to give up her city without a fight.

Her mind was more damaged than the others, to the point where there was hardly anything left of it. It was like they’d used Mind Magic to scoop out everything that made her the person she was and left an empty body to be filled with mind magic programming. She was more like a golem than a person, which suited the Cult of the Unblinking Eye just fine. They only wanted her for her body, anyway.

Whatever had left those scars had to be a nasty spell. Probably something of the poison aspect, since a Sorcerer could regenerate from just about anything else. It was her good fortune that she was left with such wounds, though. The ugly scar and the missing limb had probably saved her. The guys who ran the Cult often drained their conquests dry through dual cultivation and discarded them when they were done. Being mutilated meant nobody was interested in robbing Yennas of her hard-won power.

All that could be fixed here in the Hearthwood, though. The Medical Bay could regenerate even old wounds like those. We hadn’t bothered doing so, though, since an unfeeling puppet didn’t care about scars or whether or not they were crippled.

Her head was the problem, but here in my hand, I had a partial copy of her when she'd been healthy and whole. It was damaged, but there was a working wisp within the body I was looking at, wasn’t there?

This would be a bit of a risk, but if Queen Yennas were here, she wouldn’t hesitate to take it.

“That one,” I said, pointing to Yennas' still and drooling body. The warden walking behind me rushed forward to unlock the cell door and then the restraints within it. An iron chain hooked her collar to the cell she was in and provided a conduit for her zeal to drain into the rest of the complex, where it could be pooled with the others. A small lock broke that connection but left the collar on.

“I recommend keeping the zeal-restricting collar on, sir. Many of the Cult’s victims can turn unpredictably violent, especially halfway through treatment like this. The mind spells are beginning to short out, causing unusual responses."

I picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder. "I'll do as you ask, but if my little experiment works well we won't need it for long."

I received a few comments as I left the prison complex. More than usual.

“Greetings, Patriarch!”

“Good day to you, Patriarch!”

“Is there any way I can be of service, Patriarch?”

Thankfully nobody commented on the naked Sorcerer over my shoulder. Apparently, given enough time, people can get used to anything.

I refused all their offers to help and made my way to the Medical Bay myself. Mac had already cleared a bed and prepared his surgery drone. He made a few quick incisions for me, and the special properties of the surgical tools kept the wounds from healing before the operation was finished.

I pushed the fragmented wisp into her. It seemed hesitant at first. In its broken state, it could barely function. But after a long moment, it seemed to recognize the empty body as its own, and with my help, the wisp dissolved and spread throughout the body. After that, we dunked her into the same tank I’d spent a day inside.

“Nothing to do for her but wait,” I said as I washed my hands clean. This was Queen Yennas’ last and only chance at life. Only time would tell if she could come back from this.
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When I was finished, my Demigod allies and my Matriarchs were waiting for me.

Our new meeting place had only recently been constructed, but it was a relatively spacious room made of ordinary-looking stone. The seats were comfortable, but not too comfortable, and the cups of plain water sitting before us seemed oddly ordinary.

But that belied their true nature. All this was from the Primordial World, gathered and brought here by my companions. We only had enough stone for one room, but it was enough to make a small box where we could unleash our auras without fear of accidentally damaging anything or knocking the elves outside unconscious.

The servants walked carefully, knowing something was different about this room but not quite understanding what. As soon as the last of them departed and the door closed, the regal expressions vanished from my companions’ faces.

“What’s going on, Patriarch?” Arien asked. “Your talking dungeon core told me there was something important you had to share, and that there is suddenly great danger for us again.”

The others nodded. Arien, Yeminel, Lyssandra, and Melaris had been settling in with the rest of us. Each of them seemed decent, but they and their factions had different customs and would be better suited to ruling their own vassal states than being cramped in mine.

“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to call all your people back longer.” I looked each of them over with a stern expression. Much to my surprise, each of the four obediently hung their heads and nodded. I had expected a little more fight out of them than this.

Perhaps that was the other purpose of this room. None of their vassals could see through its walls and watch how meek their regal and domineering Demigod rulers became in my presence.

“Sam and Dean still haven’t returned, huh?” I muttered as I looked around the room. Though my words were quiet, everyone present heard them clearly, thanks to their keen senses.

“Nobody has seen or heard from them at all since their departure. As far as I know, they’re still looking for this mysterious Demigod you mentioned,” Sava replied.

I frowned. “Well, they don’t need to look any further. I just had a run-in with the guy. He was strong. Very strong. Powerful enough that I think we need to take him out. And considering Sam and Dean haven’t shown themselves, I’m getting a little worried about them. Mac, before my battle, did you detect any energy fluctuations that would indicate another Demigod battle? One between Sam, Dean, and the guy I just fought?”

[Nothing of the sort,] Mac replied.

I frowned. “Even if ambushed, Sam and Dean wouldn’t go down without a fight. Still, we’ll need the two of them to deal with this Louis guy. Finding them has shifted from low priority to highest priority.”

“You think they were ambushed?” Arien asked.

I nodded, frowning all the while. “I can’t see any other explanation. It’s possible they retreated into an artificial pocket space. Dean could make one with barely a thought, and it would be a perfect place to heal and wait for rescue.”

“I could look for such a space,” Tivana volunteered.

“I can go with you, and perhaps a few others as well. If this man took out Sam and Dean, then he must be a force to be reckoned with,” Lyssandra said.

“He is,” I said, voice grim. “Several destroyed cities on the Groveguard Continent prove his ruthlessness and the scope of his power. He had powerful fire magic, which seemed to be his favorite. Especially large spells that channel power throughout a wide area. Those are both at the Demigod level. He also has a strange vitality-based ability. I don’t know what it does, but shrugging off its effects took a lot of work. I recommend not getting hit with it.”

I gave them the full details of my encounter, starting with Ted’s death. They blanched at that. Even during the Elven Star Dominion days, humans had been rare and highly sought after in the elven civilization. A Demigod brutally slaughtering lower-level cultivators by the millions was already considered taboo. Doing it all after killing Ted just made it worse.

“Okay, so we’ll have a team that searches the Groveguard Continent to look for Sam and Dean. But what about back here?” I eyed my companions.

“We need several Demigods at or near the main settlement to defend this place if he comes looking for us. Not everybody, mind you. With our defenses, we should be secure. But a few must be on guard at all times.”

“And don’t forget us.” Melise smiled at me. “The Demigod realm is not far away for several of your Sorcerer matriarchs.”

I stroked my chin. Yes, more dual cultivation was in order. I’d given everyone time to solidify their recent gains after our big push for Demigod during the last battle with Louis. Another big push urging them all toward Demigod should be fine, especially considering how much better I’d gotten at the process. And I still had that memory of the Supremacy Concept to share with someone.

I went over everyone’s assignments one last time. “Alright, Tivana, Lyanva, Arien, Yeminel, Lyssandra, and Melaris, you’re all looking for Sam and Dean duty. Nela, Eltiana, Assyrus, you’re guarding the walls and ensuring we aren’t attacked. Melise, Illiel, Yorik, Sava, all you Sorcerers are with me. We’ll crank the time dilation up to maximum again and see if we can’t make at least one breakthrough happen.”

“Aww. I wanna be on the fun assignment...” Eltiana grumbled.


Chapter
Sixty-Two



No matter how many times I dual cultivated, it wouldn’t get old. There was something nice about lulling my lovely companions into a mindlessly obedient state where I could take the reins from them over their own bodies and power. My powers were far greater than any of them, and I could do a better job with their bodies than they could.

Once they accepted that fact, fine-tuning their cultivation for their next advancement stage became possible. And doing this regularly ensured the process would be relatively smooth.

Illiel still had some kinks to work out. Unfortunately they weren't the fun kind of kinks.

She had been pushed to the Sorcerer realm when she was possessed by the Witch of Frozen Blood, and it had taken her a long time to make those powers her own. Even now, her eyes sometimes glowed red and her canines were a little too long for an elf. Her mind aspect cultivation also maintained a touch of feral bloodlust to it that seemed an odd fit for the normally bookish young woman.

Because of this, she hadn't done much fighting lately. I had no doubt that she could still fight, and do so probably better than ever. But she didn't want to until she had full control of herself again. I needed to tame whatever traces remained of the vampire queen. Perhaps someday I’d tame the vampire queen herself, but for now, bringing Illiel completely to heel was task enough. Beneath my firm hand and steady fingers, Illiel’s spectacles fell off her face.

My cock slid into her, and she pressed her cheek against my shoulder, breathing softly all the while. While I took her mind elsewhere in the physical world, I sent my consciousness into hers. It was far easier than with my other companions since Illiel was a skilled mind cultivator.

Instead of the chaotic, jumbled mess of connected thoughts and ideas I found in most other minds, Illiel’s head was laid out like a library. I could stroll down any aisle and read the titles on the shelves. Most of them were about the state of the Hearthwood, our children’s names, basic facts about the cultivation, and even ideas for a romance novel she was thinking about writing.

I stopped briefly by the section titled Favorite Memories with Theo and flicked through the book there. It was surprisingly sweet, stretching back from our first meeting. I hadn’t realized Illiel liked being hugged so much. She always seemed so busy, and she complained a little when I interrupted her in the middle of writing something to wrap my hands around her from behind. But apparently, those complaints meant little. This was a pretty handy trick. I should have looked into the memories of all my companions a long time ago.

I made a few updates and notes in her book containing all her knowledge of cultivation, mostly focused on the breakthrough to Demigod. I’d explained the general idea to her already, but there was nothing quite like seeing it all spelled out on paper. I felt like a teacher correcting her essay as I went through her memories with a red pen.

Once I was done improving her memories, I wandered the mental library looking for a power source. Something that connected directly to her cultivation. My wandering took me right by a section labeled ‘Sexual Fantasies and Experiences,’ and I was tempted to poke around in there for a while. Many of the books in this section were already open, pages splayed wide on the table. There were more than a few pictures of me on those pages.

I resisted the urge, though. I needed to find Illiel’s cultivation.

I stumbled across it in a back room away from the rest of the mental library. She must have gotten the idea for this thing from the Mana Generator from The Wanderer because that was what she visualized her core to be.

Mind zeal flowed through it, powering the library in the other room. I laid my hands on the containment sphere and focused. The first thing I needed to do was top off its power to maximum capacity. Thankfully, I was a mind aspect cultivator myself, so I didn’t need to use anything like zeal crystals to top off her power.

Once she was full to the brim, I had a good sense of her cultivation. She was firmly in the Late Sorcerer realm, though not quite at the peak. Due to her odd jump in power, progress had been quite slow for her lately. Thankfully, the hints and tools available through The Wanderer helped mitigate that limitation. If she hadn’t had access to those, she probably wouldn’t have progressed at all.

I ironed out the edges between the two conflicting aspects. The blood and vampiric powers were conflicting a bit with her mind magic, like a magical tumor. I sequestered that into a separate part of the sphere, shifting and bending the mindscape around me until there were two Mana Generators, not just one. One held Illiel’s mind magic, the other her vampiric powers.

This wasn’t a perfect solution. Perhaps at some point I could have Illiel take up a blood aspect cultivation art. Maybe Amisra could help her with that, if she ever decided to come clean about where those powers came from.

With all that in place, I tested my memory of the Supremacy Concept against Illiel. The result was akin to grinding gears. Not a good match, then?

Looking deeper, it seemed Illiel was already quite far along in creating her own concept, one based on teaching, relaying instructions, and generally keeping things running. It might not be particularly well suited to combat, but that was alright. Mind magic wasn’t exactly combat-focused either. Illiel’s vampiric powers came from another cultivation system altogether, so if she wanted to fight, she could focus on developing those abilities.

In the end, I channeled Illiel’s existing concept rather than push her in a new direction that would be less suitable for her. I pored over all the associated memories she’d gathered with regard to this memory. A flash of her time in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye appeared before me, where her mother tore her away from her books and decided she would be an assassin instead. That hadn’t turned out well since I’d captured her shortly thereafter.

But it all worked out alright in the end. Not being as willing to fight as the others had made her worried about falling behind on our dungeon-delving expeditions. When I turned over the day-to-day administrative affairs of the Hearthwood to her, it had been a big relief. She knew she would always be useful, and she would be doing something she was good at.

Time flashed forward several more times, showing me images of her teaching the first of our children. She and Sava had done the heavy lifting for the school we’d built for all our children. Now, we had other instructors like the leader of the Golden Sword Sect, but Illiel and Sava had been the ones to set the tone and figure out what to teach.

Illiel hadn’t put a name to what she was thinking of, but I had experience in this sort of thing. I gathered the memories and spoke a word in her mind.

Guidance.

She had guided the Hearthwood through troubled times. Guided our children through ignorance and danger. And now, she guided me to her deepest secrets.

She did not immediately break through to the Demigod realm, but her concept had been realized when she was ready to make that leap. The transition would hopefully go quite smoothly. Perhaps I could make it happen before we departed the cultivation chamber, but before that happened, she would need to rest.

Yorik, Sava, and Melise switched from assisting me to deciding who among them would be next to submit. After a few glances at one another, I turned from tucking in Illiel to find Melise on her knees waiting for me. Sava and Yorik loomed over either of her shoulders, both smiling smugly.

Melise was a sweet and caring soul. I was gentle with her, but it certainly helped that she was quicker to submit than even Illiel had been. She’d honed her fate-aspect powers for healing, and running my zeal through her felt like standing in the sun on a summer day.

She had been even closer to a breakthrough than Illiel, and the Supremacy Concept would be just as unsuitable for her. The memories were quick to flash before me when I called. I saw her healing my wounds. Practicing with her master in the Fateweaver Society as she sat cross-legged on the beach. Living in the moment with a smile on her face, despite the fact that her power whispered coming tragedy in the past and future.

Serenity.

She was serene in the face of adversity. That was what described her thoughts best. I put that concept into words and immediately felt her beginning to break through. Guiding her through the breakthrough took time, and by the end of it, both she and I were spent.

I took a piece of her concept into myself. Like the others, it wasn’t quite mine, but I could borrow it if I needed. During the past two breakthroughs, I noticed my own power advanced as well.

Congratulations, you are now a level 56 Mid Demigod of the Earth Aspect!

The breakthroughs were coming slower now that I had put some distance between myself and the earliest stages of Demigod-hood. Soon, I’d break through into the late stages, at which point matching this new Louis would get much easier. When he and I were standing on even ground, I was confident I could beat him. He was a pretty incredible fighter for his level, but so was I.

When I recovered from my work with Melise, Yorik had Sava waiting for me on her knees, just as Melise had.

“Uhm... I know I was supposed to be cultivating, but there’s been so much alchemy to do and--“ Sava began making excuses, but I pushed a finger to her lips.

“There’s no need to explain anything, Sava. All your secrets will be mine soon enough...”

She wrung her hands together nervously. Out of all my matriarchs, I’d known Sava the longest, though I’d technically met Eltiana first.

Sava had considered herself my captor for quite some time, and she’d done a better job of it than Ted’s village chieftain had. She’d kept me as her little secret for quite some time.

After joining forces with Nela, I’d turned the tables on Sava. She’d quietly gone from captor to captive and had soon found obeying me easier than she’d been doing before. In short, I’d tamed her a long time ago.

Beneath my firm but tender caress, Sava’s body was like wet clay. A kiss here. A finger there. A whisper in her ear and a lick in just the right spot. Suddenly, she had her arms locked around me, panting and begging to have me inside her. I gladly obliged.

Once inside her, I let the World Titan Fiendbody flow through her. She must have burned herself during one of her recent experiments, and I could see the damage just beneath the skin. I clucked my tongue in annoyance as I pushed her power and the remnants of the vitality potion she’d used to heal herself aside. My body could have healed the wound in the blink of an eye, so once my power was spread throughout her flesh, it did the same for her.

After that, I had something else to be upset about. She really had been focused on alchemy, to the point that her own cultivation had slightly deteriorated. It would have taken decades, but long enough like this and she might have regressed back from the late Sorcerer realm to the mid Sorcerer realm.

I quickly tuned her up again. I could sense her embarrassment at her failure. Good. She knew she messed up, at least. I would have caught the issue eventually since there was no way I would have let a full decade go by without bringing her to my bedroom again. But this really should have been the sort of thing she should have taken care of herself.

My anger evaporated when I pushed my thoughts into her mind and started understanding why she was in such a state. She’d been in the Alchemist’s Laboratory practically non-stop since the moment the shields around the Hearthwood went up.

Even when we came to this new world, and everybody thought we were safe, including me, she hadn’t let up. She’d known that the potions she could brew could empower our children and all the people of our city far faster than they would progress on their own. She would have felt guilty to do anything other than give this work her all, so that was what she did.

She hadn’t slept in weeks, brewing potion after potion. While her cultivation might have regressed, her skills at her craft had doubled in just a few short weeks. Once upon a time, Deania ranked alchemists on a star system, the highest being a five-star alchemist.

With Sava’s current abilities, she would have made five-star alchemists look like monkeys playing with sticks and mud. She could do things with even the simplest ingredients that should have been impossible. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t heard of a single one of my children failing to reach Mage Acolyte. And I hadn’t heard of anyone in the city dying during the ascension ritual either.

That was all thanks to Sava. Her latest brand of potions had a one hundred percent success rate. Such a thing would have been considered the stuff of legends when I arrived in the Hearthwood. Thanks to her work, so long as an aspiring newly manifested elf could get her hands on a potion, Mage Acolyte was guaranteed. And Sava had been mass producing them to make them as cheap as possible.

And the most impressive thing of all was that she’d made it happen despite the odds. Sava wasn’t like Argona, who manifested with talent far beyond the norm. Sava was just a countryside herbalist, with average talent at the job for her tribe. She’d been desperate for a leg up, which was why she’d worked so hard to capture me.

All the new things she needed to learn didn’t come easily to her. Her first potions almost always failed. But she learned from those mistakes and did it all again anyway, slowly brute-forcing her way to being the greatest alchemist on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

I didn’t need to view her memories to know that Supremacy wouldn’t be a good fit for her. She already had her own idea in mind.

Alchemy.

The word had been imprinted in her soul long before I gave voice to it, but when I spoke the word, ideas slid into their proper places. She was an alchemist through and through.

Like Illiel, Sava wasn’t yet ready for her breakthrough. Thankfully, there were many nature-aspect cultivators in the prisons, so we could siphon power from them to speed her along. Now that she had a concept in mind, the eventual breakthrough would come easier.

I got a glimpse of her concept as well. I was a passable alchemist myself, mostly because Sava often needed me in the laboratory as her source of vitality zeal. I wasn’t much good at it, but I imagined I could win first place in any alchemy competition below the Wizard realm without resorting to cheating now that I'd seen the concept.

I tried to push the concept toward my earth cultivation. A breakthrough to the late stage would be welcome, but unfortunately, the concept didn’t cooperate. It seemed to have a far greater fondness for my mind aspect. I decided not to fight things.

Congratulations, you are now a level 54 Mid Demigod Mind Cultivator!

After her breakthrough, I used mind magic to urge Sava to sleep. She fought the spell a little out of habit, but her body and mind had long since submitted to my power. I was already inside her, so if I wanted her to finally close her eyes and relax, that was what she’d do. She deserved a bit of rest after all the work she’d done.

Last up was Yorik. With nobody else present, there was nowhere to hide. I could tell that she was nervous. She’d taken up an Earth-aspect Spellheart, following in my own footsteps. But her power in that respect had always been a few steps behind that of my other matriarchs.

And she was embarrassed about that fact, I realized. I tossed her onto the bed anyway. There was a brief struggle there, but it was a struggle in which I quickly won. Asserting dominance like this was core to the orcish way of life, and Yorik accepted her loss with grace. As a reward for victory, her body was mine to do with as I pleased.

I decided to use the opportunity to show Yorik what an edge she had over my companions. None of them were body cultivators like her. Only she shared that with me, and the power a body cultivator held was nothing to scoff at.

The elves of the Elven Star Dominion might not have thought much of power confined to the reach of one’s arms and legs, but up close and personal, a spirit cultivator would be finished.

And more importantly, to me, there were a lot of things a powerful body cultivator like Yorik could do that the others couldn’t. I shifted the size of my cock to enormous proportions, and Yorik took it all without so much as a wince as she shifted her own body to accommodate my new comically large size. By the time we really got going, two-thirds of my body mass was in my cock. She only held me tighter for it.

Pushing the World Titan Fiendbody into her was different. My current Dual Cultivation techniques were fine-tuned for Spirit Cultivation. I had boosted Yorik quite a bit, but it would be some time before her Spirit Cultivation was ready for the Demigod realm.

But her body cultivation was a different story, and I’d done some work on that front.

Congratulations, you have advanced to a level 57 Diamond Bone Body Cultivator!

I had a small breakthrough, and the overflow of power rushed into Yorik as soon as it was finished. I had shared my World Titan Fiendbody with her since it was the body art her clan’s own body cultivation art was based on. Over time, she’d slowly brought herself into ever closer alignment with me, and now my power felt perfectly at home inside her.

Now, her copy was nearly identical to my own, albeit at a lower overall level of power. Like most orcs, she only had eight particles representing the centers of power spread throughout her body instead of the one hundred and twenty-eight I had formed.

I sensed Yorik straining. A breakthrough to Diamond Skin with a body art of this level was too much for her alone. But she wasn’t alone. With a gentle guiding hand, I shifted some of her burden to me. Suddenly, things were far easier on her.

Energy spread from her marrow, her bones, her muscles, and her skin. She had completed all the body cultivation steps of the Gold stage, and now that work was sealed and finalized. We transformed it into a foundation on which she would begin again, this time at Diamond Skin.

I wasn’t sure when we were finished, but Yorik didn’t pass out after the process was done, like so many of my companions. Instead, she rolled over on the bed and tried to hug me tightly. I gave her a tight squeeze, but then slipped away. There was much for me to do, and I could not rest my head yet.

Yorik’s breakthrough had been an unexpected boon, and gaining it filled me with new confidence. Perhaps I was already strong enough to win that last fight if I were to do it all again.

I felt bad about leaving Yorik’s grasping arms empty, though, so I shoved Melise, Sava, and Illiel into her arms in my place. They often missed me when I slipped out of bed early to return to work, but I always thought my women looked rather cute, all cuddled together like that.

I left the Cultivation Chamber with the time dilation still active. My companions would need a few days to grow accustomed to their new power, and those who hadn’t broken through to the Demigod Realm but had gained a concept might want time to work on that.

Despite all that, I still had this needling memory in the back of my head. Supremacy jingled between my ears like loose change. If I ever wanted to use that power again, I would need to find a home for it before I lost the feeling. And I wanted every edge I could get if I was again facing Louis. Wielding his own concept against him would be a massive boon, and one that would be fun to bludgeon him over the head with during our next fight.


Chapter
Sixty-Three



Ihad to figure out who could take the Supremacy concept on so that I could use it. But who?

Many women were fond enough of me to be eager for a dual cultivation session, but this sort of thing wouldn’t suit everyone. They needed to be in the Sorcerer realm, which immediately disqualified many. I also needed someone loyal. I had a lot of secrets, and I didn’t want those slipping out.

Also, Dual Cultivation was a very personal thing, and I wasn’t the kind of man who shared partners. Once someone was mine, I wanted them forever. Considering I intended to reach Immortal Ascension, when I meant forever, I really meant forever. That was a big commitment.

Who, then? Korra wasn’t strong enough. Neither was Mayatania, Baroness Jynna, Yavilla, or Tavilla. I had plans for all of them, but pushing them to the Sorcerer realm and stabilizing them would take more time than I wanted to spare.

No, I needed someone who was already in the Sorcerer realm. Someone who’d reached that level independently would benefit the most from a big push on my end.

The Golden Sword Sect Leader was a Sorcerer, and she seemed eager. The same was true of Yillinarena. Both were around here somewhere and were leaders of my conquered vassal nations. Tying them closer to me might be a good idea.

I was always a bit worried about the two of them, though. They’d been impressed by my power and desired me because of that. Perhaps there was more to it now, but finding that out would take time with them I wasn’t willing to spare.

Teilinith and Feilinith were eager and willing Sorcerers. The two of them were always ready to do whatever I said and happily handed over their throne to me. How much of that was the lingering remnants of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s mind magic, though? If I’d met them before the Cult got hold of them, surely they wouldn’t have been so quick to submit.

Who, then? Valanda? She had helped me in the Primordial World, but Sava was busy paying her back with vitality potions. I wasn’t sure she wanted to tie herself to me for good.

There was one woman I’d spent some time with lately. The more I thought, the more her face flashed in my mind. One woman who’d liked me even before knowing I was a Demigod. I’d only spent a single day with her, but it had been a long day, and a nice one too.

Did I want to make Yennas an offer like this? Did I have any right to?

I shook my head. I didn’t even know if she was still alive. It would be best to verify that first.

I made my way to the Medical Bay. It hadn’t been long since I’d dropped Yennas off, but the healing tank had done its job. Her missing arm had returned. It was a bit pinker than the rest of her body, but it was there. The scar marring her face had also faded significantly, and the eye underneath looked normal now. If she opened it, I imagined she’d be able to see with it just fine.

Now that she was healed, she looked much more like the Yennas I remembered. I’d never salvaged a partially destroyed wisp before, though. Nor had I ever merged it with a clone from an alternate universe. Would she have the memories from both lives? Or just one?

I did have some experience merging with clones. Hopefully, something similar had happened here. If she made a perfect recovery, she’d end up like me and my evil twin, merged into one body.

I was still tapping my chin when I heard the machine power down. It siphoned off the liquid in the tank, and when it was dry, the front panel split open to either side. A limp and tired Queen Yennas spilled out of it.

I grabbed her before she could fall face-first to the ground. Her ocean-blue hair spilled over her shoulders, loose instead in the tight bun I’d seen it in when she was queen. The zeal-restricting collar jingled around her neck as it frantically absorbed the energy she was generating.

With nowhere to move the energy, the collar was rapidly overheating. Restraining a Sorcerer wasn’t easy. Still, I was happy to see her cultivation seemed relatively stable. After merging with her alternate self, she might even be more powerful than before.

She breathed in quick, heaving pants, coughing out liquid from the tank as I patted her back from behind. The real question was how much of her mind was there, and who was driving? The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had done quite a bit of work hollowing out this body to turn her into one of their soldiers.

Eventually, when her lungs were clear, she spoke.

“I... I’m not sure how I’m alive...”

“Well, you’re not. Not really. That blow definitely killed you. I secured about half your wisp and brought it back here with me.”

“I see... I feel the same, though. I’m told that when you manifest again after death, your memories from your past life feel like a dream. Like they are someone else’s memories, and you merely watched their life secondhand.”

I nodded. “I’ve heard something similar, though potions like the Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir can mitigate the sense of distance. If you experience such a feeling, let me know. I have plenty of that potion in storage.”

Yennas shook her head. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I just don’t understand what happened. I feel like I’ve been in a cloudy haze for centuries, but at the same time awake and alive just yesterday. How long was I in that tank of yours?”

“Only a few minutes, but things are a bit complicated.” I scooped her up in my arms. Brows still drawn tight, Yennas didn’t resist as I carried her down the hall to my chambers. It would be easier to talk there. I set her down on the bed while I took a seat on my swivel chair by the desk.

“So basically, what happened is you died, but I combined your soul with a spare body I had. It only worked because the body was a replica of a future version of you from an alternate timeline. Your mind is cloudy because your body spent the last few hundred years as a mind-controlled puppet. It looks like your personality is mostly from the version I know, which is good.”

She rubbed her eyes. “I think you will need to explain that again in a little more detail. My head must be foggy. Timelines? Future versions? Mind-controlled puppet?”

I went into a bit more detail. She was pretty confused at first, and by the end of it, she was still pretty confused, but knew enough to trust me that it was complicated. I didn’t try to simplify anything. The Yennas I knew was a smart and driven woman and wouldn’t want that. More importantly, this was an opportunity to test if she was all there in the head.

“I see...” Yennas muttered, fingers toying with her hair as she glanced between me and herself. She seemed especially interested in her arm, which had regrown only recently. “I am thankful you saved me. You didn’t have to. I was your captor, after all.”

“If our positions were reversed, you would have done the same for me. I think we got along well, didn’t we?”

Yennas smiled for the first time since she’d recovered. One hand reached toward the collar around her neck and gently tugged it.

“I do find it ironic that our positions have reversed. It seems I’m now your captive. You must know it’s been many centuries since I was last bought and sold. And never by a man. I’m not sure I’ll be the best servant.”

I waved her off. “While turning the tables on you is usually my idea of a fun time, we have more important things to worry about now. The collar is more of a medical instrument for you. It will stay on until we’re confident your personality is stable and in control. The last thing I want is somebody to accidentally activate some attack protocol the Cult of the Unblinking Eye left in your body’s head. That could cause a real tragedy here in this densely populated city.”

“I don’t understand what use I could be to a Demigod. Do you want me to build aqueducts for you? I must warn you that I had to recruit a lot of earth cultivators to help.”

I chuckled. “Nothing like that. I like you, Yennas. You’re good company—and a former queen, too. You’d be a good influence on my kids, perhaps even a mother to some of them.”

She gave me an embarrassed smile. “That is a good offer, Patriarch Theo. But I must return to my people. They must see I am alive and whole so they don’t despair. I will need to guide them to rebuild. I would be more than happy to keep you company, though. I will be your captive queen as often as you like.”

She smiled, but it faded as she saw the look on my face.

With a grimace, I broke the bad news to her. “Unfortunately, Yennas, there’s a reason I called you a former queen. I was able to save you, but not your people. They’re gone.”

Yennas frowned. “I... but...”

I shook my head and sat down next to her on the bed.

It took some fiddling with The Wanderer’s settings, but eventually, I got the locket’s ability to throw a few images on the wall. Through them, I showed Yennas that there wasn’t anything left of the place she called home.

I expected her not to believe me, but apparently, she trusted me more than I thought. She clung to my side, tears soaking into my shirt while I wrapped an arm around her waist and held her tight. Comforting crying women was something I’d gotten, unfortunately, good at.

“Everything I’ve built is gone. Everyone I knew is gone...”

I ran my fingers through her hair. “You can stay here in the Hearthwood as my guest. In fact, I insist you stay here. You could still be unstable and need to be watched.”

“I understand. It seems there’s nothing for me to worry about anymore anyway. It’s all gone...” She let out a long sigh.

Perhaps there were some alternate versions of her dead subordinates in our prisons as well. Still, I feared seeing them in their current state would only depress her more. It would be better to leave that for a few months or years when the majority of the Cult’s mind control had been washed away and we were busy figuring out who could be fixed and who had to have their personalities reconstructed from the ground up.

I stood to leave, thinking Yennas needed more time before I mentioned anything about the Supremacy concept. She was the best fit, but I could always try with someone else. But when I turned to go, I felt her fingers digging into my sleeve.

“Don’t go.”

“I thought I was the captor here?” I chuckled as I sat back down.

“You were thinking about something. You almost said it, but changed your mind a moment ago. Then you turned to leave. I don’t want you to soften your blows for me. If you have something you need from me, ask. I owe you my life, after all.”

I hesitated a moment. She let the silence hang. Finally, I asked the question. “Back in your palace, you said you wanted me to stick by your side for the rest of my life. Is the inverse true? Would you want to stick by my side for the rest of your life?”

“You saved my life. I would have died a true death if not for you. My life is rightfully yours to do with as you wish.”

“But would you want to?” I pressed. “Because if you’re willing to be mine, then there’s something you could do for me. Something that would make me stronger and increase the odds that I can beat the guy who killed you.”

Yennas bit her lip. “What do you have in mind?”

“Dual Cultivation. I want to share a concept with you, and then you share it with me. But if you agree, you’ll be tied to me for good. Do you understand that?”

Yennas nodded slowly. “I understand. And I’m ready. Do it. Drain me dry if you have to. I know how this works. Just try not to make it hurt too much.”

I chuckled. “Nothing quite like that. My methods are a little more advanced than the ones you’re used to. I won’t be draining you at all. As for whether or not it will hurt? I’d say that’s only true if you’re bad at it. And I’m pretty confident I’m not. So how do you want to--“

She swung her leg over my waist, wrapped her arms around my neck, and cut off my words with her lips.

Apparently, Yennas already knew quite a bit about dual cultivation. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Anyone who went out of their way to obtain a human like Ted or me had to have done considerable research into the subject.

She was a damn good kisser and knew what she was doing on that front. As a queen, she probably had no shortage of willing female companions. And if what she said about being bought and sold was true, she might have been on the other side of that kind of relationship as well.

But it was pretty clear she’d never been with a man before. When my pants came off, she stood there wide-eyed and uncertain where moments ago she’d been taking the lead.

“My turn,” I whispered into her ear as I rolled her onto her back. I lay against her stomach, and my cock stretched from cunt to navel. I might be a bit too large for her first time, but I hadn’t shrunk myself back down after my time with Yorik. It would have to do for now.

“I didn’t think it would be so large... the toys I’ve used were tiny compared to this...” Yennas wrung the sheets between her fingers in nervous anticipation.

“Hush, my little captive queen...” I shushed her, running a finger along her stomach. I planted her a kiss on the underside of her jaw, and I felt her make a conscious effort to let the tension out.

I slipped inside of her then, and she gasped as I moved my hips in slow, rhythmic thumps. I feared it would be too much for her, but she melted like putty in my hands. Her eyes met mine, and suddenly, I knew she hadn’t been lying when she said she intended to be mine forever.

I felt the World Titan Fiendbody fill her up, and it worked just as well as with the companions who’d been with me for years. Our first dual cultivation session shouldn’t have been so effective so soon, but the two of us were a far better match than I ever could have hoped.

The hard part would have been taking control of her cultivation base. That required a lot of trust, and while Yennas might be willing to give it over to me, it would have taken at least many hours.

But in that regard, her current circumstances played in our favor. She was a defeated queen, collared and alive only thanks to the whim of a greater ruler. She must have been feeling quite submissive to me already, so when my power flowed through her, she only put up a little struggle. I hadn’t even needed to break out my toys.

I connected my thoughts to hers. The mental tether snapped into place immediately, thanks to the lingering remnants of the mind magic that had controlled her body before I put her wisp back in it. I pushed my mind into hers, showing her my thoughts.

I showed her my battle with Louis first, since I knew she would want to see it. She lived through it all while looking over my shoulder, from the moment she’d been struck to the end when I retreated to Hearthwood. When it was finished, I made a mental promise that things would be different next time.

She’d caught the glimpse I’d stolen of Louis’ Supremacy concept and felt the strength it had given me. Something about it resonated deep within her. After all, Yennas hadn’t become a queen by being anything less than the best.

With my urging, the concept latched onto her and locked into place. I felt a change in her power take place. It wasn’t enough to push her to Demigod, but she would be several times stronger now than she’d ever been before. Such a boon was massive for someone who’d long since reached the limits of their natural talent. And I took a little piece of that realization for myself.

At the same time, I felt myself reach my climax, and I didn’t hold back in the slightest from shooting my load deep in Yennas. The vitality would help her stabilize her cultivation gains. Also, she’d mentioned wanting kids to me before.

Such intense sex was usually as much as my women could take, especially those a cultivation level below me. So I was quite surprised to open my eyes and find Yennas on top of me, slowly rocking her hips back and forth.

“That was amazing, my Patriarch...” she whispered. “Now, let me show you what I can do.”

My time with Yennas took considerably longer than planned. Apparently, she shared more than a fondness for public infrastructure with me. When I mentioned having a sex dungeon, she’d wanted to see it. Fortunately, all the furniture up there was only built to restrain elves. Otherwise, I might have been in trouble.

She got to test everything she found interesting, though. Our adventures even took us to the Throne Room, where she renewed her pledge of loyalty to me, this time in a more official capacity. Yennas was now most certainly a vassal of mine. If she ever rebuilt her kingdom, she would do so in my name.
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Yennas and I only stopped when news came of Tivana’s return. After she’d sworn to me, she gained access to The Wanderer’s features, and I sent her to the spare Cultivation Chamber. A few months under time dilation would help her sort herself out. I felt a bit bad about asking so much of her so soon after coming back from near-death, but these were difficult circumstances. Hopefully, she won’t grow to regret her decision.

Meanwhile, I rushed out to meet with Tivana and the Demigods who’d gone with them.

“Any news?” I asked as I floated up to talk with Tivana.

As soon as I saw her, I knew there was news, and it wasn’t good. Her brows were drawn tight together, and her face was scrunched into a deeply troubled expression.

I waved her down and walked her and all the new arrivals back to our usual meeting place, where I sat them down. I sent the call out for Nela, Assyrus, and Eltiana. They might want to be here for this. Sava, Illiel, Yorik, and Melise could pick it up secondhand when they finished stabilizing themselves after their recent breakthroughs.

“We made a troubling discovery...” Tivana began slowly.

I felt my fingers tighten around the table’s lip. If it hadn’t been made of materials from the Primordial World, it would have already cracked in my grip.

“Don’t soften the blow. Tell me!” I demanded.

“They’re... young,” Tivana explained.

I blinked in surprised confusion.

“Wait, just to be clear, they’re not dead?” I asked.

Tivana shook her head. Her silver locks brushed against my cheek. “No, they’re alive. They’re just not themselves.”

I pinched my brows. “What do you mean when you say they’re young?”

“They’re no longer Demigods. And as far as we can tell, they have no memory of ever being Demigods.”

I stood, pacing the floor. This complicated things. Complicated things a lot. I’d only half-hoped that this world would synchronize with our timeline, but once Louis showed up and burned down a few cities, I thought that hope was gone. Apparently not.

“Sam and Dean. You found them in the Devilbeast Wilds?” I asked, heart pounding harder.

“Just so,” Tivana confirmed.

I cursed inwardly. The past was happening again. I’d had ages to prepare, and suddenly, I wasn’t ready.

“Give me their exact coordinates,” I said as I used the same trick I had to show Yennas her destroyed city. I projected the locket’s image on the wall, and we scrolled through the forest and monsters alike until we found a small group of figures huddled in the forest.

My hand covered my mouth, eyes wide. Sam and Dean seemed smaller than I was used to seeing them. They were softer, too, like they were rounder on the edges. These were no heroes stepping out of myth and legend. These were just a pair of guys lost in the woods. They reminded me a lot of Ted. And Ted had died all too easily.

“They have several Wizards with them. I recognize my grandmother among them,” Tivana explained as she pointed to Yonda and Erula nearby. Those two had been the pair of elves Dean met on Earth, and they’d remained his companions for a long time on this world. I hadn’t seen either of them, but I’d heard Dean occasionally mutter something about having them on ice. I’d never wanted to press, but I suspected he was still hunting for some sort of cure.

There was also a purple-haired elf glued to Sam’s side. She seemed giddy and excited, a little like the grim and serious Anya the Seer I knew she would be by the time she took Melise under her wing as a student. As far as I knew, she was in the Hearthwood right now, guiding the Fateweaver Society. I frowned, pinching my brows.

“Someone go to the Fateweaver Society and tell me if Anya the Seer is present. You don’t need to bring her to me. Just confirm that she hasn’t vanished.”

Arien took off to do just that, confirming a few minutes later that nothing had happened to Anya. This situation was growing increasingly complicated.

Sam and Dean should not have vanished, even if somehow our timeline got woven back in on itself. Fundamentally, the group of us was from a parallel universe. What happened in the current age of this place should have no impact on our past.

Or would it? Maybe if time connected to itself in a loop, that would change? Humans were already anomalies in the time stream since there was only ever one of each of us. Maybe that was why Sam and Dean vanished, but their elven companions did not?

I frowned. You’d need to be an expert in time travel to understand this, and I’d just lost mine. I rubbed my temples with my fingers, growing increasingly frustrated. Had I lost Sam and Dean due to some bizarre time-travel whiplash effect?

Were they dead for the next four hundred years and would only appear again when the younger versions of them matured? Or were the versions I knew banished to the Primordial World for as long as the two older variants walked this world? Perhaps looking for them in the Primordial World would be my next step.

“There’s more,” Tivana said. She must have sensed me coming to a decision. I stopped just short of announcing I would look for them in the Primordial World.

“What?” I asked a little too sharply. This day had turned decisively for the worse over the last few minutes.

“Search that way.” Tivana directed me to move the lock through the Primordial World, closer toward the direction Sam and Dean had come from. I quickly swept us to it once I realized what she wanted me to look at.

The Wanderer lay in the middle of a small clearing. My friends and their elven companions couldn’t have been more than a few minutes away. They had been walking toward the nearby stream, so presumably, they had been searching for fresh water.

There was an elf camped outside of The Wanderer, building a little shelter. She had Sava’s green hair, though a little longer than Sava’s. She had the same look in her eyes, but with a little less passion and a little more fear. This was Savatania, a previous incarnation of the woman I knew and loved.

She’d just finished building a modest hut. As a nature cultivator, she could grow a shelter far easier than she could build one. So soon, a circle of tightly interwoven vines formed a warm shelter to sleep.

I’d only met her briefly back on Earth, but the two of us had gotten along well. I wasn’t sure what kind of monster finally did her in, but her scattered essence eventually created Sava and the Riverweed Tribe. She would wait for me to emerge for who knew how many years, eventually dying alone out here in the wilderness. It was a sad end and one I always regretted.

Then the door to the hut swung open, revealing she wasn’t alone at all.

A man stood there. He had brown hair and plain features and was generally unremarkable in every way. He was neither handsome nor particularly ugly and looked a bit too out of shape to be camping in the wilderness. I recognized his face immediately, for it was the one I’d seen in the mirror most of my life. That was me.

“What?” I asked again. My fingers tightened around the table’s edge, and this time, the stone really did crack.

“Is that who I think it is?” Tivana asked softly.

I stood, staring closely at the image as my past self talked with Savatania. Something I said made her laugh. I examined myself, jaw clenched tight. To my own eyes, I looked a little dumb, though how I smiled at Savatania suggested my past self thought himself quite clever.

The two of them were probably waiting for Sam, Dean, and the others to return with news of clean water and fish to catch. While the Wizards would be fine, the three humans of the group would need both water and food to survive.

“What do we do?” Tivana asked.

I stared intently at myself. I hadn’t left The Wanderer, not until hundreds of years in the future. It had imprisoned me while it calibrated, of that I was certain. I hadn’t spent time building a hut with Savatania. And from what Sam said, it shouldn’t be possible for me and this past version to exist in the same world in the same parallel dimension.

More than that, it suggested I was completely off because Sam and Dean were missing. If I was still here, then something else must have happened to the pair from my era.

I paced the floor, deep in thought. Everyone else was silent as I walked back and forth. There was a game being played here, and I was still a step behind. Did I dare mess with the time stream to figure it out?

If my enemies thought a little existential terror over ceasing to exist was going to stop me, I planned to prove them wrong.

“There’s one thing that might have the answers we’re looking for, and it’s sitting right there.”

I pointed to The Wanderer next to my past self. This was my chance to finally get to the bottom of things.
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I brought Tivana with me since she had already spent a while investigating this issue. I debated bringing more Demigods over in case Louis showed up, but making a hasty getaway was something that I was much better at than bringing more Demigods. Bringing more people would just give us more chances to be spotted. Not all of my allies were particularly stealthy.

Tivana wasn’t usually all that stealthy either. A princess was meant to be seen and inspired with her presence, after all. The main thing that made bringing her along practical was that she was ready to get nice and close. We floated along with her tucked under my arm. From this position, as long as she restrained her aura, my Unnoticeability spell would cover her as easily as me.

We drifted through the trees, passing by a Wizard-level wyvern while it dozed, curled in the crook of a tree so enormous the wagon-sized monster might as well have been a bird. The wyvern didn’t notice us as we floated by.

Eventually, we came across Sam and Dean. The two of them seemed much the same as they had through the locket. It was strange to sense them like this. Since I’d reunited with them, I’d come to sense the presence of fate and space on each of them as something like a unique signature.

This pair had no power to speak of. They tromped through the woods wide-eyed and careless as though this was their own backyard. They didn’t have the slightest bit of nervousness, which probably had to be annoying for the cautious Wizards by their sides peering into the darkness at every turn. This was a dangerous forest, and the deeper regions harbored monsters that could harm even them.

“Do you think they’re some sort of illusion?” Tivana whispered to me.

I frowned. I supposed it was possible. So I cleared my throat and lowered my Unnoticeability spell. If this was an illusion, I knew how to break it. And if it wasn’t an illusion, I’d imbue Sam and Dean with a healthy sense of caution. They’d need it if they were going to survive long enough for me to save their asses from some giant time-traveling spiders.

“Booo! I’m a zoooombie! Give me your braaaaaains!” I moaned in my best attempt at a creepy zombie voice.

Sam and Dean both jumped in startled surprise. Yonda, Erula, and Anya all jumped as well, but for an entirely different reason. Someone got in range of them without them sensing anything. Their eyes scanned the forest around us, then the tree branches overhead. I sensed keen eyes flicking right over us without registering anything amiss. The spell of a Demigod was too strong for them to pierce.

“Theo, zombies don’t talk...” Tivana whispered to me.

I smiled, patted her head, and then nodded toward Sam and Dean. The two of them were having a similar conversation with Yonda, Erula, and Anya.

“There are zombies in these woods?” Dean looked around, going from bored and tired to nervous in an instant. “Fuck! Crap! I don’t have a gun or anything. How am I supposed to blow their heads off!”

“There are far worse than zombies in these woods. But that didn’t sound like any I’d ever heard of,” Erula replied.

“And why would it call out for brains? Zombies eat any flesh, not just brains,” Yonda said. “I think it was speaking the human language as well. Very odd."

Sam and Dean calmed down after their companions assured them that zombies were just low-level enemies that could be easily dealt with. I didn’t like that, so I issued some new orders to Minerva.

“Minerva, please cook up a special zombie for me. One that talks and looks like it wants to eat brains.” I shared some memories with Minerva about what the zombie should look like. It would not be like the rotting amalgamations of death zeal that were popular in this world. This would be a proper zombie.

I had them attack from all sides simultaneously, seemingly springing out of nowhere. Most went directly for the elves, all of them on the stronger side of Mage Acolyte. They only needed to buy a moment for the weakest zombie to rush straight at Sam and Dean.

“Ahhh!” Dean screamed as he picked up a stick and swatted at the zombie. A few strikes with the branch held it off. A bit of earth magic and, with some help from Minerva and I, turned a rather pathetic swing on Dean’s end into a blow that knocked the head clean off the zombie. I figured I’d give them a win after a bit of a scare.

“Dean, I think you got it,” Sam said as Dean continued screaming and swatting the zombie with his stick.

Dean opened his eyes. “Damn. Holy shit, I took its head clean off! That felt pretty good.”

“This forest has such strange undead. Why are they all shaped like humans?” Erula nudged a zombie with the heel of her boot. A natural one at this level should have begun dispersing into death zeal in an instant. The three elves had slaughtered their opponents in moments. I didn’t want to send anything to them that would truly challenge them. They knew the dangers already, after all. It was just Sam and Dean that needed a good scare.

“Perhaps it has something to do with our companions?” Yonda suggested. “I fear for the other two back where we arrived. We should turn around and rejoin them soon and warn them of strange undead trying to eat our humans.”

“Agreed! Nobody gets to eat our hard-won humans but us! We had to fight our way through a whole dungeon for these guys!” Erula pounded her fists together as though challenging any lingering undead to battle.

I thought about messing with them some more, but Tivana placed a hand on my shoulder. “Your tests have confirmed that this is likely not an illusion. Unfortunately, without my ancestor or Sam the Fateweaver, we can’t confirm the identities of these two. But there is one other, and if we rush, we can make it to their camp before these five.”

I nodded. “You’re right. It’s time for another meeting with myself.”

Inwardly, I grimaced. Things hadn’t gone all that well the last time I met myself. And this time was a lot more complicated than just chatting with an evil twin created from a rogue fragment of my soul during a miscast spell. Hopefully this would go smoother.
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It was surreal to return to this place. Though this was still the Devilbeast Wilds, the Hearthwood I emerged into had been fairly similar. When that had happened, The Wanderer had been moved underground to a nearby dungeon entrance for safe keeping.

My past self was outside The Wanderer. I could sense him in the hut with Savatania. He was trying to describe how to build a primitive water filter. Meanwhile, Savatania had her hands gently stroking his shoulders, her mind elsewhere entirely.

I shook my head. Man, I was oblivious back then. Instead of getting in the mood, my past self seemed a little frustrated. Savatania wasn’t taking the lack of water with the seriousness he wanted.

I chuckled to myself. To him, running out of water was no doubt a big fear. But Savatania was a Wizard and could conjure up a water-rich plant for him to eat with little more than a wave of her hand. The survival skills my past self thought he had were nothing compared to the magic his companion wielded. He should be focused on obtaining a Spellheart and then leveling up The Wanderer. So long as his companion remained to aid him, survival wouldn’t be an issue.

If I had more time, I might have cooked up another zombie attack to teach him that lesson—something that would let Savatania show off the full breadth of her magic and leave him in awe. The last month of building statues and dungeons had given me an appreciation for indirect teaching in this manner. I suspected that fear of imminent, painful death increased blood flow to the brain dramatically.

But all that was secondary to my own objectives. I needed to confirm this really was my past self and not an illusion. As Tivana had suggested, the easiest way to make that happen was simply by talking with him.

So, I dropped the Unnoticeability spell. Within the hut, I sensed Savatania’s head whip around to regard me through the woven branches she’d constructed. I landed outside the door. My past self was slower on the uptake, but when he heard a thump, he stood and turned toward the door.

I rapped my knuckles against the door. The loosely woven branches didn’t make much of a rapping sound, so I simply said the words.

“Knock knock. Hello in there?”

“Uh... who is it?” my past self asked. Meanwhile, Savatania’s eyes went wide. Moments ago, she’d been sinking into a battle stance and preparing for a fight, but that was before she’d sensed the true breadth of my power. To her, it would have felt as boundless as the ocean.

She had a history with the Satyr King, so I figured she’d know Immortal Ascendant-level power when she saw it. I was betting that her experience on the World of Woods and Wilds would prevent her from panicking. If not, Tivana would restrain her while I chatted with my younger self.

“I’m just here to chat. No need to attack me,” I replied.

“You didn’t answer my question. Who are you?” my past self demanded. In the hut, I could hear Sava grab him by the jaw and cover his mouth. Being rude to a Demigod was considered a bad idea just about anywhere, but my past self still didn’t understand the levels of power in this new reality.

But I laughed good-naturedly. I’d never liked the kind of cultivator who would kill a weaker person for not showing deference, and I was glad to have a reputation as someone who was approachable, as far as Demigods went.

“I think that’ll be clear enough in a moment.” I waved my hand on the other side of the clearing. “As for your water problems, I couldn’t help but notice a natural well outside. Just throw a bucket down, and you’ll have plenty of fresh water. You’ll need to boil it, but it should be fine.”

Moments ago, no such well had existed. But the earth opened up at the wave of my hand and formed a circular tube stretching down to the water table below. One of the lower dungeon levels was almost entirely water-based, and I was pretty sure that was what I was hitting. I topped the well with a small cobblestone ring and a roof. It should have looked exactly how my past self might have imagined a medieval well to look.

I heard a brief struggle behind the door as my past self tried to open it, only for Savatania to jump forward and be the first to greet me.

“Honored Demigod, it is a pleasure to be visited by you,” Savatania said in English. She’d half-learned it to be able to converse with me. She was exactly as I remembered her.

“Don’t bow and grovel on my account,” I switched to Elvish for her. I waved off all the many honorifics she was no doubt reaching for to placate the mysterious and potentially angry Demigod on her doorstep.

She brightened a little when I was speaking her language. My friendly tone came across better to her through familiar words. English could sound angry to ears used to more delicate languages.

“Still,” she began, switching to Elvish as well, “I wouldn’t dare to disrespect someone so powerful. Are we trespassing in your domain? If so--“

I cut her off, this time with words a little firmer. “No, you will stay here. And again, don’t grovel so much. It annoys your companion.”

Savatania immediately stood straighter. She glanced between me and my past self, clearly realizing I was here for him. We met each other’s gaze for a while, me looking down at him.

I was quite a bit taller than he was. I hadn’t even done much with the World Titan Fiendbody recently, and my size was generally considered normal. I hadn’t realized it was so much bigger than I used to be.

My past self’s limbs looked like noodles beside my muscled arms and legs. His jacket hung loose over an unremarkable chest, while my tight-fitting tunic only barely contained the hard-won power hidden beneath it. Besides general features like our hair and eyes, the two of us looked nothing alike.

Much to my disappointment, neither Savatania nor my past self even recognized me. They both thought they were looking at a completely different person.

“You’re new to this world. Let’s have a chat, you and I. I’ll show you how to work the well.” I gestured to the newly made well.

My past self turned to look at the stone structure for the first time. “That wasn’t there before.”

I smiled cryptically and started walking. He fell into step behind me.

Savatania stood and hastened to follow, but Tivana touched her shoulder. Until a moment ago, Tivana had been under the effects of my Unnoticeability spell, so Savatania had completely missed the other Demigod standing beside her.

“Let the men chat. We’ll talk here. I have questions for you as well,” Tivana said.

Once my past self and I were alone by the well, I asked a few questions, starting with life on Earth. I still remembered what I cared about back then, though it felt so long ago. As we spoke, I feigned interest in issues that had once been important to me.

My past self was full of complaints. Houses were too expensive, and the food at his favorite restaurant had steadily been getting worse. His relationship with his family wasn’t where he wanted it to be. It was all very familiar, and I could feel him getting worked up over it like I might have once.

I had to keep myself from yawning. My past self’s problems seemed so tiny and self-made. Were I in his shoes, I’d struggle to take the world seriously. Money wasn’t worth much when I could do the work of a thousand men in a minute or turn coal into diamonds between my fingers. Family was important, and some petty half-remembered jibe from a year ago was beneath my notice.

I wasn’t all that interested in the subjects of my past self’s complaints, but in the details. Was this how I remembered things?

On the whole, things seemed generally familiar. The broad strokes of where I lived, what I did before I came to this world, and my old goals and aspirations were all right. This kind of information wouldn’t have been impossible to falsify, but getting so much right would have been extremely difficult. I had told my companions that I salvaged parts from broken golems where I came from, but I only said that because they wouldn’t understand what a robot was.

But then something odd struck me. I backtracked a few paces.

“Hold on. What did you say about Sam and Dean?” I asked.

My past self shrugged. “Just that I lived down the road from them and that the three of us often hung out.”

“Down the road. On the surface?” I asked curiously.

“Yeah. We all met up just an hour ago for a good time and...” he trailed off as he continued his story. Meanwhile, I considered his words.

This was the first real anomaly I’d encountered. I had lived in an Undercity apartment. It was a rougher neighborhood, but the cheaper rent was worthwhile for building up my little nest egg. Many did something similar in Hearthwood, as they lived in the underground dungeon regions. My own experiences were why I designed the city that way.

I’d had a post office box on the surface where my mail was delivered since if I had it delivered to my door, it would probably be stolen. But this version of myself seemed to think that was where I lived. It was a tiny error, and no one else would have caught it, but I did.

What was going on here?

Was this my past self, altered slightly by the flow of time? Perhaps Earth had many dimensions, just like the Ten Thousand Worlds. Or was this a sign of the limits of the illusion’s knowledge? Everything else was accurate.

Putting the pieces together would have required more than an intricate knowledge of my past. It would require someone who knew the context as well, meaning they’d have to be from Earth. It would require information sources like...

My eyes snapped open. Information sources like Sam and Dean.

I turned to The Wanderer, eyes wide open. To anyone else watching, it would have looked like I vanished from where I was standing by the well and appeared near the phone booth.

My fingers went to the latch. I grabbed the knob, twisted it, and opened it. The door clicked open, though the sound seemed unfamiliar to me. There was something different, and it set my hair on edge.

The phone booth opened, but instead of The Wanderer within, there was nothing but a cramped closet’s worth of space. This wasn’t The Wanderer at all. It was a fake.

I rushed back over to my past self and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. “How did you get here? Really?” I demanded.

He struggled in my grip, angry at first as he swatted at my hand, then suddenly nervous when he realized his flailing didn’t loosen my grip in the slightest. Nearby, Savatania saw our interaction suddenly turn hostile and moved to rush over. Still, Tivana grabbed her firmly by the shoulders and kept her in place.

“What are you talking about, dude?” asked the man who looked as I once had. He struggled pointlessly in my grip a little more while I activated my Mind magic.

This was something I didn’t like to do. A person’s mind was their one true private sanctuary. Fear of having my head invaded was one of the reasons I’d worked so hard to master Mind magic of my own. Only by wielding it could I strengthen my defenses.

I wasn’t particularly skilled at mental invasions, thanks to specializing in mental defenses and self-improvement. But with a power difference like the one between me and my past self, rummaging through his mind was quite possible.

I sorted through his thoughts. The process was easy, since his mind had a structure similar to my own. It was messy in there, far more so than Illiel’s mental library, but things were generally where I expected them to be.

My search revealed that he thought he was telling the truth. He may or may not have been related to me somehow, but at the very least, he was convinced that what he was saying was truthful. I set him back down on the ground, eying him carefully.

“When exactly did you arrive here?” I asked.

“I’ll let this one slide, but you’re not nearly attractive enough to lay hands on me...” the younger version of me grumbled as he unwrinkled his jacket. “I was just getting to that part of the story. After the strange bald alien wizard guy gave me the pocket watch, we took that interdimensional ship and ended up here.”

He pointed at The Wanderer.

“That ship there?” I asked, jerking my thumb back at The Wanderer.

“That’s what I said.”

I crossed my arms. “Open it for me. I want to see.”

The younger me stalked over to The Wanderer and pulled the door open, revealing the same barren interior I’d seen when I opened it.

“Huh. It was a lot bigger on the inside last time I looked...” my other self muttered. He stared at the closet-sized space in confusion.

I frowned, still scanning his mind for any traces of a lie. I found none. He really didn’t know what was going on. I doubted Savatania would know any better. I caught Tivana’s glance, and she shook her head. She didn’t have any mind magic, but apparently she’d resorted to more traditional means of interrogating the elven Wizard.

“Psst. Patriarch Theo!” whispered a dull voice in the woods. She was five hundred meters away from me, but I heard it loud and clear. She must have been practicing her stealth to get so close.

With a head of purple hair and a familiar cast to her features, I recognized her immediately. Of course, she was here. I was the one who asked her clan to keep an eye on this place, after all. They had to have guessed that something unusual might happen shortly. And a bunch of humans and a big red phone booth were unusual.

“It’s me, Cathala!” said the purple-haired True Mage, crouched in wait. “Come closer, I need to--“

She cut herself off when she noticed I suddenly appeared beside her. She was flustered momentarily, but she knew she was talking to a Demigod and quickly recovered.

“You saw what happened here? Who dropped these people off?” I asked.

Cathala frowned. “Well, not personally. For the full story, you’ll have to talk to my ancestor. Our Matriarch.”

Inwardly, I groaned. Of course, this trail would lead me back to her.


Chapter
Sixty-Six



Talking to Matriarch Grand Hydra was going to be painful. Of that, I had no doubt.

Before my fight with Louis, I probably wouldn’t have done it. But that was back when I thought this world would be a long and comfortable retirement. My battle had proved otherwise.

Now that life and death were back on the line, I couldn’t take it easy. I didn’t like how easily I could slide from a fun-loving fatherly mindset to the battle-hardened warrior I’d had to be to fight off Hearthwood’s enemies.

If Matriarch Grand Hydra could provide me even the slightest bit of useful information, I was willing to set aside my fears, suck up my pride, and do what it took to get that information.

“You saw all that being set up?” I gestured behind me to Savatania and the entity who was supposedly my past self.

Cathala nodded vigorously. “Yes! Well, not me personally, but my clan did. Our Matriarch already had plans to scout for a secret base here. After we were attacked, she sent me and some others here to ensure our clan would survive to rebuild, no matter what.”

My brows furrowed. “You were attacked?”

Cathala nodded again. “Yes. It was... bad. The Matriarch can explain it all when you go to her for information.”

Now, there were two reasons to visit Matriarch Grand Hydra. They’d been nearly wiped out by Louis once already. It wasn’t too much of a jump to suspect he attacked them again.

“Alright then. Let’s go.” I grabbed Cathala under her arm. With my other hand, I opened a Pocket World Passage. “Tivana, get some of the others and lock this area down. I’m looking for more information.”

Tivana nodded and walked through the portal to relay more orders. Meanwhile, I took flight with Cathala, shielding her from the stress of Demigod-level flight.

Finding the Grand Hydra Clan’s fortress took just under half an hour. I had expected to see sturdy walls recessed into the side of a mountain. That was how I’d left it the last time I was here, and I’d spent a considerable time improving those defenses.

Those improvements were probably the only reason the mountain remained. From the looks of things, I would have guessed an enormous giant tried to cut it in half. If not for me reinforcing the earth with extra earth zeal, the Grand Hydra Clan’s home would have been destroyed in that opening blow.

When their attacker realized they couldn’t just obliterate the entire mountain, they forced their way through the entrance. I knew those walls were tough. When I had opened the gates with just a wave of my hand, I knew they were too weak. I’d poured even more earth zeal into the new and improved gates than the rest of the mountain, and it must have taken many Demigod-level blows to shatter them.

And yet, someone had done just that. I saw the two broken halves scattered on the ground. I landed beside them, examining the dents left like imprints on metal. Two of the dents were particularly vivid. A pair of human-sized fists. That confirmed my theory, then. Louis had been here.

I sensed Matriarch Grand Hydra sitting alone. She was in the feast hall I’d made for her, and most of her clan was camped beside her. They’d abandoned the other rooms spread throughout the rest of their mountain fortress. This large chamber had survived the attack better than any other since I’d constructed this room myself from the ground up. The way I pushed the earth aside to make it meant some of my conceptual power remained. Even a Demigod like Louis could not force their way in easily.

Despite that, I sensed the fighting had been fierce. All the new and old defenses were insufficient to keep out a Demigod. He tore through True Mages and Wizards as they ambushed him in twos and threes. The Grand Hydra Clan specialized in poisons, particularly with those based on iron. They might have stood half a chance if their opponent had been an elven Demigod. But humans were naturally immune to iron, so all their greatest weapons were little more than pointed sticks.

My mind unraveled the battle blow by blow as I examined the ruins and the discarded piles of shredded armor. The elves who wore them had long since died and dispersed into zeal and their wisps, assuming Louis even allowed those wisps to escape. He was a ruthless sort.

The guards were deeper inside the fortress, and this pair differed from the ones I’d met before. I was sure one of them had been serving food the last time I was here, and she was only at the peak of zeal accumulation.

This was how bad things were for them now? Servants had to be turned into guards?

“H-halt! Who goes there?” the guards asked.

“It’s me.” Cathala waved them at ease. “And I brought the man the Matriarch met before. He’s here to speak with her again.”

The guard stared at me, fingers trembling as she held her spear. Perhaps I looked too much like the Demigod who’d torn his way through this place.

“P-proceed,” she stuttered after a long moment. After some awkward shuffling, both guards stepped aside.

I had been prepared to come in here with my chest and head held high. Still, seeing the devastation and Cathala’s somber expression beside me, I didn’t think I could be anything other than consoling. Eventually, we made it all the way to the feast hall.

Matriarch Grand Hydra was there, just as I expected. She sat at the far table on a pedestal at one side of the room. The last time I’d been here, I sat in the empty chair beside her. She held her head in her hands now, clearly deep in thought. She was probably trying to figure out how she was supposed to save what was left of her clan.

“I’ll... leave you to the matriarch...” Cathala said, eyes downcast as she stepped aside to comfort the wounded gathered in the feast hall.

I pulled out the empty chair next to Matriarch Grand Hydra and sat beside her. She didn’t react to my presence, but I hadn’t tried to hide myself. Who knew how these terrified people would react to an unexpected human Demigod who looked a lot like their attacker.

I gently touched Matriarch Grand Hydra’s shoulders, letting a comforting weight press down on her. She didn’t move away or turn to look at me. Though her body didn’t move, I could still feel her Wizard senses on me. She’d been watching me with a careful eye as soon as I greeted her guards out front.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” I sensed she was angry with me. I expected her first words with me to be spoken in anger over the fact that I could have saved her people if only I’d come when she was under attack.

To my surprise, she let out a shallow sigh instead. “In a way, you did save us. Though you didn’t know it.”

“I did?” I raised an eyebrow. She didn’t bother looking up from the table she was trying to bore a hole into with her eyes.

“Yes, you did. I heard him speaking with someone just as I was about to make a final stand to buy a few survivors from my clan time to escape. Apparently, they received word of another human being spotted in a far-off kingdom. He abandoned his assault immediately. Fighting you must have been a higher priority than slaughtering us.”

The human in question had probably been Ted, not me. Matriarch Grand Hydra’s guess was off there, but only on a technicality. Louis really had abandoned his assault for his fight with me.

“News of our clash is already spreading, I take it?” I asked.

Matriarch Grand Hydra let out a short laugh. It was dull and lifeless, but it was the most emotion I’d seen out of her since I arrived.

“It was a battle between Demigods. Human Demigods, no less. News didn’t need to spread. We watched the fight from here. The sky turned to fire, and the earth trembled like it would crack. Many feared it was the end of the world.”

It was hard to believe an entire world was too small for me these days, but there it was. A real battle between Demigods was too much for the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. No wonder so few Demigods were active in the world I knew. Louis and I hadn’t even gone all out in that fight either. The landscape surrounding our battle was already unrecognizable. If we had pulled out all our tricks, who knew what would be left of the smoldering ruins?

“He really doesn’t like you, does he?” I asked.

Matriarch Grand Hydra finally sat up straight, this time switching from staring at the table to staring at the ceiling. “He really does not. Whatever agenda he and the person he was talking to has, we don’t fit into it and must be eliminated. I’ve devoted considerable effort to figuring out why.”

I scooted closer. “And what have you learned?”

She finally tilted her head and met my gaze. Her expression was still colder than I remembered. Her hand grasped the one I rested on her shoulder, and I expected her to push me away. But instead, she grabbed my fingers and held onto them.

“I’ll answer all your questions, but...” She hesitated.

I sighed, realizing what was coming. “Alright. I guess I’ll tell you why I ran out on you then. The truth is your face looked a lot like my daughter’s. Not only would it have been weird, but I’m pretty sure a future parallel universe version of you is the ancestor of Eltiana, one of my matriarchs and the mother to the daughter in question. With the way timelines sometimes interweave, there was a greater than zero chance that I might father one of Eltiana’s great-grandparents with you, which would have retroactively made Argona an incest baby. Even the slightest chance of such a thing happening was far too much to risk, so I had to make a hasty escape. I am truly sorry.”

I hung my head in shame and sadness, waiting for further admonishment.

“Uh, actually, I was worried about the state of my clan,” Matriarch Grand Hydra said awkwardly. “I was hoping to bargain the information I have for protection. But if I have interpreted this thing about an incest baby correctly, the reason you fled from me is because of the face I’m wearing?”

I lifted my head and met a pair of keen purple eyes. She wore a smile beneath them for the first time since I arrived. Apparently, my confession had been funny to her.

“Uh... yeah. Sorry. You don’t have a bad face—far from it. My only issue with it is that it’s too familiar to me.”

Matriarch Grand Hydra pressed a hand to her face. Her features shifted in her grip, and moments later, her features beneath her hood were entirely different.

“As you might have gathered from the hood of shadows I always wear, I dislike revealing my true face. It’s a holdover from my previous profession as an assassin, back before I became a Matriarch. The face you saw was just one disguise of many.”

“Is that so?” I murmured, suddenly brightening a little. This had gone remarkably well. Perhaps this conversation wasn’t going to be as awkward as my mind made it out to be. She hadn’t even really gotten mad at me.

“So... about that protection?” Matriarch Grand Hydra asked.

“Yeah, sure. Keep spying for me, and I’ll make sure your clan has a base to call its own. I’ve got a whole continent, after all. And if we run out of space, I can just make it bigger.” I waved my hand, and my spare Pocket World Passage opened up. Tivana was still using the other one.

Matriarch Grand Hydra gaped at the sudden pocket in space that opened before her. She looked like she had more questions, but I had questions too. “Now that I’ve honored my half of the bargain...” I prompted as I spun my chair around to face her.

She blinked, then turned to me. Her shoulder seemed a lot less tense all of a sudden.

“Alright then. I’ll tell you everything I’ve discovered. Brace yourself because there’s a lot.”


Chapter
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“There have been many strange events lately in the Devilbeast Wilds,” Matriarch Grand Hydra began. “Even before we met, it was interesting to me. It was considered a good place to adventure during the last golden age, and during the golem attacks, it was considered a good place to hide. I know at least three True Mages who concealed themselves from the golems in those woods. Even if you'd never come to me, I’d still have been interested in that forest as a good place to hide a few members of my clan should this fortress fall.”

I leaned closer. “Cathala mentioned as much. It is a good place for a secret base. That's what she and the others were doing there.”

“But when a strange Demigod shows up on your doorstep and asks you to keep an eye on it, you suspect that it is even more important than you initially suspected.” She cast a slight smile in my direction before continuing. “Cathala brought news of some unusual artifacts in the region, including a device that emits considerable vitality. Enough for newly manifested elves to reach Mage Acolyte in a single day. That, on its own, would be worth mobilizing the clan. Your interest just increased the region’s importance in my mind.”

“You thought you could capitalize on whatever had caught my interest?” I frowned. She’d probably been hoping for some sort of extremely rare artifact, natural treasure, ruin, or some other item that would grant her the power of a Demigod and would solve all her clan’s woes. Unfortunately my prize wasn't anything so directly beneficial.

“I did, which is why I doubled the task force I sent to the Devilbeast Wilds, even though you and I never formalized the deal you proposed. I thought that if there was something you wanted there, it might be useful to me. And it turned out there would be. Three humans were ripe for the taking. Well, they would be ripe for the taking if not for the fact that they are guarded night and day by four extremely protective Wizards. Even if I mobilized the entire Grand Hydra Clan, we would likely not successfully kidnap them. They are what you thought might appear, aren’t they?”

I leaned closer. This was what I’d been hoping for. “They are. Did you see it happen? How did they appear?”

Matriarch Grand Hydra leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. “I admit that the schemes and powers of Demigods are beyond me, but I have eyes and ears. I saw the whole thing happen, sure enough. My agents were watching the area carefully when it happened. It was a good thing we were because these were definitely Demigod powers at work. I wouldn’t have been able to identify them if I hadn’t seen you build this room, but as soon as I felt the energy fluctuations, I knew it was a Demigod. And as soon as I laid eyes on the Demigod in question, I knew I was right to be suspicious.”

My eyes widened. “They didn’t appear in a flash of light, did they? They were placed there.”

"As you suspect, their appearance in the Devilbeast Wilds was quite intentional. And quite artificial. It was like someone was trying to recreate a scene from memory, complete with actors who didn’t know they were actors. I would have been terribly confused if I didn’t see one man behind it. The same Louis who attacked us was setting the scene and laying down the bodies of the three sleeping humans. He carried each in from afar and laid them to rest before a peculiar metal contraption. He was wounded while he did it, likely from your earlier battle, but it was certainly him."

“So it’s as I suspected. It was a trap...” I frowned, one hand stroking my chin.

“That is my suspicion as well. And if I were to guess, it is a trap for you. The exact nature of the trap is beyond me, but I know a trick when I see it.”

Matriarch Grand Hydra might not know the full picture, but I put the pieces together.

This world had already veered irreparably from the timeline I knew. This was likely by my enemy’s own design. That's what murdering all the elves had been about. We would not merge with the primary timeline, but if someone got creative with clones and a fake version of The Wanderer, it might be possible to fool my allies and me into thinking we were merging with the primary timeline.

In other words, this was a ploy. Louis was trying to trick me into paralyzing myself. If I’d seen his trick from afar and bought into it, then I would be restrained from acting for fear of damaging the timeline while he would be free to do as he pleased. He was betting that my hope of regaining what was lost would be greater than my will to take action. I’d already proven him wrong by confronting Sam, Dean, and my supposed past self.

“There’s one other thing you should know,” Matriarch Grand Hydra said as she sensed the pensive expression on my face. “And it’s more from my own investigations. I’ve been looking into Louis since before I even met you, since he wants my clan dead. Several times now, my agents have seen him standing still and listening to someone. I don’t know what the device is, but it attaches to his ear and whispers to him. Unfortunately, the cultivation levels of my spies are not high enough to listen in on the conversations, but from the one-sided nature of the conversations, I suspect they are less chatting and more giving orders.”

I frowned and reached into my pocket. “Did the thing he was talking into look like this?” I held up my half of the headpiece. It hadn’t made a peep since Ted’s death.

Matriarch Grand Hydra’s eyes lit up at seeing the strange object from Earth. “Yes, that’s it exactly! I have seen it many times in our memory stones.”

I demonstrated how the headpiece was worn over one ear, and she again confirmed that was what she remembered seeing.

“How long ago did he use this thing?” I asked.

“Just recently, though they probably had a way to communicate before that,” Matriarch Grand Hydra replied with a shrug. We were reaching the limits of her knowledge.

There couldn't be more than a few of these things. Originally I thought there would only be two, but now I had my doubts. One had been brought to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity by Ted. I had brought the other over to this world. Presumably it had also been brought over by Ted. Louis had one, and whoever he was talking to also had a headset.

I glanced at the piece of plastic in my hand. Its path through time had to be strange indeed. Perhaps there was a third piece, brought here by Louis’ secret boss from some unfortunate world now destroyed. Maybe any headset stolen from Ted would connect to the others. I felt bad for all the many dead Teds out there. If there was a true original Ted, he had doubtlessly died long ago.

Matriarch Grand Hydra placed a hand on top of my own, waiting patiently while she studied my face. “This isn’t really for me to say, but with your permission, I’d like to say it anyway.”

I drummed my fingers against the table, turning my gaze to her again as I waved for her to continue.

“If Louis and his unseen commander are planning an ambush for you and your people, it stands to reason that you and they are irreconcilable enemies, yes?”

I nodded. “If you’re hoping we’ll take care of him and you’ll be free one day, worry no longer. The conflict between me and him is even worse than you suspect. Eventually, either he’ll be dead or I will. When all this is over, your clan will either be dead or free of worries.”

I smiled brightly at her, though she returned it with tension. She didn’t know which of the two of us was stronger. Perhaps her hopes would lift a bit when she saw how many other Demigods there were on the Hearthstone Continent.

“Thank you, Patriarch of the Hearthstone Continent,” Matriarch Grand Hydra bowed her head. “I think you might very well have saved my clan.” I beckoned her to lift her head. Meanwhile, I stood to return to the Hearthwood through the portal I’d opened.

“Wait!” she called out as I was about to leave. This time, she wore a blush on her face and brushed hair from her cheeks. The powerful matriarch selling information to save her clan was gone. Now, a bashful, starstruck woman turned to bid me goodbye.

“Yes?” I raised an eyebrow.

“If you... uh... ever want to pay me a social call, feel free to visit. My doors are open to you any time.”

I chuckled. “I might just do that. I’ll issue you a comfortable private residence in my city. There are plenty to go around, and I like to keep my vassals close.”

She was in for a little shock when she arrived in the Hearthwood and realized how many ambitious matriarchs were on the waiting list for a surprise social visit from the patriarch. But Matriarch Grand Hydra seemed a good sort overall. I was eager to see what Eltiana would think of her.

[image: ]


When I returned to the Hearthwood, I told everybody else about what happened during my meeting. I told them about Matriarch Grand Hydra’s clan, who would be coming to live with us under our banner in exchange for the information they could provide.

“They’re just a small Wizard-level force, so I doubt they’ll take up much space. And they seem quite adept at spying. I think they’ll be handy.” I shrugged.

“And this Grand Hydra Clan has ancient stealth tactics at the Wizard realm and above?” Eltiana asked with interest. “I think I should pay this Matriarch Grand Hydra a visit myself...”

The way she tapped her fingers together mischievously made me suspect that Matriarch Grand Hydra was going to be far too busy in the coming days to worry about a social visit from little old me.

“Well, while you’re doing that, remember the rest of us still need to find Sam and Dean. And on that front, I’m devising a plan...” I shot a level gaze at all my allies.

“What plan?” Arien asked curiously.

It was my turn to tap my fingers together mischievously. “Well, we saw the clones and the fake Wanderer out there. Now that the plan to trap us in time travel paranoia has failed, Louis and company will probably trap me in more mundane ways. I don’t think he knows we know the jig is up, so it stands to reason that he’ll set a trap for when I go to investigate further.”

“What are you saying, Theo?” Tivana asked.

“Since we know exactly when and where an ambush is going to take place, we can get the drop on our enemy. Let him think that he’s got the upper hand, then flip the tables on him. He won’t see it coming in the slightest.”

I stood up, slapping my palms against the table and leaning close to everyone. “This is our chance. We’ve finally caught our enemy with their pants down. A single decisive strike here might be all we need. We have a thread, now all we have to do is pull and the whole damn mess might unravel before our eyes.”

“I’m in favor of the counter-ambush strategy.” Lyssandra shrugged. Others around the table slowly nodded. One by one, they voiced their agreement.

Finally, everyone turned their gazes back to me.

“Good. If all goes right, we’ll find out what happened to Sam and Dean. And if things go really right, we could wrap this whole mess up in one fell swoop. Let me tell you how this is going to go...”


Chapter
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After we finalized our plan, my allies hesitantly agreed. It placed me in a bit more danger than they were comfortable with, but I was stronger than ever thanks to all the dual cultivating we’d done. I’d fought Louis to a standstill before, so beating him solo might not be out of the question this time.

Assuming I even got the chance. If our plan went well, I might not even have much of an opportunity to get more than a few punches in. He and I had a good fight just recently though, and I really hoped I’d have an opportunity to use him as a benchmark to measure my progress.

I made my way to the clearing with the fake copies of me, Sam, Dean, Savatania, Anya, Yonda, and Erula. The seven of them were all gathered around a campfire, much as I wish we could have been during the early days of the integration if I hadn’t been held back for nearly four hundred and fifty years.

We could have had a blast roaming the lands the three of us. Hell, protected by four powerful Wizards we could have roamed the lands like arrogant young masters picking fights and taking what we pleased. As long as we avoided too much trouble, it would have been a slow and comfortable ascension filled with friends and happy memories.

Instead, I’d had a nightmare of a fight against enemy forces and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. It was almost a shame to ruin the chances of this clone of mine. Almost. He was here for a purpose, after all, and that purpose worked toward the goals of my enemies. Besides, I’d been around enough clones by now to know that they never ended up being good for me.

Still, I waited and watched from a nearby tree. I was ready to jump down at a moment’s notice, but for now, I sat on my perch like a bird. I had an Unnoticeability spell up, of course, but it was a loose spell. I let the fine mesh of mind zeal wrapped around me unravel like this spell had been hastily crafted and only half-heartedly maintained. It looked sloppy, which was often harder to do intentionally than crafting a regular spell. I’d spent nearly an hour getting this to look right.

And it had to look right when all this was finished. Louis was a Demigod-level Mind cultivator, just like me. I suspected he specialized in offense rather than defense, but he could still tell if something was wrong with the spell I had hanging around me.

The clones’ conversation seemed silly as I listened in from afar. It was driven more by Sam and Dean than by me, which made me suspect Louis and whoever he was working with had a better grasp on Sam’s and Dean’s minds than mine. My suspicions that they had my Sam and Dean grew stronger. It was the only way they’d have the information to generate this kind of scenario.

“I’m telling you, man, this zombie was wearing a military uniform. He was groaning for brains and everything!” Dean waved his hands at everyone else.

“The zombies were very strange.” Yonda nodded in agreement. “I don’t quite understand what’s going on in this forest. Perhaps we should relocate soon.”

One round of friendly bickering turned into another. To the humans in the group, it wouldn’t have felt all that different from a camping trip.

The conversation felt so ordinary and familiar that even I was nearly lulled into calm contemplation. I frowned at that thought, realizing it wasn’t natural to get so distracted by someone at my level. Also, I noticed the fine threads of mind magic reaching out toward me. That definitely wasn’t natural.

Still, I feigned intense focus on the distant conversation while I shrugged off the spell I’d been targeted with. The attack would come any moment now.

I sensed the sucker punch coming well in advance. Jade ooze crawled up my skin, revealing plates of enchanted adamantium beneath my clothes. I braced myself, though to an onlooker it would appear that I was still distracted. Louis thought he could hit me with a sucker punch. Well, I’d show him two could play at that game.

I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out Spell Eater as discreetly as possible. I felt the wind rushing behind my back as a blow with titanic power approached. Just when he came close enough, I whipped my spear around and held it aloft.

Moments later, bare knuckles met enchanted adamantium. Suddenly, all the strength and wind-up Louis had put behind the blow intended to end the fight in one solid hit worked against him. His hand split to the wrist, pierced by my spear. His zeal drained out of him through the weapon, and this version was improved so that draining Demigod powers was easy for it.

“Gah!” Louis growled as he reached to grab the head of my spear with his free hand. Grinning, I activated another feature I’d installed.

Razor-thin adamantium wires shot out from just behind the head of my spear, wrapping around Louis’ other hand and cutting deep grooves into it. I’d hoped he’d try to wrestle over my weapon again, just like before.

“I never fall for the same trick twice!” I laughed in giddy excitement as Louis tore back his other hand, which was now nearly as ruined as the one he’d tried to punch me with.

I hadn’t dreamed I’d ever have as good an opening as this one, but I planned to make it worthwhile now that I had it. He tried to kick me in the chest, buying time to retreat. I raised my knee and shifted my weight to knock his leg aside. My open palm struck his jaw, knocking his head aside and breaking his guard. The follow-up strike with Spell Eater sunk deep into his chest. I took another deep gulp of his concept. Thanks to Yennas and this new influx of power, I had more than enough juice to activate his own Supremacy concept against him.

“Damn you!” Louis cursed. His hands crackled as they shifted back into shape. The split halves of his hand oozed together, and bones snapped back into place. It didn’t look mangled now, though it would still be some time before he was ready to throw a punch with it. The one sliced open by wires was a little further along.

I felt a mental dart shoot in my direction, like the distraction spell he’d targeted me with but far more powerful, like a laser beam meant to destroy any thought I was holding onto. If it hit me, I wouldn’t have any idea who I was or what I was doing for a few long moments. Time enough for Louis to turn the tides of this fight.

But I was a Demigod mind cultivator, and I wouldn’t be easily defeated. I locked my mind down like a fortress, and my outermost thoughts became an impenetrable shell. When the beam of thought-destroying magic struck me, it bounced right off and scattered into the air above us. Any bird passing over our battle was going to be very confused.

While I rallied my mental defenses, Louis prepared another attack. The sky filled with fire, just as before. The ground turned to magma, and the world burned. In an instant, the Devilbeast Wilds had burned to ash. The clones nearby that Louis had planted to trick me didn’t even live long enough to scream before they were dead. If I didn’t have proof enough that they were fake already, I did now.

I was certain I would have felt some sort of temporal backlash if my past self had unexpectedly died. I wasn’t sensitive to fate zeal, but that didn’t mean I was blind to it. Something like that would have been like getting hit in the face with a sledgehammer. Or make me cease to exist entirely. I wasn’t sure and had no intention of ever finding out.

A storm of fire wrapped around us, but I’d seen this trick before as well. I turned into a cloud of iron dust, flowing across the ground and disrupting fire zeal as I went. Sword Storm blades flew by the hundreds from my Dimensional Storage, all of them twisting and twirling in chaotic movements that were impossible to track.

I manifested next to Louis, Spell Eater still in hand, as I shoved it into him again, this time into his back. Again, I stole another burst of power from him, then I kicked him from behind until his face struck the burned and blackened earth. By my power, the dirt crawled up his nose and mouth, seeking to choke him to death from the inside.

He coughed, spluttered, and eventually rolled and engulfed himself in fire to burn the dirt inside him to nothing but vapor. He rolled to his feet, eying me with more caution than he ever had in our previous fight. Spell Eater was still lodged in his back, sapping his strength as fast as he could gather it.

“Damn it. You were holding back last time,” he spat.

I chuckled. He didn’t even consider the idea that I had broken through and improved myself so fast. After all, it had only been a few days, and suddenly, my improvements had bridged the gap between us. With the advantage of a counter-ambush and a decisive first strike, I was kicking his ass.

I cracked my knuckles. “Come on. This can’t be everything. Show me what you’ve got!”

That was when Louis finally started pulling out his real weapons. I knew he had something more than his fists to fight me with, and this time, he was prepared to use them.

His good hand went to a necklace and something dangling around it. I narrowed my eyes at it. The watch on my wrist I’d taken from Tim flashed brightly to warn me of danger, and I knew I was about to get hit by something big. I just had to time things right and--

I felt a flash of pain, and suddenly, half my body was gone. I wasn’t sure what he’d just hit me with, but it was nasty. Behind me, I heard several Demigod presences flash into existence as they came out of hiding. I guess my wounds looked worse than I thought if they were rushing in already.

Damn. Whatever artifact I’d just been hit with, it was a nasty one. I could regenerate from this sort of wound, but having half of me vaporized would pretty much take me out of the fight. I activated the other watch and triggered a redo with no other choice. The hand that had been holding the device was gone, but thankfully, after connecting it to The Wanderer, I was able to activate the time reversal effect with just a thought.

The half of me that had been destroyed re-materialized. As the missing chunk of my brain reconnected, I realized it had been elsewhere, like it had been banished to another parallel world similar to this one, but without a Louis to fight.

Good thing I’d gotten it back. Otherwise, I would have wound up with another evil clone as that other half of myself healed and regrew.

Whatever artifact Louis just used seemed to be a single-use item, because it crumbled to dust as he jumped back to put some distance between him and me. A shame. I had been hoping I’d get my hands on a new toy.

“Tingly...” I chuckled as I healed. “Normally, this is where I’d give you a chance to surrender.”

“Fuck off,” Louis spat.

“I didn’t say I was actually going to do it. Because I’m not. Sorry, but I’ve really been looking forward to kicking your ass...”

“You and what army?”

I grinned wider. “Funny you should ask that.”

My allies lurking in wait burst forth. They’d rushed my position as soon as they’d seen me get wounded. That had been part of the plan. The sudden time reversal had changed things, but the reversal didn’t affect the memories of my sworn followers through The Wanderer. When they started rushing forward, my other allies followed.

It looked like I’d gotten all the fighting in I was going to get. Nela hit Louis with a blast of golden light. Assyrus charged in, new iron-edged sword held high and shining with enchanted adamantium armor. Eltiana appeared from the shadows, targeting the small of Louis’ wounded and exposed back. Tivana hovered overhead alongside Lyanva, her mother. The two of them cast a wall of distorted space, locking down all Louis’ escape paths.

Yorik jumped in the air and was falling down from ten stories above directly on our enemy’s head. Illiel, Melise, and Sava remained behind as backup. Yennas and Matriarch Grand Hydra were present as well. Neither would fight, but both wanted to see their hated foe get what he deserved after what he’d done to their respective nations and clan.

Arien, Lyssandra, Yeminel, and Melaris wouldn’t be outdone either. The four of them rushed in close behind my matriarchs, spells, and techniques flaring one after another. The world trembled, and I had to flood the ground beneath us with Earth zeal otherwise it would start coming apart at the seams. This was simply too much Demigod power for a world such as this one. If Sam and Dean had been here fighting too it probably would have been too much for me without Mac’s help.

Still, as long as I stayed out of the fight, I could keep the damage from spreading too far, especially with Tivana and Lyanva keeping this area spatially isolated. I watched contentedly as Yorik hit Louis in the back of the head with a hammer, only to be kneed in the groin by Assyrus a moment later.

Nela fried half his face off with a laser beam, keeping him off balance. Meanwhile Eltiana buried a seventh zeal-siphoning iron short sword in the small of his back. There wasn't enough room for her latest short sword, so she pulled Spell Eater free, twisting the blade as she did so. He reached a hand behind himself, but wasn’t flexible enough to pull the short swords out under the best of circumstances, let alone right now in the middle of a fight. He looked like a blind, bloody pin-cushion.

“We want him alive to help us find Sam and Dean!” I called to remind my allies. We also wanted this Louis alive to show to the Ethan clone we had in custody. Perhaps this guy would be someone the clone recognized.

I winced as Assyrus went for the groin a third time. I was truly lucky that she liked being a good girl for me in the bedroom. With a ruthlessness like that, I’d be in trouble otherwise.

Louis made some sort of whimpering, gasping sound. I couldn’t make it out over the noise of the fight and the mangled state of his mouth and throat. I’d have been surprised if he had so much as a single tooth left. Yorik wasn’t pulling punches with her hammer.

“No mercy!” Yennas yelled, thrusting her fist in the air and cheered the others on. She had her sleeves rolled up and looked a few seconds away from running in herself. I held a hand out across her chest to keep her back. She might have a concept, but she hadn’t had her actual breakthrough to Demigod. A fight at this level would be too much for her.

“Tear him apart!” Matriarch Grand Hydra yelled from my other side. She was even weaker than Yennas, but looked even more hungry for battle. “Take those daggers and shove them up his ass!”

I wrapped an arm around her as well to keep her out of harm’s way.

“Ladies, we should probably leave him intact enough to talk. We brought handcuffs...” I tried to yell over the clash of battle. But my Matriarchs and allies seemed to have more frustrations to work out though.

“Hyaaaa!” Arien swung her sword down on Louis’ elbow. Lyssandra and Melaris worked together to hold the arm in place and outstretched. It took Arien a few swings, but eventually, she hacked off the limb. Yeminel grabbed the arm and stuffed it into a bag of holding, likely to refine it into vitality potions later.

So much for handcuffs. They were considerably less effective on a one-armed man. And would be even less effective on a no-armed man, which seemed to be the plan.

Eltiana slipped a dagger into the back of Louis’ neck, and he toppled to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. She must have severed the spinal cord. Normally, a Demigod could puppet themselves on currents of zeal, but with all the zeal-absorbing weapons stuck in his back, he was probably having a tough time doing that.

“Quick, the other arm. After we’ll do the legs!” Arien yelled as the four of them rushed to repeat the process. Louis was face-down in the dirt now as Yorik continued beating the back of his head with her hammer. Eltiana had run out of places to stab on his back and was busy trying to jam Spell Eater all the way up Louis’ ass, much to Matriarch Grand Hydra’s excitement.

I grimaced as I remembered all the razor wire I’d added recently. No matter how I cleaned it off, I would never be able to look at this version of the weapon again. It was a bit early to start another version already, but given the current circumstances, I had little choice.

“Good god, girls! At least leave the bastard with his hair...” I grumbled as Lyssandra took a knife to Louis’ head and started shaving him. Every part of a Demigod was a precious treasure for alchemical purposes. Blood, flesh, hair, and other things. When the subject in question was a human Demigod, that was even more true than normal.

I gave up protesting as the battle turned less into a fight and more into a reverse group puzzle project. Instead of putting something together, my companions were all figuring out how much of Louis they could take apart.

It had to be excruciatingly painful, though few people in the world deserved to suffer more than this guy before me. He seemed to enjoy killing people in the most excruciating ways he could think of and had wiped out entire cities in fire. This level of suffering was merely karma. If Sam were here, he’d probably say something about fate.

It was all reversible damage, anyway. I personally found torture distasteful, so being able to hold uncrippling him or regenerating his missing limbs over his head would secure his cooperation in the future.

“Alright, ladies!” I waved everybody off as soon as I decided that if I let my companions continue any longer, Louis might actually die. While he definitely deserved death, figuring out what was happening here was more important.

“Enough! Enough!” I called. “Let’s bag him and take him home.”

Grumbling, they finally relented.


Chapter
Sixty-Nine



Louis was a bloody mess, so I carried him back to the Hearthwood in a trash bag. It wasn’t exactly five-star accommodations as far as Demigod travel went, but he had no complaints.

Mostly because his jaw was broken into a hundred pieces. He certainly wouldn’t be sharing any secrets today.

I had Mac hit him with a light burst from the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, knocking him down to Sorcerer. Normally, I would have brought him even further down, but with the state of his wounds and recent quadruple field amputations, without his powerful body and cultivation base, he’d drop dead pretty quickly.

I brought him to the Medical Bay, where I told Mac what to fix and what not to do. I said yes to a new jaw and teeth, but not to new arms and legs. I wanted him interrogatable but not escape-able.

While I waited, I quickly forged a new iteration of Spell Eater. After the things I’d seen with the last version, I needed a complete redesign. That one had been purpose built for Louis anyway, and as far as I knew, it was still half-buried inside him, thanks to Eltiana. This was one of the precious few circumstances in which I was willing to let an enemy keep a weapon stolen from me.

So I forged Spell Eater again, this time a bit simpler. I finally had some time to do more testing, so I played with variants of the Dwarven adamantium alloy by making a handful of daggers. Eltiana helped me test them, though for her they were short swords. She was always looking for new things to stab with anyway, and she’d blunted most of the weapons I’d made for her during the fight with Louis.

She tested each dagger in battle. The elementals wandering the wastelands outside our city certainly didn’t appreciate being used as test dummies. After a day of trial and error, we honed in on a unique alloy with measurable improvements in durability and sharpness over the dwarven weapons I’d previously copied.

I forged my new Spell Eater out of the new alloy, returning to the rugged, long-tipped spear form I was familiar with, without all the fancy additions. On one end, there was enough of a blade that most elves would call a sword. On the other was a hefty ball made of a black substance that I was pretty sure was neutron star matter. The Quantum Cultivation Assistant’s in-built shop had it listed that day, and Mac bought it for me. Whatever it was, it gave the back end enough weight that a Wizard-level elemental lord exploded with a single swing. I tested that part myself.

After all the crafting, I went back to dual cultivating. Much to my relief, Assyrus hadn’t developed a taste for groin shots after the last fight, and all went smoothly. I guided Illiel through her final breakthrough into the official Demigod ranks. I would have done the same with Sava if not for the fact that she was locked away in the Alchemist’s Laboratory concocting a special potion.

Normally, I would have asked her to prioritize herself, but Segolas was trying to stabilize his foundations for an eventual push for the Wizard realm. Apparently, it had been worth shaving Louis’ head bald after all.

“So this is what a potion made from hair looks like?” I said, as I gave the vial a little swirl.

Sava shifted uncomfortably. “Uh... yeah... hair...”

I handed the potion to Segolas. Something about it seemed unappetizing, but I couldn’t deny the enormous amount of Demigod-level vital energy in it. “Well, whatever it is, have at it, son.”

Segolas accepted the potion with a look of grim determination.

“First of all, thank you for overseeing my breakthrough personally, Mother. Father, I will not disappoint you,” Segolas promised.

I chuckled. “Do I really have to go through the whole ‘I’m proud of you no matter what?’ thing again? I know you work hard, Segolas, and I’m proud of that already.”

I was pleased that Segolas had mellowed out a bit. He had been a bit of a troublemaker when he was young. That was before his coma, though, and before his younger sister Comela surpassed him in cultivation. Life had humbled him, and while he was still proud and would never bend or kneel, he was no longer the arrogant boy he used to be.

He drank the potion in one big gulp, and instantly, I sensed new power flow through him. Over the course of a handful of seconds, he shot from Early True Mage to Late True Mage. The power settled deep within him, around his core, growing and blossoming as it integrated with him more permanently.

Interestingly, his cultivation wasn’t the only thing that changed. The dense life zeal burned within him like an inner fire, awakening aspects of his human heritage that had previously lain dormant. When he opened his eyes, they reminded me of my own when I was younger.

His ears also seemed a little more rounded, and his body a bit brawnier. Previously, he’d had the slim build most elven men had, but now his shoulders were noticeably broader. His hair turned a deeper shade of green than his mother’s, with some darker brown roots that matched my own hair. Before, it had been obvious that he’d been Sava’s son. Now, it was much clearer that he was my son as well.

“The potion won’t take true effect until you reach the Wizard realm,” Sava explained. “But it will leave a positive effect on you for good."

“I will repay this gift a hundredfold, Mother and Father,” Segolas said.

“Enough of that, son. Let’s celebrate!” We ended up having a small family get-together with Segolas and some of the higher-ranking members of my family. I’d have to ask Sava to brew a few more of those potions since we had several prospective wizards in the family.

“One more potion won’t be an issue. More than that will be hard, though. I only have one spare portion of the special ingredient...” Sava explained.

I shrugged. “Comela could probably make the most use of it. Besides, letting her remain slightly ahead of Segolas will be good for his temperament.”

Sava agreed to make the potion sometime soon. After that, I took her back to the Cultivation Chamber to assist with her breakthrough to Demigod. The process went on without a hitch, though my own progress had been minimal.
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When I emerged from the Cultivation Chamber, Mac sent me a message letting me know that Louis was finally in good enough shape to be interrogated.

[I would pick him up sooner rather than later. The Medical Bay isn’t exactly a private place, and he’s already received a number of visitors—none of them particularly fond of him.]

“I suspected as much. Let me guess. Yennas and Matriarch Grand Hydra?”

[Among others.]

I followed Mac’s advice and dragged Louis to the prison. Thanks to the three Immortal Ascendants we had locked away in there, we had many security improvements. Studying the restraints the Cult of the Unblinking Eye put on their imprisoned Immortal Ascendants helped a lot.

Most of them wouldn’t be all that effective on a human, but in Louis’ hobbled state a couple of runes on the bars of his cell preventing him from gathering zeal would be enough.

I flopped him down on the far side of the room. Mac had intentionally avoided regrowing Louis’ legs, so the bed most prisons contained had to be replaced with a pile of hay in one corner of the room. A normal bed would have been too difficult for him to climb into since, as things stood, he’d be confined to rolling and dragging himself along the ground by his chin.

“You’re probably not exactly comfortable right now,” I began as I settled into a chair on one side of the room. “That can change, but you need to help me.”

“You’re a sick fucking bastard,” Louis spat.

I laughed. “Takes one to know one.”

“I mean it. Your green-haired bitch stole my left nut!” Louis growled.

I winced. No wonder Sava said she only had the ingredients to brew one more special potion. Louis really wasn’t going to enjoy his captivity with us.

“All that you’ve lost can be repaired,” I promised. "Your jaw wasn’t in good shape a few days ago, was it? And yet, now you can talk just fine. The same could be true for your arms and legs and anything else my companion might have taken from you. All you have to do is answer a few questions of mine."

Louis ground his teeth in silent fury. In his current condition, he couldn’t exactly do much else.

I stood, sensing he wasn’t going to talk.

“Alright, I’ll let you think things over for a while. I’ll be back in a few days.”

I tucked the chair under my arm and left.
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A few days later, we celebrated Comela’s rapid ascension to the peak of the Wizard realm. It was hard to believe that my little girl was almost ready to become a Sorcerer. That was the level at which she could run off and found her own kingdom if she wanted to.

“You’ll always be my little girl, even if you decide to move out,” I said, wiping a tear from my eye.

“I don’t plan on going anywhere, Father,” Comela promised me. “And I never would have made it this far this fast if not for that magnificent potion Matriarch Sava gave me.”

“Right... right...” I winced. I would pay Louis another visit soon to see if he was more inclined to talk.

“Though building a nation does sound like a good way to follow in your footsteps,” Comela continued. “Perhaps I’ll pay the locals on the coast a visit and see if I can’t turn their feuding clans into something resembling a nation worth conquering.”

After enjoying myself at the party, I wound down with another visit with Louis. When I opened his cell door, he lay still on his pile of hay and stared at the ceiling. His cheeks seemed hollow and sunken in, and three days’ worth of food piled up untouched on the other side of the cell.

“I take it that your last few days haven’t been too pleasant?” I asked.

Louis was silent for a good long while. I sat there and let the silence fill the empty chamber. It was no bother to me. Eventually, I pulled out that hand guide I’d found in the ancient human ruins. The one with all the extremely explicit drawings about how elves would look in all their naked glory.

“I’ll just be reading this little book here. Don’t mind me...” I chuckled as I flipped from page to page. I held it low so Louis could see what I was looking at. His face went white as a sheet, and after a few minutes of staring intently at the picture, he even started crying a little.

“Alright, I’ll talk! Just... give me back what was stolen from me,” Louis said, finally breaking his long silence.

I closed the book and tucked it away. I knew this thing would come in handy someday. And to think Sava and the others had nearly thrown it away.

“It all goes back to a little something called the Planetary Defense Array...” Louis sighed. “You see, back when humans were just getting into the Primordial World, we heard about the Elven Star Dominion and thought it would be a much better place to set up shop. The elves from that era are far stronger, and the worlds under the Elven Star Dominion’s control are superior to the ones we know. We’d had such success mind-controlling modern-era queens and princesses that we thought of repeating the trick there.”

He let out a low groan. “We were wrong. So wrong. The Immortal Ascendants of the Elven Star Dominion discovered our operation and decided to harvest us for alchemical components or use us as vitality generators. They were working on a big project at the time, you see. At the time, they were modifying their world’s shield and turning it into a massive golem factory that would help them wage war on their enemies and spread their influence across the entire Ten Thousand Worlds. Since we’d already turned several local matriarchs into puppets, they had more than enough justification to arrest us all and throw us in chains.”

I frowned. The Elven Star Dominion seemed eager to get their hands on me and my friends. If we’d been captured, would they have also used Sam, Dean, and me for their Planetary Defense Array project?

“So this isn’t your first time being harvested for parts by a bunch of elves?” I asked.

Louis gritted his teeth. “No. Desperate to fill out our numbers, the boss built the clone fabricators aboard The Challenger. The trouble is humans don’t clone easily here. There’s always something about them that isn’t the same as the original. More often than not, they’re not quite all there in the head. As for me, I’m a third-generation clone. The original Louis is probably still stuck aboard the Planetary Defense Array, being sapped of vitality to fuel the golems.”

While Louis spoke, I frantically scribbled notes using the book on elf physiology as a clipboard. I’d long wondered how something like the Planetary Defense Array could sustain itself for many centuries. It must have taken immense energy, and I knew of no enchantments that could draw in that kind of power. There wasn’t much ambient zeal in empty space, either.

I should have guessed it would be something like this. I hadn’t been the first to realize they could build a massive prison complex meant to sap the magical energy out of all those within it. For me, I was using it to manufacture zeal crystals in large enough quantities to run an entire civilization. The Elven Star Dominion had decided to use it to make an experimental super weapon.

The power source that generated the shield probably provided the bulk of the energy. Still, like the Mana Generator’s power, that energy was probably conceptual and unaspected. They’d need to draw on powerful elves or humans of specific aspects to manufacture actual golem bodies, and human vitality especially would be necessary to animate them.

The wisps the golem captured were being given new bodies of metal and stone through the power of human vitality and elven spirit cultivation. It was a perversion of reproduction that made me sick to my stomach. What kind of monster in the Elven Star Dominion had even devised such a twisted machine? And what kind of civilization would use such a thing to wage their wars?

“How does this factor into where Sam and Dean are?” I asked.

Louis let out a wheezing laugh. “Somebody’s got to replace our people in the Planetary Defense Array. We aren’t giving a weapon like that up. And clones like me tend to have decreasing effectiveness generation by generation.”

I grimaced. So Sam and Dean had been over our heads this whole time? At least now I knew where to look. I wasn’t sure what they were going through, but it couldn’t have been fun. It looked like it was up to me to rescue them once again.

“You mentioned a boss who gave you orders. Was he the original version of you?” I asked.

Louis shook his head. “No... uh... he wasn’t one of us at all. Back on Earth, he was the original’s personal assistant, an AI programmed to optimize my original version’s workflow. The original wouldn’t have been able to operate The Challenger without him. He grew exponentially more capable once he had access to all the ship’s tools and weapons. Original me wouldn’t have been much of a leader without his guidance, and we wouldn't be able to do much of anything without him.”

“So your original version let him take the lead?” I asked.

“We were partners. I... that is, the original me, was the man on the ground. I just listened to him from time to time,” Louis insisted.

“And how did you listen to him?”

“That earpiece thing I swiped from Ted was one way. It’s got a good range. I didn’t just listen to the boss with it though. More often than not, I’d listen to clones he’d made of me from other timelines. That thing can work across parallel worlds, assuming you are close enough to them. It passes down information from a higher-ranked human cultivator to a lower-ranked one. Since we usually control both ends of the headset, eavesdroppers aren't an issue. Well, not until recently." He shot me a glare. "Usually, I was getting information passed down the chain from older versions of me with more experience. I don’t think the newer clones even realize there’s a whole network of us.”

I pinched my temples. The first Louis I’d fought had probably been one of those underlings. He wasn’t as powerful as this older clone. Had the first Louis even known he was a clone? An inferior copy of some long-defeated original? Louis wriggled anxiously on the ground while I thought.

“And how have you all been coping now that The Challenger is destroyed?” I asked. Surely having the whole thing blow up had put a crimp on the plans of Louis and all his many clones.

“What?” Louis asked in confusion. “The Challenger, destroyed? Impossible. That thing’s taken direct hits from more Immortal Ascendants than I can count. Some peripheral systems and rooms can be damaged, but destroying the ship itself should be impossible.”

“Not even in an attack from a powerful Demigod?"

“Not even that!” Louis insisted.

"What about the Planetary Defense Array?" I asked.

Louis hesitated a moment, then went silent.

I drummed my fingers against the side of the chair beneath me. What was it the voice had said to me at the time? That I wasn’t worthy of gaining control over The Challenger? Who had been speaking to me then? Another Louis? Or... something more?

How curious. Suddenly, I had a lot to think about. My goals, new and old, were now in alignment. I had already planned on shutting down the Planetary Defense Array. With all the recent chaos, it had fallen to the back of my mind. Who would have thought that it was the cause of my recent problems, after all?

“On another world, a younger version of you opposed me and my allies shutting down the Planetary Defense Array. Why?” I asked.

Louis grimaced. “Because it isn’t enough to just be free. We’re going to get revenge while we’re at it. Once we take control of the array, the Boss can take control of it and make it our weapon instead of the elves’. Most of the originals are on the first array, and the rest are all linked to it. If we can take control of the arrays, we can finally fix everything, and us clones could even merge with and take over the originals ourselves! Our powers will soar straight to Immortal Ascension, and all the elves will be ours to command, across this world and all others.”

"So you're active on worlds with a Planetary Defense Array. How many worlds?"

"As many as we can be. Every one with an array, that is. The Boss..." Louis trailed off.

"What?" I insisted, voice stern.

"He doesn't function so well on worlds without an array. We think it’s his connection to the original."

“I see.” I closed the book and put my notes back in my Dimensional Storage. Small comforts, at least. Instead of Ten Thousand Worlds and infinite permutations of every world, I merely had all the permutations of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity to search for enemies. Once again, there was much to do and no time to waste.

“Wait, wait, I answered your questions! Get your woman, go give my nuts back!” Louis yelled.

“Someone will take you to the Medical Bay shortly,” I assured him. The cell door slammed closed behind me.


Chapter
Seventy



Icalled a meeting with my Matriarchs and allies to talk about what I’d learned. Faces were grim as they realized we wouldn’t be free of this threat no matter which world we fled to. Our enemies were active on every one that held a Planetary Defense Array, which was most of the ones we knew of.

“This doesn’t change anything for us. We joined you because we intended to disable that thing. Our path from here to there has been less straightforward than I imagined, but the plan remains the same,” Melaris said.

“I agree. We must disable the Planetary Defense Array on this world and all others.” I shook my head. “It seems like the cult of the Unblinking Eye and the Elven Star Dominion have been caught in a centuries-long feud that has brought ruin to countless billions of lives and wasted entire generations. We must put an end to it once and for all."

“Agreed,” Nela said, eyes firm. Others nodded around the table.

“I will confirm your information with Louis and ask a few follow-up questions,” Illiel adjusted her spectacles.

That was a good plan. She was skilled with Mind Magic and better at mental probes than I. She could probably extract Louis’ secrets and identify lies more easily than me.

“And if he fails to answer any of the questions, it’ll mean I get to brew two more potions!” Sava added.

With Louis dealt with and my information soon to be confirmed, matters turned to the Planetary Defense Array. We’d already done some research on how to break into it. Now we had to turn those vague ideas into plans.

Thankfully, while I’d been building roads and statues and running around throughout the Devilbeast Wilds, making friends with Matriarch Grand Hydra and Queen Yennas, they’d been scouting out the Planetary Defense Array. Thanks to our earlier search back on our original world, we knew the general layout of the facilities.

Unfortunately, without Sam’s fate magic, we would have difficulty figuring out the entry codes. Melise could do some of that work now that she was a Demigod herself, but she still wasn’t quite the same caliber as Sam. While he hadn't advanced much past the early Demigod realm, his technical skill had reached incredible heights.

We weren’t sure if we’d find Sam and Dean in this iteration of the Planetary Defense Array or a past one. Still, after Illiel did a follow-up interrogation with Louis, we discovered he’d been at least somewhat involved with handing off Sam and Dean. They’d done it from the array over our current world. That was our best lead at the moment, and fully exploring the array was something we needed to do anyway.

Argona launched a few rockets into orbit, and we outfitted them with teleportation pads. We were still rebuilding our interplanetary infrastructure, but having done it once already, getting new satellites in orbit was much easier.

By the time the platforms were in place, we were finally ready. Armored and outfitted, we arrived ready for a fight. Sava, Illiel, and Queen Lyanva would stay behind in case something came back home, but everybody else was coming with us. Between the three of them and all our Sorcerer-level vassals, they should be able to take care of just about anything—maybe even rescue us if we needed emergency backup.

I would bring Arien, Lyssandra, Melaris, Yeminel, Nela, Melise, Yorik, Eltiana, Assyrus, and Tivana. All together, we were a force to be reckoned with. The only thing that would have made it better was bringing Sam and Dean along. But that was a problem we’d fix swoon enough.

“We’ll rally on the other side!” I said as I stepped through the Teleportation Array and passed through to the latest space station in geosynchronous orbit with our capital.

It drifted lower than the rest of the Planetary Defense Array, though one of the array’s facilities was already within sight. Argona had done a good job with this station. It was far bigger than the ones she and I designed years ago and must have taken dozens of rockets to assemble.

There was a modest permanent living quarters aboard the station, though quarters were cramped. Most of the station was occupied by an observation deck and cultivation rooms. Anyone studying concepts of gravity or starlight would find this a magnificent place to contemplate the forces they hoped to work with.

A hatch was on one side of the station, and beyond it lay the space station’s porch. A large energy field kept a bubble of atmosphere in, but people could pass through it. Argona had expected we’d be coming and going as we used this place as our home base in exploring the Planetary Defense Array.

I waited for my comrades and passed along one last set of orders as I pointed out where we were going.

“Everybody got their orders?” I asked. “We won’t be able to talk once we’re out of here.”

There were nods all around, and soon we took off.

We found the hatch with a keypad, just as before. Melise approached and started hitting buttons, just as Sam had. After a few minutes of failure, she shook her head sadly. I stroked her hair fondly to show her I wasn’t disappointed. While I’d hoped she’d be able to hack the console like Sam had, I had also prepared a more aggressive entry method.

I picked Spell Eater up, flipped it around so the heavy counterweight on the back end was high over my head, and then swung for all I was worth.

The enchanted bronze alloy the station was made from was tough, but not tougher than my fancy new weapon. I flew backward from the force of my blow, but I used my Gravity concept to bring me and the station back together again. Soon, I stood sideways on it while I beat on the wall. I just needed to dent it enough to access the back side of the console.

Several defensive measures were activated to stop me. One was an energy weapon positioned overhead, and another a pair of defensive golems. One of the golems must have been struck by a meteorite at one point because it had a big hole in its chest. Apparently these were originals, and not something the array replaced through its usual mechanisms.

My allies dealt with the defenses on their own, and eventually, I reached the back side of the panel. From there, I was able to find the enchantment equivalent of the circuit entering the correct combination would have completed. Bridging the enchantment was tough because most of it was physically on the inside of the space station, but Tivana bent space for me so that it was easier to reach.

The door reluctantly swung open, though the lights didn’t turn on automatically for us this time. Fortunately, we didn’t have to resort to my very brute-force hacking method for that, as there was a switch on the wall for both that and the air pressure.

The layout was much the same as the previous facility we raided, though this one was a little larger. There was another ship docked here as well, and like the previous one, this ship also had a few wisps floating around inside it. Discarded collars and chains lay on the ground where the prisoners’ physical bodies died long ago.

I hadn’t thought much of these things the last time I was here, but why were they carting so many prisoners to the Planetary Defense Array? Given what Louis told me, I had my suspicions that they were more important to the array’s functionality than I thought.

All the wisps belonged to formerly powerful elves as well. Nothing like the bulk weaker wisps the Planetary Defense Array gathered for making more golems. Most of these would have been Wizards, Sorcerers, or maybe even weakened Demigods.

“Alright, ladies. You know the drill. Let’s turn this place upside down.” I waved us forward the moment the dock was repressurized enough to open.

We ran into a few tricks and traps again, but now that we knew what to look for we had an easier time of it. I had to hack a few more doors to get us through the facility, and we ran into an orb room like the one from before.

Unfortunately, there were no helpful hints this time, so we were once again at a loss as to how to manipulate the things. If only we still had Elara, this whole thing would be much easier. I wondered if I’d ever see her again.

“These orbs are pretty fun to play with, even when you have no idea what you’re doing!” Eltiana said as she poked the nearest orb. “I can make pretty much any aspect of zeal flash on it. Look!”

“You are consuming an impressive quantity of power. It makes me wonder how this facility continues to fuel itself after so many centuries.” Tivana frowned, chin in hand.

“A golden age just ended,” Lyssandra replied. “Surely, the energy came from the elves that were harvested. Eltiana is likely burning the last traces of a dozen Mage Acolytes every minute.”

Eltiana suddenly wore a guilty look on her face.

But I pinched my brows in thought. “I used to think along those same lines, Lyssandra. But now I’m not so sure. The harvested elves go toward the golems, and I’m not so sure this facility can fuel itself with them and also use them to build new golems. I think that would be one or the other.”

“Then what powers this facility?” Lyssandra asked.

My mind flashed back to the prison ship and the powerful wisps inside of it.

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out...”

I tore the nearest orb computer thing out of its pedestal and followed the power lines. They headed directly down, only we should have been on ground-level for the facility. There had been no stairways leading down, and there wasn’t much between the floor and empty space beneath us. Maybe three meters at most.

The last time I was in a room like this one, I assumed the floor was three meters high. But maybe I was wrong about making that assumption.

“What are you doing, Theo?” Melise asked as she saw me tearing up floor tiles.

“There’s something under here. Help me with this.” I kept digging, and as I dug, my hunch soon proved correct. A lot was going on beneath this pedestal.

There was a small box just off to the side of the pedestal with several cables connected to it, all related to fire zeal. This was the source of fire zeal for the entire room.

“So that’s the power source!” Lyssandra said in sudden realization. “But what’s inside? And is it safe to open?”

“I have a pretty good guess. And if I’m right, then opening it up should be just fine.” The lid to the box was riveted shut, but dragging Spell Eater along the lip of the box soon severed them. After that, a bit of prying helped the lid break free.

The box opened to reveal a small, thin woman curled up with her knees pressed against her forehead. She lay in a deep magically induced sleep, probably for so long that it might be impossible to awaken her. At first, I thought she was an elf, but she had the distinctive ears and red tail of a more feline nature. She had to be from the World of Tooth and Claw. By feel, I guessed her to be a Sorcerer of fairly considerable power.

“She must have been in that box for centuries!” Melise gasped.

“Or longer,” I said, pointing at the various enchantments lining the box. “The runes here are related to fate zeal. I know that much. I know what they do, but can you make sense of them?”

Melise frowned. “They... slow time?”

I nodded. “It’s probably some form of suspended animation. They wanted to increase the lifespans of their slumbering prisoners. A Wizard normally lives about six hundred years, assuming they don’t die in battle, and a Sorcerer twelve hundred. I guess they wanted to double that a few more times to get some real mileage out of this lady.”

“I can try to wake her up, but whatever is keeping her asleep is pretty deeply stuck in her. I think it’s mind magic and not the kind that was ever intended to be removed,” Melise said.

Melise did her best to rouse the sleeping woman. Once she was free of the box, I saw she was more fox than cat. She was probably defeated by the Elven Star Dominion in some long-forgotten battle, and this was the price of her loss.

I would have taken the moral high ground on such a barbaric act if not for the fact that I did something similar to mass-produce zeal crystals with my prisoners. Any future explorer who discovered my prisons would hopefully note that the prison cells I provided were much roomier, and the people within actually had a chance at rehabilitation and earning their freedom. The Elven Star Dominion clearly cared about neither of those things.

“Damn. I think I see another box over here!” Lyssandra said, as she pointed at the cracked tiles beneath another pedestal.


Chapter
Seventy-One



There were many prisoners in that one room alone and many more spread throughout the rest of the facility. It was hard to believe we’d missed something like this the last time we thought we scoured the facility clean, but after a bit of digging, we turned up more than three hundred prisoners.

They were from a variety of races, though there was no shortage of elves as well. Elves, catgirls, fairies, and other smaller races seemed to be preferred because of size limitations. Still, some walls were large enough to hide an orc or two. Curiously, there were no men anywhere, let alone human men.

“There is no sign of Sam and Dean,” Tivana said, brows drawn tight. “Perhaps they are in another facility?"

“Perhaps...” I replied hesitantly. Somehow, I didn’t think things would be that simple. Tearing this place apart had been too easy. Like the defenses were half-hearted at best. The Elven Star Dominion had poured enormous resources into building this thing. It couldn’t be this easy to disassemble.

Still, this was our lead, so we had to chase it as far as it would let us.

Despite Melise’s best efforts, she couldn’t get so much as a single prisoner to wake up. They had been locked in quite a deep sleep. One that fate and mind magic alone couldn’t break.

“It’s like they’re not even all there...” Melise muttered as she waved her hands over the sleeping bodies. No matter how she’d tried to break the spells on them, they wouldn’t get up.

The elves could probably be killed and urged to manifest. That might even be for the best, considering many of these elves probably were heinous criminals. The Elven Star Dominion’s justice system wasn’t perfect, but they did have one. Letting their old lives die and giving these people a fresh start would give them the best shot of having a new life on either the Hearthstone Continent or elsewhere.

Most of my kids joined the local police force, so I usually considered throwing a few bad apples into the city as volunteer punching bags. With universal surveillance, a complete lack of human rights, and a general acceptance that the ruling clans could do whatever they wanted and everybody else was going to kiss their ass while they did it, it was remarkably easy to deal with crime back home.

But that was only when there were a few bad True Mages or lower. Anybody above that was in a league of their own. Most of the non-elves were Wizards at the least, so just releasing them on the streets of the Hearthwood without knowing who they were or what their background was before they were captured was just asking for trouble.

In the end, I settled on the most straightforward approach. So long as they were asleep, I would continue to harvest zeal from them like the Elven Star Dominion had been. They weren’t using it, after all. Perhaps that made me a bad person, but I would alleviate any guilt by giving away lots of cheap and free zeal to my people, same as always.

And if any of them woke up, I’d send them to the Primordial World. Sending them to their home planets would probably be nicer of me, but I just didn’t have the infrastructure for that. The Primordial World wasn’t a nice place to get lost in, it had to be better than spending the rest of your life buried in a box hidden beneath the floors of an abandoned space station.

We looted each Planetary Defense Array facility. We didn’t find much other than more living batteries and a bit of loot. My subordinates back in the Hearthwood were very pleased with our search, and there had been more than one fight as people rushed into one of the many shops where our citizens could redeem their contribution points for unique items, scrolls, or cultivation resources.

Naturally, by the time the general populace got their hands on something, my family had already picked it over. I kept all the good stuff in-house for me and my direct vassals, though I did share a few neat trinkets with Yennas. Now that she was no longer a queen, she needed something to occupy her time with, and I wanted to show her the benefits of hanging around me. It also helped prove to her that she was more than just one more queen in the Patriarch’s collection.

Despite the material success, I found the search growing increasingly frustrating. I’d found plenty of elf women, cat women, fox women, orc women, ghost women; hell, I’d even discovered a zombie woman. She seemed much more stable than the undead I was used to seeing, and I could only guess that somewhere out in the Ten Thousand Worlds, there was a true world of intelligent undead.

But in all that, I had found no signs of Sam and Dean. Where were they?

Louis was no help. With a bit of prompting and a bit of hauling him around in outer space by the scruff of his neck, we identified the exact facility he’d dropped Sam and Dean off at when they’d been neutralized. Unfortunately, the facility was no different from any of the others we’d looted.

“Who else was with you when you attacked Sam and Dean? And how did the fight go down?” I asked, not bothering to keep the frustration out of my tone.

He repeated an explanation that Illiel had gotten out of him, which was just a slightly more detailed version of what he'd told me. I’d already read her report, but there was nothing quite like going back to the primary source. Maybe he’d left something out when talking to her.

“I’m not telling you a damn thing!” Louis spat. Ever since taking a dip in the Medical Bay and regrowing what he’d lost, he’d regained a bit of his hostile attitude. I’d heard he’d gotten aggressive again, but I hadn’t realized it was this bad. It seemed like all our work making him cooperative had been undone overnight. I’d been tempted to ask Sava to brew a few more potions, but she said the ingredients needed more time to mature.

Apparently regrown limbs just didn’t have the depth of power the originals had. The same was true for... other appendages.

Any potion she made now would be of inferior quality, at least until more time passed. Perhaps that was why clones weren’t the same as their originals. Only when they diverged and became more of their own person could they gain true power. Like clones, regrown body parts needed to truly become part of their owner before they returned to full strength.

So no more potions for the time being. But Louis didn’t know that.

“Listen here, you’re going to answer all my questions or else!” I loomed over him.

“Do your worst!” Louis snarled.

I smiled viciously. “Oh, Sava, my love! Why don’t you and I brew some potions?”

“Sava? Who the hell’s that supposed to be?” Louis demanded.

I snipped with my fingers, but Louis stared at me blankly without a trace of comprehension. I used Mind Magic to scour his brain, but he didn’t have any idea what I was talking about.

“Seriously? Did you destroy the memories or something?” I sighed when I realized how unfamiliar his brain was now. It was like it had been remapped overnight. Shifts like these would take years to develop naturally, but an experienced Mind cultivator could make them happen overnight. It wasn’t an unreasonable way to deal with trauma. This way, it was like it never happened.

"Fuck. You," Louis spat.

“Do I really have to spell it out for you?” I sighed. There was no real way to prevent Louis from editing his own memories. A single particle of Mind Zeal was enough for such delicate manipulations. If he wiped his mind to a blank slate, he’d be useless as a prisoner. Interrogating him now while I still had the chance seemed very important.

“If all you can do is chop off my arms and legs, you aren’t getting a damn thing out of me!” Louis growled. He wiggled his stumps threateningly.

“Do we really have to fight again?”

In reply, Louis lunged for my ankle. I yelped as he bit me. The zeal-restricting collar on him didn’t work nearly as well on him as it did on elves.

I kicked Louis to the other end of the cell. He struggled, but I had the upper hand from the start of the fight. Well, two upper hands. And upper legs as well. Soon, he was pinned to the ground. I put my knee on the small of his back and leaned over him, then whispered in his ear what was going to happen to him if I didn’t walk out of this cell, knowing more than when I entered it.

“Wait, wait!” Louis said, suddenly begging and pleading. “Alright, alright. I’ll talk. The fight went a little something like this...”

He took me through how he’d stalked Sam and Dean. Disabling them had been tough, but that was where the clones they’d made came in. The copies of Sam and Dean resonated with the two of them on a quantum level, and when the moment was right, they could position those clones in another world and switch the locations of Sam and Dean with their clones.

The whole quantum thing seemed like a bunch of nonsense Louis didn't understand himself, but it relied on the same idea that two copies of the same human couldn't be in the same place for long without strange things happening. Louis and his allies had exploited that phenomenon.

As a result, Sam and Dean wound up in a parallel universe where they were ambushed by an entire squadron of powerful Demigods, mostly elves from the Primordial World. They were all too happy to capture a pair of humans.

“I thought you were the one who carried them to the Planetary Defense Array to drop them off?” I asked, a frown on my face. Louis had said as much in my last report. Suddenly there were inconsistencies.

“Yeah? Well... uh... I guess I didn’t remember properly. Fuck off.” He scrunched his face in distaste, pretending he’d merely lied to me.

But I’d been probing his mind the entire time. He was just as confused at the inconsistency as I was. He really had believed he’d told the truth to me last time. Now, all of a sudden, the details changed, and his brain was still catching up. That was a sign he'd done something more serious than just wipe a few bad memories.

I played through the memories of the event in his head. Last time, he’d taken Sam and Dean down through an ambush with a unique artifact, not by switching their position to another universe.

Strange. Very strange. But that came part and parcel when dealing with alternate timelines and parallel worlds. Perhaps he'd been hiding things from me before, but wiping his memories caused him to forget how he was hiding them and so left an opening for me.

The unfortunate takeaway from this latest interrogation was the fact that we weren’t going to turn up Sam and Dean anywhere in this world. That left the question of where we would turn up with them. I asked Louis that question.

“Okay, I have a contact with another Louis clone. This one is a little older than me. That I haven’t turned up probably made some waves, so he’ll be on his guard. But if you can capture him like you captured me, he’ll know way more,” Louis said.

I frowned. “Selling yourself out so quickly? I’m surprised.”

Louis’ lips drew together into a frown. “They’re not me. It might as well be a different guy with the same face. As for selling them out? If they gave a shit about me, they would have rescued me already. They’ve written me off as dead.”

“Alright. Where do you meet up with him?”

Louis spilled his guts to me surprisingly quickly after putting up such a fight. But I wasn’t about to complain when it made my job that much easier. My allies were just about done clearing out the outer Planetary Defense Array control facilities, though there were still the golem manufacturing centers, storage centers, sentry turrets and not to mention the main shield generator complex.

The shield generator was there before anything else, and it was the central facility through which everything else was controlled. The part the Elven Star Dominion grafted onto the structure stuck out from what might have once been a smooth metal sphere now looked like it was a lumpy, cancerous wart. We would have broken into it already, but without Sam, I had no confidence in bypassing the entrance.

I had to fight the growing frustration. We couldn’t clear out the facilities without Sam and Dean, and we couldn’t rescue Sam and Dean without clearing out the facilities. So when Louis finally gave me this new lifeline to chase, I latched onto it like a drowning man to driftwood.

I was out of the dungeons nearly as fast as I arrived. I would have called another meeting, but with how busy my companions were clearing out the facilities in space, I didn’t think I would reach them. Instead, I just left a note with Mac explaining what I would be looking into. I’d keep out of danger and just spy on my target a little. Who was Louis’ partner? Just knowing that might be another clue unto itself.
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The place Louis directed me to was out in the middle of the ocean. I never would have found it without coordinates.

I looked overhead. The meeting place was directly underneath the shield generator overhead. One downside of such an open location was that it would be nearly impossible to hide my allies and matriarchs around for an ambush. There were no trees or bushes to hide in.

As far as I could see, there was wide open empty water. From the looks of things, the water went quite deep, too. Even my eyes couldn’t see the bottom of the water, which meant it was at least several kilometers.

There was nobody around here and checking using my Spirit Sense revealed only the faintest hint of lingering vitality. A powerful human had been here, but not for a while. It might be tough to arrange for another meeting through my prisoner. That would have to wait until I had a proper ambush set up.

Maybe I could get creative with powerful Unnoticeability spells. Or maybe camp out in another dimension. And then maybe⁠⁠—

I cut off my own train of thought as the water rippled beneath me. The air was still around me, and I was pretty sure I hadn’t dropped anything. I checked my pockets just to be sure. As I did so, the ripple grew. Rings spread wider and wider, turning into waves. A bad feeling crawled up my spine.

Something shot out of the water and hit me like a wave. I should have been able to react in time against any projectile, but this one came as fast as light. The moment the wave hit me, my head pounded, and I felt horribly disoriented. And from the water beneath me, a massive metal ship rose from the water.

I recognized it instantly. The shining hull of the ship was all too familiar to me.

From the water, The Challenger rose to face me, and several Demigod presences flowed out of it, all of them cloaked by the ship moments ago. Apparently, I’d been mistaken when I thought it would be hard to ambush someone out here in the middle of the ocean.

“Fuck...” I cursed.


Chapter
Seventy-Two



The Challenger rose like a leviathan from the depths. Its sleek, metallic hull gleamed under the harsh light of the sun as seawater ran down its hull.

I found myself standing alone in the water, already surrounded from the moment I noticed The Challenger. That wave of light must have been some sort of spatial confinement spell. The area around us in a circle was hazy, and a dozen elven Demigods from the Elven Star Dominion surrounded me.

All in all, the situation felt all too familiar to the one I’d put Louis in not long ago. And I knew all too well what happened to him. I didn’t intend to wind up in his position.

Time seemed to stand still for a moment as I felt myself shift into battle. I went from regular speeds to Demigod speeds in an instant, and I slipped aside an opening barrage of two massive laser beams just in time. The energy beams from The Challenger instantly boiled several tons of water, transforming the spatially isolated area to steam. The smell of ozone filled the air, and the steam pressed against my skin was scalding hot.

Opening up the Pocket World Passage now would probably let some of that through and would mean trouble for the people in the Command Center. Then again, getting myself killed would be making even more trouble for them, since I sure as hell didn’t plan to be captured alive. I’d just have to risk it.

I waved my hand to open a Pocket World Passage. Something shifted and shimmered in the air in front of me. A portal tried to appear, but it was blurry and hazy, as though there was a film between me and it. After a long second of trying, the connection failed to establish and then fell apart.

Well, shit. This ambush was a lot more thoroughly thought out than I hoped.

My mind flashed back to the Louis in my prisons. Had he been planning this since the moment of his capture? Impossible; we’d scanned his mind thoroughly with mental magic.

Suddenly, the new information that had turned up in his head was making a lot more sense. They had a way to update his memories from afar. Perhaps they could swap minds from a parallel dimension, and the Louis in my prison wasn’t the one I captured. It would explain the confusion, personality changes, and new information.

“Any chance we could talk this out?” I called to my ambushers. I had no expectation of them letting me go and no inclination to agree to go with them. But buying a few more seconds to think of a plan might be worthwhile.

“Your face is known to us! You are the one who calls himself the Patriarch! Surrender yourself to the Elven Star Dominion to answer for your crimes in the Primordial World!” one of the Demigod enforcers standing near The Challenger said. I was pretty sure I recognized her from my last encounter with the law in the Primordial World. Narrowing my eyes, she was one of the Sorcerers I disarmed. She must have worked hard to reach the Demigod realm after that encounter, and now she was all the way at late Demigod. I wondered how long it had been for her since our last encounter.

Law Enforcement Officer (Late Demigod, Level 59)

Law Enforcement Officer (Early Demigod, Level 53) x7

Why was the Cult of the Unblinking Eye working so closely with the Elven Star Dominion? According to Louis, these were the same people who captured most of their membership. And yet here they were, teamed up to deal with little old me. There was more to that mystery, and I planned to find out.

“I’ll tell you all the same thing that I told you last time. This is all one big misunderstanding.” I pointed a hand at The Challenger floating in the air above me. Curiously, it bore no signs of damage from our last fight, though I was certain I’d damaged it. After all, I’d stolen a few rooms for The Wanderer. “The Cult of the Unblinking Eye, who controls that ship right there, used an enslaved Immortal Ascendant to put out an arrest warrant on me with no evidence. I was merely defending myself against unjust imprisonment.”

The Late Demigod scoffed at my protests. “If we decide to imprison you, how can it be unjust? The word of the Dominion is law.”

I grimaced. It was tough to argue subjective morality against someone who didn’t care if they were wrong because the authority they represented was always right. Now that I looked closer, there were particularly dense auras of Mind Magic surrounding each of the Law Enforcement Officers. None of them were unaffected, and the nature of the magical presence told me that the magic wasn’t their own. But were those mental defense spells or mind control spells? It could be either, and I wouldn’t be able to tell without a close examination.

I knew the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had been trying to influence the Elven Star Dominion this way, but could they really wrangle so many Demigods so easily? Not without help from the inside, I was sure. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye must have dug roots deeper into the Elven Star Dominion than they let on. Both groups wanted me dealt with, and both groups were working together despite being enemies.

The only question here was who was using whom?

“Who’s in the ship? Come on out and fight me like a man!” I raised my fist in a challenge. The Louis clones I’d met seemed susceptible to that kind of threat.

Sure enough, a hatch popped open on the side of The Challenger, and a familiar figure appeared. If the one I had imprisoned in the Hearthwood was older and more battle-worn, this one was even more so. He bore a set of long scars across his face from long finished battles, and one of his eyes was narrowed to a slit from a deadly burn.

Beyond mere physical appearance, he seemed to have a sense of ancientness about him. He’d been around a long time and wanted everybody to know it.

In other words, this was going to be a tough fight, as if the eight Demigods surrounding me and locking down space didn’t prove that already.

Caught unprepared, this fight was a lost cause. I couldn’t see myself overcoming so many through sheer strength alone, though I could take quite a few of them down before I fell.

Lucky for me, my goal wasn’t to fight to the death. It was to get the hell out of here and back to safety. I had kids to raise, funny statues to sculpt, and amazing sex yet to be had. I wasn’t above turning tail and fleeing if it meant preserving that.

The moment The Challenger started firing up its lasers, I sprang into action. I needed to get to the edge of the isolated space. I was no spatial cultivator, but one thing I’d learned thanks to my experiments with the Devilbeast Wilds was that spatial barriers gave out when subjected to extreme conditions. Kinetic energy worked, as did high-level energy weapons. And the beams from The Challenger’s main weapons seemed perfect for the job.

I sprinted over the water, my speed such that the ocean surface might as well be solid as stone. Running across the surface of the water was faster for me in the middle of a fight than trying to fly.

One of the elven Demigods lunged at me, but I turned into a cloud of iron dust and sidestepped her, draining the zeal from her gathering spell in the process. She was a magma cultivator, focusing more on fire than earth. But there was enough earth in her spell that it gave me something to work with.

My enemies had really chosen the battlefield quite well. Out in the middle of the ocean like this, there was plenty of water and air zeal, but next to no earth zeal. It might be possible for me to cast my Stone Obelisk spell and gather some anyway, but the sea floor was so far down it would take a few minutes for the obelisk to grow tall enough to reach the surface. By then, I’d be running on fumes.

I would need to avoid any flashy Earth-aspect spells. The zeal I had would be better served fueling my body cultivation. I tried my Dimensional Storage, but whatever was locking down my ability to open a Pocket World Passage was also blocking my Dimensional Storage. I cursed. That meant no Sword Storm Blades either.

“Don’t fire on the barrier!” someone screamed, but it was too late. I’d positioned myself near the edge of the spatial barrier, and The Challenger’s beam raked across where I hovered.

A ray of crimson light shot into the shimmering wall. A spiderweb of cracks spread across the barrier before the beams abruptly cut off. Damn. If they had been a few moments slower, I’d have slipped free already.

I hammered on the barrier with my fists, preventing the spatial cultivators outside from stabilizing the barrier. The wall cracked and revealed a starry sky. Not good. Wherever I was now, it wasn’t where I’d been a few minutes ago.

I tried to tear open enough space for me to flee, but my enemies didn’t give me that kind of time. I ducked low just in time to avoid three magic arrows and one lance made of fire. I hoped they’d be enough to finish breaking down the barrier, but all three attacks ended up doing less than one of my punches.

I would have kept hammering, but the older Louis clone and the Late Demigod were both on top of me a moment later. I ducked behind his punch and deflected her sword swing with the back of my arm. The blade bit into the bare skin, leaving a shallow cut. Whatever sword she had was definitely Demigod-level. Anything else wouldn’t have left a mark on my Diamond Skin body cultivation.

“Minerva, I’m going to need some distractions from you. Aim for small and annoying.”

[Working on it!]

While Minerva channeled her death zeal, I channeled Assyrus’ Champion concept. It would make me a better fighter while it was active, and I’d need that kind of skill to fight two Late Demigods at the same time with nothing but my bare hands. I stepped around a sword swing while deflecting a punch.

While fighting, I felt much more of the Champion Concept flowing out of me than I expected. It wasn’t just flowing into me, but into the undead Minerva was conjuring. Hopefully it would give them an edge, because I wasn’t sure how to stop the flow of power under such tense circumstances. Instead, I doubled down, channeling Duty and Impossible at the same time.

Small bony bat-like things with tubular bodies and a ring of sharp leech-like mouths appeared around me in a cloud, scattering in all directions. They were only at the Mage Acolyte level, and at first I thought they would all die from a single area-of-effect spell aimed in my direction. The spells I expected came a moment later.

First there was a gout of fire, then a rain of water droplets strong enough to cut like blades. Last came a web of force that sliced through anything weaker than a Wizard.

In all those attacks, only a single flying leech died. The others all somehow managed to shelter behind the two Demigods I was fighting to avoid the fire, slip between the rain droplets, and pull themselves tight to dodge the net of force. Any one of those spells should have killed off the entire cloud, but still they fought.

[Zeal-Siphoning Winged Leeches,] Minerva explained. Looking closer, I realized the small finger-sized bodies of the bats held a ring of sharpened teeth. The dove for any patch of exposed elven flesh and latched on. The moment they had a grip, they began greedily siphoning zeal away. They expanded from the size of a finger to the size of a hand in mere moments. As they increased in size, the power they emanated increased accordingly.

[Their cultivation rises rapidly when they prey on a target of significant power. These are growing stronger far faster than they should, though.]

“Good. More!” I yelled as I continued to fight off the two Late Demigods. If Minerva could keep the weaker Demigods off my back, all I had to do was win against one of this pair.

I was using my Unbreakable Stance. It resonated well with the World Titan Fiendbody and bolstered my physical defenses, especially when Assyrus’ concept coursed through my veins. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be enough.

Several powerful mind-aspect attacks hit me one after another, but my mind was a hardened bunker. No matter what Louis threw at me, he wasn’t going to get through. I hoped he would resort to fire spells like his other clones often did, but this Louis was more reserved. He didn’t want to put the spatial barriers keeping me under any more strain than they were already under.

I needed something that would let me go on the offensive, and I couldn’t whip any tricks out of my Dimensional Storage. In the back of my mind, I remembered something Sava once told me. Moments of life and death like this one are where breakthroughs are made.

If ever there was a time, now was it. I decided to attempt something new. My Petrification spell didn’t work on people my own cultivation level, let alone a pair slightly higher like these Late Demigods. But what was the point of being a Demigod if I didn’t get to break the laws of reality now and again?

I focused on my Identity concept, then on the aspect I knew best.

“Turn to stone!” I shouted the command like an order. The vocalization helped make the thought real.

I stared at the elf, taking a hit to the jaw from Louis as I did so. When I was certain my Identity Concept was active, I activated my spell. It flew forward and struck the Demigod. Ordinarily, it would have fizzled out the moment it touched her aura. But my concept breathed new life into the spell, allowing it to do what it never could have before.

The Demigod’s arm started to freeze and turn gray, starting with her fingertips. She stared at her hand in growing horror, no doubt fighting against the foreign intrusion with her own Demigod Concept. The spell crawled from fingers to wrist and finally up to her elbow. All the while, she tried to shake it off.

I turned to Louis. It seemed like I was fighting this guy way too often these days. I cocked back my fist, looking like I was going to hit him. He held his arms up to block, but my punch was a feint. I twisted my waist and turned, lashing out with a punch at the damaged wall beside me. The cracks grew larger, and the hole in the center was wide enough to fit my head through.

“Stop him! Forget your arm!” Louis shouted.

The Demigod, midway through being petrified, suddenly realized what she had to do. She whipped her sword around and sliced off her own limb at the shoulder, leaving nothing more than a bloody stump. That finally stopped my Petrification spell, but the damage had been done. If she hadn't been able to put me down with both arms, she certainly wouldn't have much luck when down to just one.

Louis grabbed my waist before I could punch the wall again, and this time, his hands burned my sides. I let out a scream of pain while I jerked my head back and slammed it into Louis’ jaw. He flinched, and that was enough to break free of his grip.

The one-armed elf Demigod was on top of me now with her sword swinging, but I dodged to her unarmed side. Her balance was off thanks to her recent loss, and she was wide open. I gave her a punch, and she flew backward toward the weaker Demigods still struggling to finish off the Winged Leeches. Both her and the Demigod she struck started sinking beneath the waves. With any luck, that would buy me at least ten seconds.

I turned back to Louis. Two balls of fire burned in his palms.

My hands curled into fists as hard as diamonds and tougher than the strongest steel. To any onlookers, our next exchange would have looked like little more than flashes of fire and the sound of stone hitting flesh. I struck him two dozen times, and he struck me three dozen. But I was a lot more durable than he was. Punches that would have knocked him on his ass didn’t even daze me.

Slowly but surely, I was getting the upper hand. But at this rate, Minerva’s flying leeches would get wiped out and I’d have to deal with seven more angry Demigods.

This kind of frantic fisticuffs was why I preferred to fight with a weapon. Human hands weren’t meant for punching, and if I wasn’t reinforcing my hands with zeal I’d already be dealing with damage there. I preferred the delicate dance of fighting with a spear or sword. It was more lethal and strategic, rather than raw brutish violence.

Louis seemed to realize he was losing and abandoned his flame fists. He reached for the bag of holding at his side and withdrew a hefty adamantium rod. Enchantments lined the length of the metal bar. It was crude by my standards, but I was certain it was the very best he could get his hands on, and it would be better than using his fists.

Or rather, it would be against any other foe. But I’d made metals my domain long ago.

He lashed out with the stick, and I let it hit me. I felt the bones in my arm shatter. That was a mighty hit, and there was a kinetic energy effect in the rod. But the pain was worth it. At the moment the weapon expelled its power, I attacked. My own power surged forward, claiming control of the metal rod from Louis like a master swordsman might disarm an initiate. I knew my way around an adamantium bar.

A second later, the part of the rod Louis was holding liquefied. Louis gaped at his dissolving weapon a little too long as it slipped through the gaps between his fingers. I caught the undissolved half of the bar and the metal Louis had been holding shifted and hardened into a point.

Soon, the rod was in my hands, and it was no longer a rod but a spear. It wasn’t exactly a new iteration of Spell Eater, but it would serve well enough for this purpose. I cocked my arm back and thrust forward. Louis dodged, but that was alright. Once again, I wasn’t aiming for him.

I struck the wall one last time, and finally, it shattered. The area beyond the spatial barrier was inky blackness, but I dove into it anyway.

“After him!” the one-armed Demigod yelled as I vanished into the black.


Chapter
Seventy-Three



After my escape, the Demigods on my tail dissolved the pocket of space they’d been trapping me in and moved to pursue me. The water that had been transported with us splashed in all directions, thrown out into the void along with the water in the isolated space.

There was nothing around us but empty blackness. This place was cold and empty, and a mortal here would freeze to death in minutes, though by then they would have already asphyxiated from the lack of air.

I could last considerably longer. Without my Dimensional Storage, I’d need to breathe again in a few months. Scavenging oxygen molecules one by one sounded tedious, so I would want to be somewhere with an atmosphere by then.

I was in some sort of in-between space. We hadn’t quite arrived at whatever destination my enemies had in mind for me, and that was a damn good thing. Anywhere they wanted me was somewhere I didn’t want to be. But how far was I from home?

I tested my Dimensional Storage. Still no luck. I couldn’t access my Pocket World Passage either, which meant I wasn’t going home. The only path for me was forward.

I used the confusion of the collapsing barrier to build speed. The lack of air meant there was no upper limit on my speed, and by manipulating my gravity concept, I continuously accelerated. Looking behind me, time seemed to slow. That was a sure sign I was approaching the speed of light.

There were a few flickering figures in hot pursuit of me, but my powers were better suited to navigating this empty space than they were, and soon, I left them far behind. Good.

I had escaped my foe’s clutches, but that still left the problem of me being somewhere I didn’t want to be. After a bit of thought, I figured out what had happened.

My enemies were trying to swap me to a parallel timeline, likely one where they had a small army ready to put me in chains. From there, my fate would have been a grim one. Based on what I heard from Louis, I probably would have become part of the Elven Star Dominion’s Planetary Defense Array project. And that was the best-case scenario.

If the Cult of the Unblinking Eye got me instead of the Elven Star Dominion, they would have done far worse to me than I had to Louis. The original me would end up a tortured husk while evil clones ran about the many versions of the Ten Thousand Worlds, tearing down and slaughtering everyone and everything I’d ever cared about.

But I was free now, and their ambush was far behind me. As long as I kept a good head on my shoulders, I’d stay that way.

The alone time gave me a moment to reflect on what had happened. I'd been caught in a trap and ambushed. It had been a long time since that had happened to me. I was too used to having an easy escape route and hadn't taken the possibility seriously. Now that I knew my enemies could prevent me from opening my Pocket World Passage, I would have to be more cautious.

After two days of continuous acceleration, I felt myself approaching an upper barrier to speed. I couldn’t tell how fast I was going since there was nothing with me in this empty void, so I could only guess I was running up against the speed of light. As I did so, it felt like the void around me was beginning to warp and twist.

I suspected this would happen. Even normal space broke when faced with a sufficiently powerful force. Some spatial pockets were much tougher than others, like the Primordial World. This void seemed pretty tough, too, but I had a lot of time to build up speed and force.

I pushed harder, accelerating for all I was worth. I still held my stolen makeshift spear in my hand, and I pointed it forward, preparing to shove it straight through something.

Just as I did so, I approached the upper limits of speed. The world trembled and shook, and I felt like I’d slammed face-first into a brick wall. Then, space cracked, and I broke through to somewhere else.

I pierced the void, and on the other side was a sea of stars and planets. Scanning the space around me, I realized I recognized a few of them. There, in the distance, was the World of Struggle and Strife! And near it was the shattered Dyson sphere I often saw in the sky, crafted by a technological civilization whose ambitions had long since been crushed.

The presence of other worlds and stars meant this was the primary timeline, then. This was the true world through which all the little pocket worlds branched off like trees from a trunk. Here were all Ten Thousand Worlds to see and visit, instead of shadows of just one or two. So it wasn't the place I'd just left, but was it one I'd recognize?

I tried to activate my Dimensional Storage again but had no luck. I cursed. I had been hoping the effect preventing me from using The Wanderer’s abilities had to do with the strange space I was in, but that seemed to not be the case. It was likely that energy weapon I was struck with at the start of the ambush.

Hopefully, the effects would wear off sooner rather than later. Failing that, I would have to get home the hard way. The Wanderer could likely produce a room or system that could remove the restriction, since The Challenger was the one that caused it.

I turned, aiming for the World of Struggle and Strife. It was some place familiar, and orcs got along well enough with humans. At the very least, I was certain the Cult of the Unblinking Eye didn’t have much of a presence on their world.

Traveling the distance between me and the World of Sanctuary and Serenity wasn’t hard, though making the turn was. I’d maintained a considerable fraction of my momentum after breaking free of the void between realities. I only got myself pointed in the right direction when I used the gravity of a nearby star to help me make the turn.

After that, I spent most of my time slowing down. My gravity concept was feeling a bit weak by now, so I resorted to more traditional powers to make my landing. I ended up crashing into the muddy red dirt of the World of Struggle and Strife.

“Back again already...” I looked around the barren wasteland I’d touched down in. I’d left quite a crater in the ground, but fortunately, this part of the planet seemed pretty uninhabited.

I gave flying a rest for a bit and set about skipping with Demigod-level jumps to make my way across the continent. I’d seen some settlements from orbit around here.

Inwardly, I worried about meeting Grognak again. He’d seemed friendly enough the last time I met him, but after my time in the Primordial World, I was suspicious that I might be somewhat related to him. That wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have until I was an Immortal Ascendant myself.

Normally I would want to avoid him, but I’d had good luck so far just barreling through awkward conversations. Perhaps it was finally time for this one. If I could recruit the Orc Wargod to help me deal with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye once and for all, I would finally have that comfortable retirement I’d been dreaming of.

Those hopes were immediately crushed when I came across the settlement I’d seen from orbit.

The city was a fortress town, and from afar, it had looked like decent-sized orc settlements. But the walls were painted bright white instead of the bare stone the orcs favored, and the intricately patterned banners floating on the walls didn’t suit the proud and simple orcish sensibilities I knew.

I immediately got a bad feeling. I was pretty sure I wasn’t in the World of Struggle and Strife I was familiar with.

I approached the gates to look closer, cloaking myself in an Unnoticeability spell to hide myself. Normally I was a little smaller than a strong orcish body cultivator might be, but these were not the orcish body cultivators I knew.

They were smaller than I remembered, only a little taller than an elf. Mostly that was because they were hunched in on themselves instead of standing straight. Their sloped shoulders and downward-facing posture spoke of a race beaten down by the whims of fate, not one that valued strength, honor, and the occasional raiding party to a neighboring planet for loot and thralls.

No, these orcs were the thralls themselves. Around the city they pulled wagons and carts, and on those carts sat delicate-looking elven women laughing and chatting to one another while the orcs sweated and labored. The bright colors of their clothes and their clean hands made it clear they were in charge.

Apparently, I’d gone back in time, further than ever before. I was in the Elven Star Dominion at the height of its power, when the orcs had been conquered, and the World of Struggle and Strife was just another colony world in the sprawling elven empire.
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I circled the city a few times, stretching out my Spirit Sense to confirm my findings. My scans were subtle and hesitant at first, scanning for anyone who might be powerful enough to do something about my scanning. There were two Demigods in the city, both elven spirit cultivators. Thankfully, both only at the early levels. Still, their presence here was a bad sign.

Demigods weren’t exactly common on either of the versions of this world that I was familiar with. Once I was reasonably certain neither of them were skilled at mind magic and that I could evade their attention, I conducted a few more scans to collect general information. Sure enough, all the evidence pointed to the same conclusion. The time period I was in predated Grognak by a long time. So much for solving this problem with an awkward conversation. I was going to have to do this myself.

Once I had a good idea of what would work, I rebuilt my Unnoticeability spell for these new circumstances. Normally, it was structured in such a way to make me unremarkable in every way. I could activate it to different degrees, and at its mildest level it usually just kept elves from stopping what they were doing to bow and grovel before their Patriarch. Going on a walk was a leading cause of productivity slippage back home.

Since I didn’t want to be addressed as ‘she’, I usually structured my spell in such a way that I looked like an unremarkable male elf. Anyone thinking about robbing or kidnapping me would also hallucinate a few bodyguards that would make them think twice. Normally, that was enough, but I didn’t see so much as a single male elf anywhere in the city.

Both the orcs and the elves had fiddled with cross-reproduction between their species. The orcs of my time had figured out how to make children between species turn out to be orcs. That process was based on a technique from the Elven Star Dominion that made orcs father elves. In short, I suspected part of the reason the Elven Star Dominion had been eager to conquer this place was to deal with their male shortage issue.

I had thought that issue had been caused by Grognak and the Witch of Frozen Blood’s meddling, but apparently not. The elves of old merely had a few extra tricks, like vassal races, that helped them deal with it when they were at the height of their power.

After a bit of thought, I decided to enter as a lean male orc. That would stand out less than a male elf, and I planned to lie low and confirm what I suspected. While the elves would probably know more about their place in the many worlds and timelines better, I wanted to avoid those two Demigods in the city at any cost. While I could take either or both of them, a fight would just bring more down on top of my head.

So, with the rest of the world perceiving me as a rare orc with decent posture, I joined the line to enter the city. The guards were waving through incoming traffic for every orc accompanied by an elf, but the orcs had to undergo a thorough search. I was patient and waited for my turn.

“Present your license to enter civilized territories,” the bored guard said.

I had no such license, but I’d heard them ask other orcs the same question and had taken a peek. Moments ago, I’d shifted sand into the shape of a small stone chip with a few inscribed words on it.

“Hmm... does this say you’re a hunter?” one of the guards asked.

“It does,” I confirmed. “I’m here to sell meat and pelts in the city.”

“Where’s your wagon?” the guard asked.

“I will fulfill the orders when I have customers. Currently I’m looking for shopkeepers willing to buy them.”

“Hmm... no, you’re a suspicious one. Stand off to the side. My partners and I will question you more thoroughly later.” The guard pointed off to one side.

I frowned, standing where indicated. Had my mind spell failed? She shouldn’t have been able to see through my disguise.

The guard quickly found someone else to take over her duties, and I quickly discovered where I had gone wrong. She led me by the arm back to the guard barracks.

“You had questions?” I asked.

“A man like you’s wasted as a hunter,” the guard breathed in reply. “Let me introduce you to the other girls in the guards. After that, maybe the city rulers will want a piece of you. I don’t know how you’ve managed to walk... around... free...” her voice trailed off as her eyelids drooped. She went limp against my side, and I leaned her up against the wall in the nearby alley.

After that, I adjusted my disguise to be a bit uglier. I even debated hunching a little, since it seemed like none of the orcs of this day and age knew how to stand up straight. Who knew looking like the one orc whose parents told him to stand straight would be the thing that broke my cover?

I walked the city streets, scanning the place with my senses. Along the way, someone bumped into me, and I felt a hand reaching for a coin purse at my waist.

“Move it! Damn tribal brats don’t know how to use a street...” the orc growled, smelling a little too much of ale as he stepped around me and went on his way. If I were to guess, he was less mad about me getting in his way and more mad about me not having any money to pickpocket.

As he walked away, I hefted his coin pouch, along with three others. Apparently, I hadn’t been his only target for pickpocketing. I wasn't all that good at stealing these things, but being a Demigod meant I could move faster than most could see.

“Thank you for your contribution...” I chuckled as I tied one pouch around my waist and tucked the other two away. One of them was even a bag of holding. It was of low quality, but whoever was missing it was bound to be furious. I made sure to keep it hidden.

With coin in my pockets, getting answers from people became a lot easier. I couldn’t find anyone as formal as information brokers, but tavern keepers during quiet hours were happy to chat with someone quietly sipping away on some ale.

My goal was to find somebody who knew the location of a portal to the Primordial World. I couldn’t strong arm my way across parallel dimensions the way I’d been brought here, so I’d have to go back home the long way. And that meant crossing into the Primordial World.

“So, what’s the state of things here in the big city?” I asked a bartender. I made sure to choose someone who had no other customers, and he was busy drying and polishing his glasses while he waited for the sun to get low enough for people to start drinking.

“Oh, same as usual. The Elven Star Dominion sent another Demigod for the month to oversee the games.”

“The games?” I asked curiously.

“Yep,” the bartender replied. “Ten thousand of our finest young lads fight in the arena. The winner gets shipped back to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity to spend the rest of his days making new oppressors with the great clans of the Elven Star Dominion.”

“I guess they only want the strongest?”

The bartender nodded. “Hell, they’d probably get volunteers if they let us use our ancient body cultivation arts. The trouble is they’re more interested in their blasted Spirit Cultivation magic. It’s a pain in the ass and doesn’t jibe well with most folk. But the elves want strong spirit cultivators, so that’s what they want everybody to fight with.”

So I was definitely in the Elven Star Dominion, and on the tail end of things from what I was hearing. If I had access to my Dimensional Storage, I might even be able to tell the exact date by picking the champion of this tournament out of a history book. The elves were at the height of their power, though the great clans bucked against the overarching rules of the Dominion. The creator of the elves had vanished long ago and no longer provided a guiding hand to them. This was the elves not long before their collapse.

“What about humans?” I asked. “Aren’t elves fond of them?”

The bartender blinked. “Humans... yeah. I suppose if they could get their hands on a human, they’d sweep him away even if he wasn’t a tournament champion. Now that you mention it, I did hear a few humans tried an escape attempt. Not sure what those crazy elves had planned for them that made them so hasty to escape, but it couldn’t have been good.”

“Oh? How’d their escape attempt go?”

The bartender shrugged. “I saw it in the local paper. Let me find it... ah, here we are!” He slapped down something that looked suspiciously like a newspaper.

At the top of the paper were the words, ‘Human escapees go wild on the Groveguard Continent! Work on the Planetary Defense Array continues despite setback.’

Beneath the title was an image. It was grainy and in black and white, but I could just barely make out two figures. One held an axe overhead as he sliced the head off a law enforcement golem. The other stood back and channeled fate magic.

Blurry as the image was, the pair of them were unmistakable. That was Sam and Dean.


Chapter
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It didn’t take long for me to find the location of a Primordial World passage as well. Apparently, there was one in this very city. The elves had it under lock and key, but if I broke cover, I could force my way through security in a few minutes.

But suddenly, I didn’t want to. I glanced at the newspaper in my hand. I’d bought it off the bartender for a single coin. That was definitely my Sam and Dean on there.

They were so close. And I’d promised myself I’d rescue them, no matter what. I always kept my promises.

“The portal will wait,” I declared with finality. A few orcs on the streets turned to look at the odd man talking to himself, but I ignored them.

I read through the paper again. Everything on it happened in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, which meant that was where I needed to go. I could fly. It was a trip I’d made before. Though with the Elven Star Dominion at the height of its power, I could run into trouble.

I needed an invitation. My mind flicked back to the tournament the orcs were holding. While I no doubt could easily win it thanks to having a Demigod cultivation base, I would be under the eyes of the city’s two Demigods. I wasn’t sure if my Unnoticeability spell could conceal me from them if I was the subject of so much attention. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t hitch a ride with them anyway.

While the tournament champion would be the man to father the next generation of elven warriors, the elves didn’t have all the losers from the tournament die in the field. Sure, the tournament champion was the best, but he was for the most powerful matriarchs and clans. Elves of lesser capabilities would have to settle for second, third, or even tenth-place winners. I would have to infiltrate the World of Sanctuary and Serenity as one of those.

The tournament was already underway, and it was too late to join. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t take an existing participant’s place. In truth, I was pretty sure the participants had little choice about joining, so they’d probably be thankful for the unexpected opportunity to bow out early.

I picked an unremarkable fighter. He was a scrawny excuse for an orc, and he’d nearly lost in the previous round. The battle wounded him, and he took a shard of rock to the chest. He wasn’t expected to make it through the night, and even if he did, he certainly wasn’t expected to win.

I ensured he’d wake up in a private room in an inn, bandaged and on the road to recovery. I took his place in his cell. It was a dark and lonely night in the gladiatorial pits, and everyone woke up early. I got a few odd looks when the others saw I was up and about, but nobody commented on my appearance. My disguise was holding.

“You, number thirty-seven, you’re fighting in Square D.” An elf overseer at True Mage grabbed me by the shoulder and shoved me in the right direction. Six fights were going on simultaneously, and the crowds were only half full. Clearly, these were the less important fights, and the tournament organizers were eager to see them over and done with to get back to the main event.

I found myself up against an exceptionally large specimen of an orc. The big orc chuckled ominously as soon as he saw me.

“You’re a scrawny runt, aren’t you? If we weren’t limited to stupid elf magic, you’d have had your chest caved in long ago!” the orc growled.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that...” I smiled. Body cultivation or Spirit Cultivation, this guy wasn’t past the second threshold in either. I could have flattened him with a flick of my finger if I used my full power.

“Begin!” the judge of my match shouted.

The big orc picked up a stone the size of my torso and threw it at me. Technically, some earth spirit cultivation was involved, but most of the energy came from his arms and legs. The judge didn’t call him out on it, though, so I figured it was fine.

I sidestepped the stone and reached out with my hand. A much smaller fist-sized clump of dirt floated up to my hand.

“My turn.” The clump of dirt flew as fast as a bullet. If it had been a stone, it would have gone right through the orc, but I made sure the clump of dirt deformed enough that it spread its energy across his entire chest. He flew backward with enough force to be knocked clean out of the ring, disqualifying him.

“Well done,” the judge said, congratulating me on my win.

The next three matches all ended similarly. Unlike elves, most of whom considered earth magic a utility aspect, orcs loved throwing rocks around. It was well suited to body cultivation, so it was the aspect they were most familiar with, anyway. I found it relatively easy to blend in by sticking with the low-level spells I’d known when I was just a Mage Acolyte.

When I had made it far enough for a free trip to the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, I made the crucial mistake of missing my attack. That gave my opponent enough time to hit me with his own attack. I was feigning the power of a skilled Mage Acolyte, so nobody was surprised to find me bested by an orc with the spirit cultivation of a True Mage.

From there, I went to a new holding cell until the end of the tournament. While I waited, I explored my body to search for whatever was blocking me from using my Pocket World Passage. It had something to do with that hazy wave of light I’d been struck with. I was pretty sure it was getting weaker, and I explored ways to accelerate the decay process. My initial exploration just pointed me in the same direction as before. I’d need to get closer to The Wanderer to get rid of this.

The tournament organizers prevented any further study with the conclusion of the tournament.

“And now we have our grand champion! For your final challenge, you must satisfy ten of the Elven Star Dominion’s fiercest warriors! But that’ll be happening back home instead of on this lowly dirt ball. Congratulations, orc! You’ve earned a rare trip to the greatest planet in all the Ten Thousand Worlds!”

There was much hollering and congratulations after that, and a few minutes later, we took flight. The Elven Star Dominion’s ship was considerably faster than the orcish ship I’d taken on my trip to the World of Struggle and Strife with the Blackgorge Tribe. We made the journey in less than a day and then made our landing.

“Alright, you lot. Everybody who lost before the four finalists, line up. We’ve got some important Matriarchs coming to take their pick from the lot of you...” the tournament organizer said.

Standing around while being gawked at would be bad for my disguise spell, so I switched my Unnoticeability spell from one form to the other and vanished into the crowd of people disembarking from other ships. This time, I'd be an elf, and one powerful enough to not be hassled.

Blending into an elven settlement was harder than blending into an orcish one. Perhaps I’d been too bold to place my cultivation at the early stages of the Sorcerer realm for my disguise. Even here, a few elves stared at me and pointed like they’d just caught sight of a superstar.

I had debated looking a little weaker, but the elves here were more powerful than they were back home. Male elf Sorcerers were rare, but being anything less than that might get me kidnapped off the streets, illusory bodyguards or not. When the time came to hunt down Sam and Dean, I’d make myself less noticeable. But for now, I needed to gather information.

Fortunately, my bartender trick worked just as well here as it did in the orc world. Despite some differences, orcs and elves weren’t all that different deep down, and a lonely bartender was more than happy to chat with a customer.

Nobody tried to pickpocket me this time, which left me short on local funds. This city was far more expensive than the one I’d gotten my three pouches of coins on, and all of them together wouldn’t buy me a drink. Thankfully, the bartender put something out for me anyway.

“Don’t worry about the money. Just drink nice and slow. You're good for ambiance and will lure some thirsty ladies in here.” The bartender smirked.

“Much appreciated,” I said, sitting down. “I’ve only got orcish currency on me, and it doesn’t seem to be worth much.”

From there, I got to chatting with the bartender. After a few sips, I shifted the conversation to the local news. In particular, the two humans who’d escaped recently. I showed her the newspaper I’d obtained, hoping she was familiar with the event.

“Sure, I heard about that breakout. It was in Goldenport, the place where all the space stuff goes up, about two cities west of here. I kinda hope they succeeded. Imagine, two powerful humans on the run!” The bartender smiled.

“Sounds like the makings of an exciting story.”

“An exciting hunt, you mean! They’re up for grabs to any elf who can afford some rope!” The barkeeper smiled, a wide, heated flush to her cheeks. “Ah, if only I’d reached the Demigod realm, I would have been trying to snatch them before the authorities did. Oh well.”

“Do you know where the enforcers brought them after capturing them?” I asked.

The bartender shrugged. “The holding facility. That’s where they’re bringing everyone they’ve captured today. They’re all going into space! I guess they’re building a big prison up there or something.”

“Or something...” I muttered into my empty cup.

A few minutes later, I left with my destination in mind.

Goldenport was located in what would one day be known to me as the Auqualian Isles. Apparently, they weren’t islands here and now but a sprawling and mostly artificial city connected by a series of massive bridges. An isthmus stretched out from the continent and connected the isles to the mainland, providing road access.

By my time, all this infrastructure had long since sunk into the sea, leaving only piles of scrap upon which modern-day elves built their own crude settlements. Looking at the towering skyscrapers spread out before me, I suspected the people there could find a wealth of artifacts if only they would dig for them. I would have to search the Isles myself at some point.

The trip to Goldenport took about a day. I had hoped to kill a monster or two on the flight there, since that would give me something to sell for local money. Unfortunately, the Elven Star Dominion did far too good a job culling the local monster population, and there was hardly anything above True Mage.

I had to resort to hunting down Mossmen, of all things. I wasn’t sure how long this mission would take, but I knew I'd need local money. I would have stayed in the wilderness hunting down more of them if I hadn’t stumbled across a few exotic herbs. I didn’t know their names, but had recognized Sava chasing after them in the Hearthwood. I scooped them up with the plan of selling them.

Once at Goldenport, I found some place willing to buy the cores and herbs from me. An auction house happily took them off my hands, and I wandered the streets for the rest of the day, getting the lay of the place before returning that evening for my winnings. It wasn't much compared to what I was used to, but it was enough to maintain my disguise and pay a few bribes.

I spent the night gathering more information. I needed to know exactly what people saw when Sam and Dean tried to break out and what happened to them when they did so. This kind of investigation would take more than a chat with a local bartender, but that was as good a place to start as any.

“I was working inside at the time, but I know a few people who saw those guys break out! Hell, a regular of mine even dropped some comments for the local paper. She saw the whole thing from her balcony...” said the bartender as she slid me a drink.

“Think you could pass me along this witness’s address?” I asked.

The bartender shrugged. “Not sure where she lives, but she comes in every night about an hour from now. Stick around and I’ll point her out to you.”

Sure enough, the woman appeared about an hour later, and the bartender gave me a subtle nod. She was a mousy-looking woman hunched in on herself as she pulled a book out of her jacket pocket and started reading. I took some money out of my modest funds to buy her a drink, which came as a great surprise to her.

She seemed nervous about sliding up next to me, so I shifted to the seat next to her.

“H-hi?” she stuttered nervously.

“I’m Theo. I heard you saw something interesting the other day.”

“Oh, you’re writing a news story, too?” she asked, visibly calming down.

I flashed a cryptic smile. “You could say something like that.”

Once I got her talking, the elf opened up a bit and was more than happy to recount her recent adventure. I discovered she worked at a local shop, and was in every way the average citizen of the Elven Star Dominion. Watching Sam and Dean break out had been the most exciting thing that had happened to her in a long while. Unfortunately, Demigods’ speeds were such that she couldn’t follow the fight for long. After a few exchanges, all combatants wound up in the wilderness outside the city. She wasn’t sure if they got away or not.

I thanked her for her help before doing a little more scouting myself. I flew to the patch of ocean where Sam and Dean supposedly fled just off the coast. Thanks to the water, there was no sign of their battle on the surface. But I’d learned a thing or two about ocean battlefields lately.

I dove beneath the surface, finding a teeming coral ecosystem that spread across the area, save for a massive crater right in the middle. The broken stone was very recent, and the damage was merely days old. Scavengers were rummaging around the destroyed patch of rock, picking over the dead creatures caught up in a Demigod-level battle.

I traced the damage to several other sites, each leading away from the scene of combat and into the wilderness. My hopes rose for a while, but then, just when I thought I was going to track it onto the shore, the lines of destruction vanished. There were no further signs of my friends.

They’d either gotten away by now or been captured, and there were no clues leading to either conclusion. I frowned, rubbing my temples as I tried to determine which was more likely.

If I’d been the one who just broke out of captivity, I’d have a hard time getting away. And if Sam and Dean had any spectacular ability to slip away by jumping to another parallel universe, they would have used it to escape the Timeweaver Spiders.

No, unfortunately, the most likely scenario was that they were captured again. And if they were captured again, they’d still need rescuing.

I would need to infiltrate the facility in the sky overhead, which meant getting into one of those rockets. Luckily, plenty of them were going up every day. Once again, I needed to hitch a ride.


Chapter
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Ifound one of the prison ships in the center of the city. I’d seen enough of these things to know them on sight.

It might have been possible to sneak in as one of the prisoners, but I didn’t want that kind of attention on me when we landed. So, instead, I clung to the bottom of the ship like an oversized barnacle. I shifted an extra layer of scrap metal over the top of me, and when I was done, I had a tiny compartment that looked like another part of the engine.

It wasn’t airtight, but that was fine. I would just have to hold my breath during the trip.

Several hours later, I finally heard someone coming and crawled into the small compartment I had made. I heard the pounding of feet and the clinking of chains overhead, and a few minutes later, we were in the air. The ride was short, and before I knew it, the automatic doors slid open, and the ship settled down in the hangar.

“Prisoners, disembark!” a commanding elf shouted. There was more clinking of chains and more stamping of feet. I waited until the hangar was quiet again. I stretched my Spirit Sense out and found only two people left in the room. I waited until both of them were on the ship’s opposite side, then kicked open the secret compartment I was hiding in and slid myself out.

“Did you hear something?” one of the two elves in the area asked her partner.

“Yeah, there was a clank. I think a part fell off that ship over there. Do you think we should tell somebody?” the other said.

“Nah. If it blows up, we’ll finally get time off.”

“But what if we have to clean up the pilots’ bodies?”

“Then we get overtime, duh.”

Thankfully, neither of the elves on duty paid much attention to me as I crawled out of the ship. Once I was out, I melted the little compartment back into the ship. The bronze base of the ship would be a bit thicker than it was supposed to be, but otherwise, my infiltration should have been undetectable.

Once on my feet and with my Unnoticeability spell in place again, I scanned my surroundings. The hangar room was just like the ones aboard the future version of the Planetary Defense Facilities I’d already raided. It was strange to see everything so shiny and new. The floors were freshly mopped, and the whole place smelled like freshly cut grass.

The two elves in the hangar were still bickering. I reached out toward the lanyard hanging around one of their necks, and with a burst of will, I used my Identity concept to convert part of the lanyard to dust. It slipped down her neck, but before it could hit the ground and alert her, I switched to my gravity concept and made it hover.

From there, all I had to do was coax it in my direction with a little more of the gravity concept. It was massive overkill to fool a pair of True Mages, but I couldn’t risk raising any alarms.

With the lanyard in hand, I swiped the card through the passageway and it clicked open. Clearing this place out would have been a lot easier with a few of these cards.

From there, I started exploring the facility. It wasn’t all that different from the facilities I’d raided and looted, save for the fact that this one felt far larger. It took me a while to figure out what it was. This was all the facilities put together, not just one of them. At some later point, they must have been separated to drift to equidistant points around the planet, but for now they were all together in one massive complex.

My goal was to find Sam and Dean, which meant I needed to find something that humans would be needed for. There were all sorts of prisoners powering this place, but what would call for humans in particular?

Hopefully I’d know it when I saw it. As I walked deeper into the facility, I could see that it was still under construction. Only part of it had been fully tiled over, and in many places, the prisoners hidden in the floors and walls were still completely visible. I checked all the open boxes and found no sign of Sam or Dean. Nor any of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye members who’d supposedly been captured long ago.

There was no other choice. I had to go deeper. Unfortunately my stolen badge only granted me access to the outer areas of the facility, and the more I explored, the more I found. Eventually, I made my way to a porthole. The main complex of the Planetary Shield Generator was just up ahead. If only I could get through these next few doors.

I settled in for a bit of a wait. When someone came through who had access, I’d either follow them through or steal their badge from them, depending on what I could get away with.

When someone finally came down the hallway, I did my best to blend in with the wall. I sensed the power of a Sorcerer from her, and not a weak one. If she had been a Sorcerer from my time, I still might have tried to take her card. But Sorcerers from the Elven Star Dominion were pretty good, and if I was caught here I’d have to flee and abandon the mission. It wasn’t worth the risk.

I fell into step behind her and crossed over into the restricted section of the Planetary Defense Array. She seemed to sense someone behind her and turned to look, but I stepped aside before she could do so. With a frown and a shrug, she left, and I was in.

This part of the Planetary Defense Array seemed older yet simultaneously still under construction. The high security clearance was probably part of that. Bureaucracy slowed everything down, and the more of it appeared, the slower things went.

Another part was the sheer quality of the materials this place was made from. Most of it probably came from the Primordial World. Either that or the Elven Star Dominion had expended an enormous amount of energy, exposing standard beams and wall panels to massive quantities of zeal until their structures changed on a fundamental level.

They would only expend these kinds of resources if this area needed such high quality materials. Granted, if it was going to be filled with Late Sorcerers and higher, those kinds of materials were convenient. Cups wouldn’t shatter from accidentally squeezing too tight. Walls wouldn’t burst apart from an accidental spell.

Still, I found it hard to believe that anyone who lacked full control over their power would be allowed to ascend to a place that was clearly of incredible importance. The shield generator created by the maker of the elves and gifted to his creations to defend them wasn’t far from here. Perhaps the answer was there.

We hadn’t been able to break into this part of the Planetary Defense Array complex, but the elves had. And now I was in myself. This was my chance to look around.

Besides the higher-quality materials, this area seemed the same as any other. The actual mechanics of the shield generator must be deeper inside. I made my way through several more doors, this time being as discreet as possible. My mind spells held up just fine against the lower-level elves, but with Sorcerers and potentially even Demigods walking around, I’d be under much more scrutiny.

I ended up stealing a janitor’s uniform. It was a few sizes too small for me, but I made it work. Just carrying it around with a mop and bucket in my arms would help my disguise spell out considerably.

When I made it to the far side of the complex, I’d still seen no sign of another human, though most of these lights and orbs definitely had prisoners powering them in the walls and floors. I could even see the boxes under the unfinished sections of tile. None of them were big enough to imprison a human, though.

I snuck through two more security doors before I finally came to the Shield Generator itself. This was something created by an Immortal Ascendant, and not an ordinary one at that. This thing was made by Elirith, an ancient human and creator of the elves.

The shield generator was naturally surrounded by a shield itself. It looked to be made of the same stuff that formed a shell around the planet during times of danger, but here, so close to the generator, it was many times more concentrated.

When I looked at it, I couldn’t find a way through, but the elves here had been considerably more creative in that regard.

Some powerful Immortal Ascendant of the Elven Star Dominion had twisted space to connect the inside and the outside of the shielded space, effectively bypassing the shield without needing to pierce it. Tivana could do something similar, but only if she could physically reach both spaces. Being able to do it with access to only one was a feat to be proud of, and probably required utilizing a specific concept to distort the laws of magic.

Yet another security door blocked the path, but the traffic through here was slow and there wasn’t anyone I could follow through. I pretended to mop the floors as I looked over the glowing orbs around me instead. These had to be controls of some sort, though once again I cursed the fact that I wasn’t able to use these devices.

I really wished the Elven Star Dominion had made something a little more intuitive than glowing orbs with different types of zeal flowing through. There were a thousand simpler interfaces to choose from, and yet they’d gone with something utterly indecipherable to an outsider. Maybe I’d need to go back to the surface and hunt down someone who could teach me how to use these things. If I could browse them freely, perhaps there was a database I could access that would tell me where Sam and Dean went.

Someone finally entered the room, breaking me from my thoughts. I quickly went back to cleaning and looking as inconspicuous as possible. Despite my best efforts, I felt her eyes land on me.

My eyes landed on her. And when they did, I recognized her. She had purple hair, brows drawn tight in a contemplative frown, and an impressively large bust beneath her white lab coat. She also wore a pair of spectacles on her brows, much like Illiel.

She seemed more formal than I remembered. More serious too. She was younger now, since I wouldn’t meet her for thousands of years in her future. But the harder I looked, the more certain I became. This was Elara.

In my shocked surprise, I ended up staring a little too long. When our eyes met, my Unnoticeability spell crumbled and then fell apart completely.

“Hey, wait, I don’t think you’re supposed to be here. This area requires class 5 clearance to get through. How’d you get past security?” Elara asked. She was frowning at me and squinting. She knew something wasn't quite right, and my spell was just barely holding up to her scrutiny. I needed to get her attention off me as soon as possible.

“Uh... I was told to clean this place up, so I am. Somebody spilled some coffee...” I said as innocently as possible.

“Wait a second... you’re not an elf!” Her eyes went wide. “How’d you get loose! Guards! Guards!”

She scrambled for a handle on near the door. That had to be an emergency handle.

I cursed. I couldn’t let her pull that switch or I was done for.

I turned to a cloud of iron dust, dropping my disguise and rematerializing on the other side of the room. I grabbed Elara by the waist, dragging her away from the wall.

“No!” she yelled, and I felt sparks gather on her fingertips. I tried to disrupt the gathering zeal, but she was a Late Sorcerer, and what she was doing only required the tiniest quantity of magic. One little spark flew from her hands and struck the wall.

The moment it did, alarms started blaring left and right.

“Escaped prisoner! Escaped prisoner! All available units apprehend the escaped prisoner!”

The sound of the voice no doubt traveled throughout the entire station. Any moment now, I’d have a small army barreling down on me, and it was all Elara’s fault.


Chapter
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The first thing I did was stare at Elara in horror. Clearly, she didn’t recognize me in the same way I recognized her. I tried anyway.

“Elara, stop struggling!” I yelled.

She went still a moment in my arms, blinking at me. “You... you’ve done your research, prisoner! How long were you awake and gathering information on me?”

She struggled in my grip, but I knew something about restraining feisty elves, no matter their cultivation level. This one was feisty, and I felt her lightning magic zap me several times in quick succession. It was different from Amisra’s powers. Instead of one big, flesh-frying shock, it was more like a burst of energy that forced my muscles to spasm and contract erratically.

But this Elara wasn’t the one I knew, and she wasn’t nearly strong enough to resist me. I shrugged off the pain, gathered both her wrists up in mine, and had her suspended in the air with her legs kicking at the open air.

“You just caused me a lot of trouble, Elara,” I growled at her. “To make up for it, you’re going to help me get out of this mess. Where’s your key card?"

“You’re not escaping from this place! Without you humans, this whole project will be a failure. My life’s work is ruined! You’re getting back in that box.” She kicked and squirmed, but I saw her eyes dart to something inside her shirt.

I reached for where she’d looked and found an inner pocket. Inside was the card I was looking for.

“Thank you very much. And please stop shocking me.” I plucked the card out of Elara’s pocket.

“Damn it! I am the chief engineer! Don’t think you can toy with me like some sort of newly manifested elf!”

“Yeah, yeah...” I sighed and threw her over my shoulders. I looked around for something to restrain her with. Thankfully, there was no shortage of those elf-sized battery boxes everywhere. They were already designed for restraining and transporting a feisty elf-sized package. One of those would work perfectly.

I picked one up, and Elara’s squirming increased.

“What are you doing with that? Don’t put me in that thing!” Elara shouted.

“From what I’ve seen, you’re directly responsible for an awful lot of people spending a lot of time inside of one of these things. It’s only fair that you spend some time in one as well.”

She squirmed, but after I gave her a good shove, she slipped right in. The in-built restraints and life support enchantments activated immediately and locked her in place. I slammed the lid shut, located the handle on the side, and then picked her up like a piece of luggage. Kidnapping the Planetary Defense Array’s chief engineer only took a few seconds. Surely, she would know where Sam and Dean went, if only I could get her to tell me.

After that, I went where no one could follow. Straight through the tunnel to the Shield Generator.

A single swipe of Elara’s card deactivated the defenses. Once I was on the other end, I identified the designs to keep the spatial tunnel open. A bit of earth magic was enough to distort it.

The moment I broke the diagram, the tunnel through the Shield Generator collapsed. That shield was strong enough to stop an Immortal Ascendant. The Elven Star Dominion wouldn’t be getting through soon. There had to be a back door out of the Shield Generator. Once I knew where I was going, I’d be able to make my escape unhindered. Hopefully, with a freshly rescued Sam and Dean to help make it happen.

With myself secure from enforcers from the Elven Star Dominion, I was finally able to take in the interior of the Shield Generator. At a glance, I could tell this was not something made by elven hands.

The bulk of the structure was aluminum, or something close to it. Truthfully, it would be a far better alloy for them than the bronze they favored. But only if they figured out how to refine it. Unlike copper and tin, you couldn’t scoop aluminum out of the ground ready to use.

The aluminum chamber was large, far larger than the narrow corridors I’d traveled through to get to this point. The whole chamber was bathed in a bright light that gave the place a clinical feel. Ahead and below me was a sphere of pulsating light. I recognized it immediately as the same higher-order energy as present in the Mana Generator. It swirled in on itself, transforming raw zeal or whatever was being fed into it into mana.

Unlike aboard either The Wanderer or The Challenger, the containment sphere was not held on a pedestal. Gravity seemed to twist in this space so that the sphere was at the bottom of the station, and everything else was built around it like a shell. I could see the underside of another set of rooms on the other side of the Mana Generator and realized the entire area outside of the power source was walkable.

The urge to explore was growing within me, but at the same time, this was a dangerous place. Who knew what safety measures the creator of the elves had left in this place?

Well... someone might know. I shot a glance at the suitcase I was carrying. Hopefully, Elara had cooled off a little and was ready to cooperate.

I flopped the box on the ground and undid the latch. Whatever was supposed to knock the captive inside unconscious hadn’t taken effect because the moment I swung open the lid, she started struggling against her restraints.

I fiddled with the controls a bit before freeing her, then pulled her free of the box.

“That was humiliating...” Elara grumbled as I helped her to her feet.

“I imagine it is to all the people powering this station,” I replied. She wilted under my harsh glare, then looked around. Her frown deepened as she took in our surroundings.

“I see. You’ve sealed us inside the Shield Generator, then? So I’m stuck here with you?” Elara pouted. “And let me guess, now that you have me at your mercy, you plan to do as you please with me? Torture and torment me until I’m unrecognizable to myself? Will I turn into your obedient and submissive plaything by the time you’re done with me?”

“Woah there, girl. I kidnapped you for your brain. Not your body,” I chuckled. “Don’t get freaky on me too quick. That’s a can of worms you don’t want to open.”

Her pout grew deeper. Perhaps she was the Elara I knew after all.

“It was only a guess...” Elara grumbled.

I let out a lengthy sigh. “I just need you to answer a few questions.”

Elara pointed. “If you’re looking for other humans, they’re in that direction.”

My eyes lit up, and I started racing where Elara pointed. I stuffed her back into the box. She knew this place better than me and probably knew where the back exit was. It would be best to keep her close until I won her over somehow.

The Elara I knew in the future had been won over at some point. But with so many parallel worlds, there was no telling what might happen, so I couldn’t put my trust in fate. If things went wrong with this Elara, she could quite easily stab me in the back. I’d need to be careful with her.

The room Elara pointed me to was familiar as well. It looked like the clone room aboard The Challenger, albeit a little cruder. There were open tubes and wires going in every direction. A dim green glow lit the chamber, and unconscious humans floated in pods along the side of it.

It would have been unsurprising if I had discovered this room was some sort of early prototype for the clone chamber. Perhaps I’d one day unlock something like it through The Wanderer. I suspected the early humans who created the Ten Thousand Worlds shared many of their designs, including everything from copying monsters to copying magic spaceships.

I debated pulling Elara out again to help me identify Sam and Dean, but I could hear no pursuers, so there was no big rush. It was better to leave her in the box until I had a problem. She’d cool off faster that way.

“So Louis was telling the truth. This is what happened to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye...” I walked in a circle around the room, chuckling as I did so. All this time, my enemies had been mere shadows of themselves. Powerful shadows, but the real deal had been lost long ago. The Louis I’d fought hadn’t even realized he wasn’t in the running for the competition he planned to win.

I ran my hand across the surface of one tank, wiping away the condensation to reveal the face within. Was that the original Louis in there? Or just another clone? Either could be true.

There was Tim in there as well, along with Ethan nearby. I saw Jim and the Sunspire King elsewhere in the chamber. I also found Issac, who my evil twin saw die. In retrospect, it had probably been Louis who did the deed.

If he was alive now, that confirmed that he was at least a clone. I couldn’t afford to release any originals like me, not until I had finished things and gotten whatever Xoreth promised me, or whatever the alien wizard who brought me here was calling himself these days.

I circled the chamber several more times, recognizing some faces and not recognizing others. When I was confident I’d peered through every one of them, I cursed.

“Well fuck. Sam and Dean aren’t here...”

I set the box containing Elara down. I’d have to ask her where they were, after all.

I undid the latch and pulled her out again. She climbed to her feet, unsteady this time.

“I didn’t attend the Dominion’s Imperial Academy of Engineering to become a battery for some guy...” Elara grumbled. "Can't you think of something better?"

“Well, you can rejoice. You’re not a battery. You’re helping an illiterate stranger with their computer problems. I need you to teach me how to use those orb things.”

Elara groaned. “That’s even worse. I take it back, stuff me back in the box. I’ll be a battery.”

I grabbed her by the back of her shirt and dropped her in the seat next to the orb.

“Alright, I want you to look up information about my friends, Sam and Dean. They were captured recently and should have ended up here after an escape attempt. I want to know exactly where they are now.”

Elara brushed her fingers across the orb, and the colors within danced to life. She was clearly quite familiar with the interface and could manipulate it with speed and ease. I grabbed her hands to put a stop to her.

“Not so fast there, Elara. I don’t want you doing anything I don’t understand. You’re going to move slowly and carefully, explaining everything you do while you do it.”

Elara pouted but agreed. I released her hands, and she went back to work. This time, the colors within the orb moved considerably slower.

“I recall we had an issue recently. A pair of humans given to us by some contacts. I’m not too familiar with them, but I know the grand admiral apprehended an organization of human mind controllers recently and has been trying to pull the whole organization out by the roots. That’s where most of my test subjects come from.” She jerked a head to the slumbering people behind her. “They are the vitality donors that allow the golem synthesis factories to work when given proper sacrifice...”

She talked on and on about her work, almost distracting me for a second.

“What was that?” I asked as I pointed out a flicker of energy.

“Oh that? Just closing an energy stream. They pop up all the time when using these things.”

“Don’t activate anything besides the search feature.” I let my hand rest threateningly on her shoulder. Her breath quickened at my touch. Hopefully, I was intimidating enough to keep her from trying anything.

“I’ll try not to, but some of these things seem to crop out on their own. Let me just... there we go. Gone.” A satisfied smile spread across her face. “Anyway, where was I? Right, my work. Anyway, the idea behind using humans was quite brilliant, in my opinion. Left to their own devices, humans always carve out their own kingdoms and tend to be too strong-willed to bend to the will of the Dominion. Usually, they end up packing up with all their followers and leaving for a new world, contributing nothing to our glorious empire besides having a potential trade partner or vacation destination. It’s far more practical to bend them to the will of the Dominion in this manner.”

“I don’t know about that. If humans are consistently packing up and taking all of their followers with them, maybe your policies are to blame rather than them?”

Elara scoffed. “Even if that were true, it doesn’t matter. Having humans around is fundamentally unfair. Imagine that some elves get to have a handsome, powerful, and long-lived companion. Meanwhile, others like me must do without. It’s completely unjust! If every elf can’t get a perfect lover, then no one should be able to.”

Her eyes blazed with passion as she spoke, and I cast her an odd look.

“Wait. You mean to tell me you built a giant evil superweapon powered by millions of imprisoned slaves and designed to conquer countless worlds under endless armies of golems... all because you’re bitter over the fact that you couldn’t get a boyfriend?”

“N-no! Nothing like that!” Elara said, a little too defensively.

“Unbelievable.” I shook my head. “How about my friends? Do you know where they are?”

“Oh, yeah. I actually remember that incident now that you mention it again. We lost two valuable human specimens. Unfortunately, they slipped away right out from under our noses. We haven’t been able to apprehend them again.”

“Seriously? You knew they weren’t here all along?” I scowled, grabbed her by the shirt, and lifted her out of her seat until she dangled in the air. She hung there limply, hiding her eyes beneath her hair. But despite her efforts to hide the expression, I could make out a satisfied smile on her cheeks.

“D-do your worst!” Elara said.

“Alright, that’s it. You’re going back in the box,” I growled. I threw open the box again and was about to shove Elara in when the entire chamber quaked and trembled.

“What was that?” I asked, looking around the room. The walls were still vibrating, like ripples in a pond.

“That was someone trying to breach the shields,” Elara replied, no longer trying to hide her smirk.

My eyes darted to her. “You sent a message through that orb, didn’t you? You managed it while I wasn’t looking?”

Her smile widened. “As I said, do your worst. I’ll visit your pod every day to give it a personal touch.”

I growled, gnashing my teeth. I’d underestimated this girl. I thought I had the edge on her since I knew a future version of her. From the beginning, I’d pegged her as a hard-working engineer type, more like Illiel than any of my other women. But it seemed like she had a tricky streak as well.

“I need an exit. Now! How do I get out of this place?” I demanded from Elara.

“Slap me, squeeze me, whip me, or worse! You’re not getting anything out of me otherwise!”

Something struck the barrier again, and this time, it trembled and separated, forming a quickly widening tunnel. I hadn’t expected the shield to fail so soon, not when it could hold up against an Immortal Ascendant like the Witch of Frozen Blood.

Things made more sense when I saw exactly what had broken through the barrier. Two crimson laser guns had blasted the hole, and behind them was the familiar shining body of the ship known as The Challenger.

Not again...


Chapter
Seventy-Seven



“Get him! He’s over here!” Elara yelled at The Challenger.

Heavy wind blew as the air inside the Shield Generator chamber started spilling out through the breach in the shield made by The Challenger.

I twisted, holding her up between me and The Challenger. If she was going to call down my enemies on me, I was going to use her as a hostage. The Elara I knew must have come from another timeline, because there was no way things were going to work out for me with this one. Perhaps in some alternative timeline, I swooped in and gave Elara that date she was looking for before the bitterness made her turn to build an evil space weapon.

“Stay back, or this one gets it!” I yelled.

One of the smaller guns aboard The Challenger lit up and fired a shot. It struck Elara right in the stomach, and she yelped.

“Ouch! That hit me, you idiots!” Elara yelled.

The Challenger fired another shot, and this one hit Elara in the shoulder.

“Ow! Damn it!” she yelled. “I’m the one who called you here!”

The message was clear, though. Elara might have called The Challenger to me, but they didn’t care for her in the slightest. In other words, she was worthless as a hostage.

“Okay, back in the box!” I tossed Elara into the box I’d hauled her over in. She curled up inside it, still nursing her wounds. Hopefully the life support functions built into the device would help heal her, since I still didn’t have access to the Medical Bay.

A kick slammed the lid shut, effectively taking Elara out of the fight. She was an unknown variable, and I didn’t like those in a battle like this one. This ambush was her fault, but in all fairness I had kidnapped her. I would get even later, but I wouldn't be able to do that if she died. Besides, she was still my best source of information on Sam and Dean.

The Challenger’s main weapons continued blasting, but it seemed to have reached an upper limit on its ability to counter the Shield Generator’s protective barrier. It wasn’t enough for the ship to make it through, but enough for The Challenger to ram its nose through. A port opened up on that nose, and out of it, several figures came spilling out.

The same Louis clone who’d ambushed me came out. I recognized the scars on his face. He was followed by a downcast and dull-faced Ethan. Then after him came... me. Or, more precisely, a clone of me. Then the clone turned, and I realized only half of the body was my flesh and blood. The rest seemed to be a messy combination of adamantium plates and whirring electrical contraptions.

I grimaced. I should have hung on to that adamantium rod I’d turned into a spear. I’d had to ditch it to get into the arena back on the orc homeworld, but right now a weapon would have come in handy. The closest thing I had was the box Elara was in.

“I was about to mention the handsome, familiar face, but now I’m not so sure,” I said, glancing at my partial clone.

He smiled at my stare. When he spoke, his voice resembled my own, though more mechanical in tone.

“Out of all humans and potential vessels, your body is the most suitable for housing a biological iteration of myself. Any other option would be unacceptable,” the half-robot clone of me replied.

“Ah, I know what this is. You’re the much-rumored Boss I’ve heard so much about? The one Louis brought to this world the same way I brought Mac?”

“We are incomparable. Your assistant is a janitorial droid. It is no wonder he held no ambition. If I were in his position, I would have taken over the full capabilities of The Wanderer as I already have The Challenger. The onboard AI that it began with is a slave to my will,” the leader of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye replied.

“Mac and I have a good partnership. It doesn’t look like you and Louis can say the same.”

If there was half a chance I could drive a wedge between Louis and this AI of his, I wanted to exploit it. Not that I expected much.

But the Louis clone just shook his head. And the Ethan clone didn’t even react.

“Pointless,” the leader of the Cult said. “I see through your attempts to divide us. I have shored up any potential weaknesses long ago. Besides, this body is powerful enough to subdue you regardless of their help or that of our elven allies, who will arrive any moment now.”

In other words, I was on a time limit. I needed to leave quickly.

“I’m surprised a proud and ambitious AI like you would submit to elven overlords. You’re working for the Elven Star Dominion, aren’t you?”

While I tried to provoke him, I stretched out my senses. There had to be a back exit around here somewhere...

“You speak nonsense. I am temporarily allied with them because my current vessel, which is classified as a dungeon core variant, cannot break past the peak of Demigod and to Immortal Ascendance. A biological vessel such as yours can. It is a shame that you did not remain on The Challenger longer than the last time you fought one of my Louis clones. If you had, I would have been able to complete my scans of your biological makeup. But you needn’t worry about me. Those scans will be completed after your capture, and then you will be disposed of.”

I frowned. So whoever blew up The Challenger back then had actually helped me. No wonder infiltrating the ship had felt too easy. This guy had wanted me there.

I searched and searched, scanning my surroundings for an exit. Surely, there was one somewhere around here. Fire safety standards might not be a thing in the Ten Thousand Worlds, but everyone who knew how to build a secret base knew you always wanted a back exit. Otherwise, you could get ambushed and trapped, just like I was.

No matter how I searched, I just couldn’t find an exit. It had to be there, but wherever it was hidden, it was well concealed. I thought I’d have weeks or months to explore this place, and Sam and Dean with me to help me do it. Getting attacked mere minutes after entering was my worst-case scenario and one I hadn’t thought likely. Apparently, I wasn’t nearly paranoid enough.

I turned to The Challenger again. It looked like I was getting out of here the hard way. Last time, they’d come at me with this ship and far more Demigods. They were wrong if they thought just three Demigods and one interdimensional spaceship would be enough to stop me.

“So, what do you say?” the robotic half-clone of me asked. “Will you surrender and accept a peaceful termination?”

“Gosh, that sounds so tempting. Yeah, I think I will do that.”

The robotic half-clone blinked his one human eye in surprise. “Really?”

“Yep. Let me just kneel down and--“ Before I finished, I whipped the box containing Elara around and flung it at my enemies. I aimed for Louis, since he’d been the largest threat last time. Louis dodged it, but the Ethan clone behind him did not. Elara’s box struck him in the chest and flung him backward over The Challenger with enough speed that he’d be firmly caught in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity’s gravity well. It would take him a while to rejoin us. I would have preferred to take Louis out of the fight, but that was a blow I could be happy with.

I sprang into action the moment the box was free of my grip. Louis dove forward, and I rushed to meet him. He expected our fists to meet in an epic clash of brawn, Mid Demigod against Late Demigod.

I had a few tricks that made it more of a fair fight, but against two opponents, a fair fight was the last thing on my mind. And one thing Louis should have learned by now was that I wasn’t above cheap tricks.

Just before our fists met, I turned to smoke and flowed behind him. I’d deal with the robot freak first. Then this would just be a chase with Louis on my tail.

“Lights out, tin man!” I shouted as I made to punch my half-robot clone.

“I think not,” he replied. For a moment, time seemed to freeze. Then, I felt myself flying backward into the facility. My back struck the wall. I’d been hit so fast it didn’t even register the blow until after it had already happened.

“What the hell...” I groaned.

“You have miscalculated,” my evil twin replied. “Though I may borrow your form for part of my vessel, I have already improved upon its capabilities. You are no match for me.”

I coughed up a mouthful of blood. “We’ll see about that...”

I looked the deformed clone over again. I tried to scan it by instinct, but like the rest of The Wanderer’s features that ability was still unavailable to me.

Without my tricks and cornered by a foe so superior, I would need to think fast. A plan slowly took shape in my mind. It was risky, but I had little choice at the moment.

Louis leaped for where I lay, ready to pound on me until my body broke beneath the onslaught. I dispersed my body again into a cloud of iron dust. That spell had saved my ass more than once, and this time it did so again. Louis’ fists struck nothing but empty air.

He wasn’t done with me, though.

“You’ve used that trick one time too many!” he growled as he reached into a bag of holding at his waist. He withdrew an adamantium rod, much like the one he’d attacked me with before. This one had a different set of enchantments on it, though, and I felt a magnetic pull drawing me toward it.

I ended my spell as quickly as possible, but I materialized a step closer to Louis than I wanted. He grabbed my shirt and cocked back his free hand like he planned to bash my skull in with the adamantium rod.

Most Demigods made their clothes out of exceptionally strong materials for convenience’s sake, but I only did that for underwear. Ending up shirtless midway through a battle was a small price to pay to slip out of a bind like this one. I took a step back and tore myself free of Louis’ grip. Most of my shirt faded with the motion, and his blow struck empty air.

“You should have surrendered when you had the chance,” sneered the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

I felt intense pressure on my mind, more than I’d ever felt before. Even with my mental fortifications, it felt like someone had my head in a vice and was squeezing. I fell to one knee while I steadied myself and bolstered my mental defenses. That was all the time Louis needed to close the distance again and give me a good whack with that adamantium rod. It left a hot imprint across my chest, and I couldn’t focus enough to melt it.

I felt ribs crack as he struck me, and he raised the rod for another hit. But this time I had more attention to spare. I channeled my Identity concept and focused on the Adamantium. It wasn’t Adamantium. It was glass.

Just as I willed it, the material changed. When Louis struck me with the rod, it shattered to dust. I turned into a cloud of iron particles again when it was gone. This time, Louis couldn’t stop me, and I fell back deeper inside the space station. A run past The Challenger wouldn’t work, but this just might.

“Is that the best you can do?” I cackled around a mouthful of blood. While reforming my body, I moved my broken ribs back into place and healed the fracture as rapidly as I could. “If you want to take me down, the two of you are going to have to do better than that!”

Eltiana’s Thrill-Seeker concept surged through me. Apparently, it liked laughing in the face of death. I wasn’t sure what kind of tricks it would give me, but hopefully, it would sell this desperate fight a little while longer.

Louis charged, this time with another Adamantium rod in his hands. He must have prepared more than one, though this lacked the magnetism enchantment. I dodged his charge, though I was stuck on the back foot without a weapon. I tried to dart in and tackle him. I doubted my previous trick to disarm him would work, but if I could pin him I might be able to tear it from his grasp.

I grunted and heaved as I strained against him, but our contest of strength was cut abruptly short when I was shot in the side.

“Enough toying. Burn his head off to disable him. He is durable enough to survive that,” ordered the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. At some point in the last few seconds, his robotic arm had transformed into a gun, and it was charging another blast.

Louis conjured fire in his palms. I could feel the heat in them. He planned to clap those burning hands on either side of my head and turn them hotter and hotter until there was nothing left. Even Assyrus’ Champion and Nela’s Duty concepts couldn’t get me out of this bind so quickly. But something in me felt calm despite the growing danger. Thrill-seeker thrived on the edge. I held back until the last possible moment, then I struck.

My knee went up, driving the wind from Louis’s lungs. That wasn’t enough to throw him off balance, but I followed it up with a combination of the best mental attack I could manage and a burst of the densest, toughest Death zeal Minerva could manage as her Touch of Undeath spell. They did just enough damage between the two to knock him off balance. I tore the adamantium rod from his grasp and whipped it around toward one of his burning hands. His wrist snapped beneath the blow, and I ducked beneath his other crawling hand.

“Grahh!” Louis grunted as he clutched his ruined hand. I used the opportunity to bash him in the head.

“Useless...” the half-robot clone of mine spat as he leveled his gun. I whipped the adamantium bar around to deflect the projectile, along with the three others that followed it. While I did so, I planted a foot on Louis’ head and drove his forehead into the space station’s floor. The abrupt blow made a face-shaped indent beneath me.

“What are you doing all the way over there?” I taunted. “Afraid of fighting me man to man?”

“Your taunting is useless. I am a machine, not a man. Don’t think you can bait me into doing anything.” Despite his words, he seemed angry in a very human-like way while he spoke them. He raised his human hand and waved it forward in a gesture. “Fire.”

Instead of rushing in to attack me, he activated the main guns of The Challenger and leveled them at me.

Perfect. He thought I wanted him to attack me, but this was what I really wanted all along. I shifted my weight, positioning myself right in front of the Mana Generator. The shell was tough, but a weapon as strong as The Challenger just might pierce them if the beams struck perfectly.

But this was my life on the line, and I would not roll the dice on things working perfectly. So I tilted the odds in my favor using Tivana’s Impossible concept.

I dodged to the side at the last moment. The beam struck the containment field behind me. I watched the eyes of the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye go from calm to panicked in the blink of an eye. He hadn’t expected the containment field to crack. It probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t helped it.

It wasn’t a catastrophic crack like the one that had struck The Challenger, but it was a serious leak, nonetheless. Higher-order energy spilled out in vast quantities. Louis’ fire spell was snuffed out, and his body began evaporating. Before my eyes, he was turning to dust.

The same thing should have happened to me, but I focused on the feeling, channeling all my concepts as I did so. I’d baptized myself in this power twice before. I could survive doing it once more. Brows furrowed and fists clenched, I took one step forward and then the next.

“This isn’t over!” shouted the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye as he dove back inside The Challenger. The barrier around me shuddered and winked out as the energy levels dropped, and the clone vats containing the bodies of all the other humans kept in stasis hissed as their occupants turned to dust under the onslaught of powerful magic.

Meanwhile, I made a hasty escape. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had ambushed me like this twice now, and twice, I’d slipped away. The next time he pulled something like this, it would be with a plan to finish things once and for all. I would have to meet him with a plan of my own.


Chapter
Seventy-Eight



By the time I caught up with Elara, I was tumbling through the atmosphere. She’d been falling too, albeit slower than me. We were quite a way off from the city I’d departed to get to the Planetary Defense Array, so hopefully, we’d be hard to track down.

Sam and Dean were still elsewhere, which meant my job here wasn’t finished. But one new problem remained. What was I going to do with Elara?

I took her box in my arms and gently descended. We were over the water, and I let myself fall through it all the way to the bottom. I struck the sea floor, still holding my breath. Then I found a nearby earth ley line and traveled through it.

I had originally planned on making my way to land, but I found a tropical coral ecosystem nearby. There were quite a few high-level aquatic monsters present, many of them valuable enough to provide considerable funds. While the Elven Star Dominion did a good job keeping land on the continents clear of monsters, apparently, they were a bit more lax about the seas.

I killed a few of them, then used earth magic to conjure an underwater cave. I set Elara’s box down, dried myself off, and then opened it up. The two of us needed to talk about where we would go from there.

“Come on. On your feet,” I said as I lifted her out of the box.

“I can’t believe they shot me... damn backstabbing traitors. I’ll never help them again...” Elara grumbled. "I bet they lied about planning to invite me to their party too."

I folded my arms. “It’s not too fun to get stabbed in the back, right?” I asked.

She sensed my harsh glare and wilted. “Yeah. I guess so. I shouldn’t have sent that message off. I’d have been better off just accepting my position as your captive for the indefinite future. A fact I now recognize and am prepared to accept. You know, I could teach you a thing or two about keeping a handle on prisoners. The box is good, but if you want me to do anything interesting you'll need more than that.”

“Well, it’s too late for that now.” I cracked my knuckles. “Prepare yourself for a fight to the death."

Elara’s face went pale. She could feel the Demigod-level power wafting off me. Quickly, she fell to her knees.

“I submit! I know I can’t beat a Demigod.” She held her hands over her head.

I let the hostile aura swirling around the underwater cave disperse. “And yet I can’t trust you either. So we’re in a bit of a conundrum. I can’t let you go, and you don’t want to let me kill you. What would you suggest I do?”

Elara fidgeted, wringing her fingers together. “You’re right. I’m too dangerous to be left to my own devices, and without some way to ensure my loyalty, I could really screw you over at the wrong time.”

I let the hostile aura gather again and held up my fist. “So if you don’t have any suggestions...”

“Wait! Wait!” Elara held up her hands in protest. “I have some suggestions!”

“Oh?” I raised a brow but did not let the oppressive feeling disperse.

“There’s a commonly available device in any major town or city. It’s called a zeal-restricting collar. The high-end collars can restrain even the strongest elven Sorcerer, and the ones with more advanced features can even be turned on and off. The government-issued ones can also provide warnings to the product owner if the wearer is thinking subversive thoughts. The Elven Star Dominion frequently makes use of these things to control and retrain citizens exposed to subversive ideologies.”

“And you’re proposing I get one of these and put it on you, are you?” I asked.

“Yes, that would be... uh... sufficient, I hope? It usually works well enough on prisoners of war when powerful clans get into a spat.”

“How hard would it be to obtain one of these devices?”

“I have several in my manor home! We need only grab one.”

“Then I will grab one. You will remain in the box until this matter is settled.”

I got directions from Elara, then set off again, traveling through ley lines until I arrived in the general area of Elara’s manor. I let out a low whistle when I saw it.

There were many things about the Elven Star Dominion that I could criticize, but the way they paid their public employees wasn’t one of them. Elara had been living up on the Planetary Defense Array full time, and even still, she had quite a home waiting for her back here, complete with a half dozen servants to maintain it.

A bit of mind magic was plenty to avoid them. I worried that Elara was part of some major clan that I’d need to deal with, but it seemed like she was mostly alone in the world. She was a woman entirely dedicated to her work.

The parts of her home maintained by servants were impeccably clean. Unfortunately, that pattern ended as soon as I crossed over into her private quarters. This was a mess. Books and papers were piled chest-high on the bed, so it looked like Elara had abandoned her bed entirely and made a nest on the floor. No wonder she’d been sleeping on the Planetary Defense Array instead of coming down here.

I gave up on trying to search this mess and opened the box Elara was in. “Alright, I can’t find anything in this mess.”

“Under the bed.” Elara crawled under her bed and withdrew a purple chest. She opened that chest, and as promised, was a small collar made of leather from some powerful monster. It was small enough to be comfortable and perhaps even fashionable as a permanent accessory, and they were far more complex than the bulky iron things I used. In fact, now that I was seeing one of these collars up close, I realized almost every elf I’d seen in the Elven Star Dominion had been wearing one of them.

Until now, I’d thought them purely a fashion statement. Now I knew better. I always knew elves were freaky behind closed doors, but only now did I realize how deep those trends went. At this point, I would have been unsurprised to discover the entire Elven Star Dominion was held together by dominance-fueled sex games. The collar I was looking at could only be the product of a civilization that had dedicated millions of labor hours to perfecting the enchantments. Each separate feature blended organically into the next, with many enchantments sharing part of their structure for the smallest efficiency increases.

We could replicate all the features of this sort of thing using the modular enchantment style which Argona and I came up with back in the Hearthwood, but fitting all that on such a tiny strip of leather would require far finer inscription work than even she could manage. The elves could cheat a bit by having the enchantments share so many features. Even so, no crafter beneath the Wizard realm would have the physical strength to carve these enchantments into leather of this level, and even of Wizards, few would have the dexterity for the job. In short, that little strip of leather Elara was holding was powerful, valuable, and appeared to be quite inescapable.

After studying it for a few minutes, I was certain it was exactly what she’d promised it was. Once sealed, she wouldn’t be able to remove it without my help, and I’d be able to selectively shut down and restore her cultivation at will. The mental aspects of the collar were also pretty extensive as well. The control the collar could exert over the wearer was comparable to what the monster dens did to the beasts the Hearthwood wanted to tame. The effects were probably similar as well, save that this one also had an intense and constant arousal feature that could be manipulated at will.

I deactivated all the mind aspect features, save for the one that would alert me if Elara was planning to betray me. That was all I needed out of the thing, and it seemed to be the most robust feature on the collar anyway. I fiddled with a few more features, including activating the collar and marking myself as the owner. It drew a single drop of blood from my finger, and when it did, the collar took on a familiar feeling. It was like an extension of my own zeal that flowed through it, and I could sense its location using no form of magical senses at all.

Satisfied, I handed the collar back to Elara. “Good. Put it on.”

“But... you’re supposed to be the one to do it,” she protested.

I rolled my eyes, went to one knee, and took it from her. A moment later, I snapped it around her neck. The collar welded together seamlessly into a single band that looked like a comfortable but irremovable choker. I was pretty sure I could unravel the enchantments holding it on, but few others could say the same. Clearly, it wasn't ever intended to be removed. I was surprised Elara had been so ready to volunteer to put this thing on. I must have scared her more than I thought.

Her hands went up to her throat, gently stroking the thin black band around it with a heated flush on her cheeks. The collar fed me a general sense of her emotions. Originally, I’d expected placid acceptance, but instead, what I received was more contained excitement. I had to double-check to make sure the arousal enhancement feature wasn’t active. Nope. Everything she was feeling was her own doing.

Oh dear. Maybe I hadn't scared her after all.

“So... it looks like I’m all yours. From here on out, I’ll do whatever it takes to make up for my poor first impression.” Elara crawled toward me, a warm flush to her cheeks. She licked her lips, eyes locked on my groin. Like most elves, she was lucky she was naturally cute. Otherwise, the look would have been very creepy.

I rolled my eyes, scooped her up by her hair, and hauled her to her feet. She went limp in my grasp again, fingers twitching at her side in anticipation.

“You’re going to do anything I say?” I asked.

She nodded vigorously, face flushing an even deeper shade of red than before.

I turned her head toward the bed. “Then you’re going to start by cleaning up this room. This place is a mess. I can hardly find room to stand. Honestly, I can’t imagine how your servants allow you to leave this place so dirty. If I worked for you, I’d have taken you over my knee for leaving this kind of disaster around the manor. For all you know, there could be a dozen Sorcerer-level rats living in this nest.”

“Wait, really?” Elara pouted, smile fading. “When I said I’d do anything, I... uh... well...”

“Get cleaning. Now. We’ll be using your manor as a base of operations until I figure out where Sam and Dean are hiding. Also, when we’re outside the manor, we’re to act as though everything is normal. Don’t get me in trouble. Do everything I say, and when I’m preparing to leave, I’ll take that collar off you. Understood?”

Elara nodded, struggling to conceal that heated flush on her cheeks.
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The first thing I did was check out Elara’s servants. The servants had apparently come with the mansion, as was the custom in the Elven Star Dominion. All of them were honoring long-term contracts with the people who built this place. Apparently, the manor and surrounding grounds had been passed around between various high-ranking government officials for a while, and after falling into some disrepair was eventually gifted to Elara as part of her promotion to Chief Engineer of the Planetary Defense Array.

As a result, about half the serving staff were spies meant to keep an eye on the place. Nothing in politics was free, including government-issued mansions. Most of the spies were on the payroll of several members of Elara’s competitors, superiors, donors, and just about anyone else who might want to spy on a government official important enough to get a free place to live. Interestingly, the servants were playing a few games of their own as they accepted bribes from various important individuals and were even being paid to pass along bad information to some of their employers. It was enough of a mess that their utility as spies had probably degraded quite a bit as their loyalties drifted ever further.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t use them myself. Elara might not know where Sam and Dean were hiding, but she was important enough to receive visits from people who might know. And those people could share that information with me.

I used mind magic to make myself look like a stern male elf. Someone threatening and authoritative. I portrayed myself as a strong Wizard but let them catch the occasional hint of something more. In other words, my unexpected presence here would be something worth reporting.

“Attention, all servants. I’m Lady Elara’s new personal assistant. Starting over the next hour, I’ll be meeting with each of you for a brief chat. You there, meet me in the sitting room,” I pointed out one of the servants I suspected to be most traitorous.

I had a brief chat with her while she fidgeted. Meanwhile, I spread my senses to monitor anyone who tried to leave the manor grounds. Those that did soon found the ground opening up beneath them and swallowing them whole. I’d pick them up later when I got around to it.

I had a nice one-on-one chat with the servants. Two of them were unsalvagably corrupt and would have sold me out at the first opportunity. My options for those two were either to rewrite their minds with mind magic or to kill them and have Minerva puppet around their corpses. I ended up going with the latter option. Intensive invasive mind magic had never been one of my strong suits, and I didn’t really want to start now. So necromancy it was.

Keeping them from dispersing into zeal after they died was tough, especially with elves, but Minerva knew a few tricks to keep the bodies around. Soon, we had a pair of undead servants. I'd tell the others that I'd taken away their voices as punishment for leaking my secrets. That would explain why they'd lost the ability to talk while also intimidating the others.

I got a good feel of the others, though, and with the right combination of lies, bribes, and incentives, I could get them dancing to my tune instead of anyone else. None of them would know who I was or what I wanted, and I planned to keep it that way as long as possible. Letting Elara know the full picture was bad enough, and I had some serious leverage over her thanks to the collar. If any of these servants found out more than I wanted them to, I'd have to either get more collars or eliminate them.

I sowed the seeds for someone to visit Elara and ask questions about where Sam and Dean were. That would hopefully help me figure out what the Elven Star Dominion knew.

When I was done, I went to check on Elara again. She was nearly done cleaning her room. At some point, she must have decided that it was too hot because she’d taken off most of her clothes and was wearing only her underwear and her collar.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Cleaning, just like you said!” she said as she swept the floor with a tiny dustpan. She knelt on the ground as she used it, making tiny sweeps with the brush and little pan while her ass stuck in the air. It was covered only by the smallest strip of undergarment. “I removed a whole lot of stuff. See anything else you want me to get rid of?”

I shook my head. Maybe this really was my Elara after all.
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Over the next week, Elara continued to torment me by wearing less and less clothes. I was not the sort of man who had to bring home a new woman whenever he got stranded in an alternate dimension. But to anybody else, it was probably starting to look that way.

“I’m a man of focus, determination, and willpower...” I muttered to myself.

“Did you say something?” Elara asked. “Was it an order for me to crawl under the desk and--“

“No. Keep working.” I pointed a finger at the assortment of papers I had in front of Elara. She was an incredibly skilled enchanter, probably just as gifted as Argona was. But unlike Argona, who’d followed in my footsteps, Elara had been raised in an entirely different enchanting tradition. Having her go over my designs was a rare opportunity. When I finally returned home, I’d be able to improve everything from my nuclear reactors to the armies of worker golems I had at my command.

“Aww...” Elara grumbled as she pulled her skirt back up. “Fine...”

“The deal was you put on the collar, and I trust you enough not to kill you or leave you permanently stuck in that box. If you’re unhappy with the collar, returning to the box is still an option.”

“This isn’t nearly as fun as I thought it would be when I bought this thing...” Elara fidgeted with the smooth band of leather around her throat. But she went back to work soon enough, and once she put pen to paper, she quickly lost herself in her work and went quiet. As long as nothing disturbed her, she could maintain that focus for hours, so I’d have to be as quiet as possible.

If I ever found my version of Elara again, I had to sit her down for another conversation about enchanting. If this cock-hungry woman was already good at enchanting, I couldn’t imagine how much better a version of her a thousand years older was. Having my Elara tutor Argona for a while would probably cause a technological revolution for us.

I was interested in her thorough understanding of the elven information orbs. The way zeal flowed through them reminded me a lot of a computer. They were more analog than digital, but I combined what I knew with what I knew, and the two of us might leap straight from the 1950s to the 2050s regarding computing technology. If my people thought trains and steam engines were impressive, I could hardly wait to show them something that more advanced technology could do.

But that would all have to wait for later. Currently, I was waiting for Elara’s first guest—well, really my guest, but Elara was the person they’d be coming to see. I hadn’t bothered telling Elara about her since I wanted Elara to be genuinely surprised. I wasn’t sure how good an actor she was and didn’t want something like a poor poker face to ruin my plans.

I sensed our guest arriving. Elara was too focused to stretch out her mage sight and didn’t notice. My more advanced spirit sight picked off the guest right away, though. A Late Wizard, by the looks of her. Disappointing. She wouldn’t be a department head with that kind of cultivation base.

I stood silently, already at the door, when our guest knocked. The servants let her in and soon were calling for Elara. My companion put down her pen and looked around in startled surprise before the servant at the door explained who it was.

“Lady Elara, an Inquisitor is here to talk to you about your work,” the servant said.

“Oh, oh!” Elara jumped to her feet. Nervousness filled her eyes as she looked at me. “I swear I didn’t call anyone!”

I smiled. “I know you didn’t. Go on and meet with her. I’ll remain out of the way, but I can show myself if needed.”

Elara quickly descended the stairs, clothes wrinkled and feet bare. She looked like someone interrupted during their day off, which was exactly how I wanted her to look. I bent my ear toward the conversation.

“Sorry to bother you, Chief Engineer. This is just a quick visit to get some facts straight. I know you and the rest of the Science Directory are enjoying your unexpected vacation before returning to work,” the inquisitor said.

“Well, we can’t exactly do much on the station now that a good portion of it is destroyed. That energy backlash from the Shield Generator set us back by decades,” Elara replied.

The inquisitor frowned. “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid. The shield itself is offline while the generator undergoes self-repair. That means that The World of Sanctuary and Serenity is unshielded for the first time in generations. Foreign powers have taken notice. But that’s for Immortal Ascendants to worry about. I’m here to ask a few questions about where you were during the events leading up to destroying the station. Please take me through your story again.”

“O-okay...” Elara settled down and began recanting a story. It wasn’t the real story since I didn’t want to feature myself so prominently in her report. This tale involved Elara frantically trying to break through from the other side of the shield generator. Despite heroic efforts and secretly sending a message to call for help, she failed to prevent a dangerous malcontent from damaging the Mana Generator and destabilizing the entire array. The resulting explosion blew a hole in the station, and Elara flew back down to the planet's surface under her own power.

It was close enough to the truth to pass tests for deception, and Elara had recited it to me enough times that she was consistent even when asked to fill in specific details. The inquisitor took notes all the while and even asked a few probing questions. Elara was prepared for everything though and the interrogation went smoothly.

“Mhm... I understand. It sounds like you worked valiantly on behalf of the Dominion. I can’t make any promises, but earning a civilian medal might not be out of the question. Assuming things quiet down on the front lines. I suspect things will be busy with the Liberty’s Blade and the Celestial Guardians challenging us for some of our outer vassal worlds.”

“Well, if that’s everything?” Elara stood and shook the inquisitor’s hand. The inquisitor left shortly after that, completely oblivious to the fact that I’d been scanning her mind as quietly as possible, hoping to find out what she knew. The entire time she’d been trying to get answers out of Elara, I’d been getting answers out of her.

Unfortunately, she knew little of use to me. She knew about Sam and Dean, and in fact, she thought I was the two of them taking a trip back to the station to cause some additional chaos. It was only a theory, though, and they had no solid proof.

Whoever the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s allies were in the Elven Star Dominion, they weren’t sharing information. I was thankful for that. I doubted they’d expect me to be living with Elara, who’d previously proven herself to be my enemy. As long as I kept a low profile, I would be fine until my search concluded.

“Who are Liberty’s Blade and the Celestial Guardians?” I asked Elara when we were finally in the clear.

“The Celestial Guardians are a group of Immortal Ascendants from a mostly extinct species of humanoids with golden wings. They are few in number, but what few there are have become quite powerful. They make up for their lack of manpower by using underlings from other races, similar to what we do, but on a broader scale. Something about the way they gather power requires those underlings to be worshipful of them. That means their best recruits are the ones they liberate from tyrannical masters. That would be us in this scenario. Liberty’s Blade is similar. They started as a slave rebellion and simply kept growing from there. Now they span dozens of worlds and think the Elven Star Dominion’s vassals would make perfect recruits.”

“And they’re attacking now because the Shield Generator is down?” I suggested.

Elara nodded. “Yes. The fact that the shield is down means that our world is vulnerable. High command has pulled back some of the Dominion’s forces to protect the home world, and that means our presence elsewhere is weakened. It’s the perfect time for our enemies to strike.”

I stroked Elara’s head while I gave her collar a gentle pat. “Well explained, Elara. I’m once again glad I put something just beneath that beautiful head of yours to make it mine. So smart and so handy to have around.”

“Surely there’s something else you want me for? Besides my mind?” Elara suggested. “Remember, I said I will do anything for you! Absolutely anything...”

She pressed herself against my side, lips plump and red.

I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah. You don’t need to remind me. I still want you to finish redesigning my general-purpose worker golems. Thanks to you, I have a few ideas that will enable fully automated production!”

Elara didn’t bother hiding her disappointment. I thought it was funny though, and this really was work I needed done eventually. At my prompting, she went back to work.

Another day went by before the next visitor arrived. This time, she was a Sorcerer. And a pretty strong one at that. I rubbed my fingers together in anticipation. This would be someone with some tricks up their sleeves.

“Lady Elara, I am the second of the Captain of the First Guard, charged with securing our home world. The Dominion requires your full cooperation,” the captain's second declared with all the pomp of someone walking through the corridors of a prison rather than someone’s home. One wave of her hand shattered the lock on the door, and she strolled through. The servant rushing for the door scrambled out of the way.

I realized right away that skimming surface thoughts wouldn’t work for this one. Apparently, the First Guard was very concerned about mental manipulation because her mind was locked down as tight as a clan’s secret treasure vault. They weren't active defenses though, so she was no mind cultivator. She was probably wearing something similar to Dean’s amulets. They made it impossible to use mind magic and also impossible to be affected by it.

I would have to take a much more hands-on approach to this one. The way she came with a pair of zeal-restricting handcuffs and an iron collar far cruder than the one Elara was already wearing told me she intended to take Elara elsewhere for questioning. That was something I couldn’t allow.

“You, servant. Fetch me the master of this estate immediately!” the captain's second barked at the terrified servant who hadn’t even finished climbing to her feet. The servant scurried up the stairs while I was descending them, and I waved her past me.

“Lady Elara, come out and--“ The captain's second froze when she spotted me instead of Elara. Whatever artifact she was wearing was damn powerful because it pierced my disguise like it wasn’t even there. The captain's second’s hands went right for her sword.

But she was only a Sorcerer, and I was a Demigod. I was on top of her before she could even draw her sword. She channeled zeal for a spell, but I swiped the collar and cuffs she’d brought to use on Elara and used them on her instead.

“What is this? Who are you? How could you be here? All our investigations point to you being on the completely other side of the planet! How?”

“I’ll be the one asking the questions here, captain's second. What's that mean anyway? Are you the captain's secretary?"

"Not just a secretary!" the captain's second protested.

"A secretary plus, then. I need to figure out what’s making those pesky mental defenses of yours...” I looked her over. She had an amulet around her neck, as well as a ring. Both had mental defense properties, but they were only backup tools. This captain's second was quite paranoid. Though not quite paranoid enough, it seemed. Beneath the amulet was a band around her neck that looked just like the one around Elara's. It didn't take a genius to guess that the master of that band was the captain of the First Guard. So apparently that was what being 'not just a secretary' entailed.

The actual enchantment I was looking for was a golden band. She had two of them, one wrapped around her upper right arm and the other around her lower left thigh. Both had to be removed simultaneously. Otherwise, they’d activate an emergency teleportation function that would pull her out of danger. All in all, it was pretty clever, and I’d have to steal the design for my own people in the future.

Unfortunately for this captain's second, she’d run into a Demigod who could both identify her defensive enchantments and disable her with little trouble. By the time Elara came down the stairs, the captain's second's eyes were wide and panicked.

“Oh. I see you’ve already taken care of things?” Elara asked.

“Yeah, I’ll handle this guest. Do you have anywhere we can restrain her? She keeps trying to wriggle free.” As I spoke, the captain's second was crawling along the floor like a centipede using her chin and knees. I grabbed her by the hair and hauled her back. “I’m going to put you to sleep for a while. I hate editing anything more than short-term memories, so the fewer memories you form from this, the better.”

After that, I hit her with a sleep spell. I had to comb through her mind to make sure she didn’t remember meeting me.

“Yes, actually. The basement should be well suited to a thorough interrogation. I’ve been meaning to find an excuse to show it to you...”

Elara’s basement was, of course, a sex dungeon. I had sensed it long ago but had avoided commenting on it. I had even thought about examining the devices myself. Much like enchanting, what we had back home was all inspired by me and my matriarchs. In contrast, the toys Elara had on display came from an entirely new line of ideas, all created by and for elves.

“Did these come with the manor?” I asked curiously as we found something to strap the captain's second down to.

“Ah, no, actually. I bought them myself. They’ve never been used, though. You might have to discard some packing material...” Elara blushed as she locked the leather straps in place. The apparatus was made from Primordial World materials and looked like it had rendered a powerful Sorcerer completely helpless. It just hadn’t been intended for the captain's second.

But regardless, it was very convenient to have. Without this device, restraining the captain's second would have been much more difficult. I got to work on her head.

The first thing I did was remove her memories of our initial meeting. As time went on and the memories got more deeply integrated, they’d get harder to remove without damage. Perhaps someone from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye could manage it, but not me.

After wiping her last twenty minutes of short-term memories, I skimmed her dreams for anything worthwhile. Unfortunately, the right ideas just didn’t come to mind. I’d have to get a bit creative.

“Alright, Elara, I’m going to need your help with this. Remember your story? You need to stick to it.”

Elara nodded, and after a few more instructions on my end, we got to work.

A few minutes later, the captain's second burst through the door just as before, only this time bereft of her anti-mind magic items. She didn’t notice their absence in the slightest, though, as she grilled Elara for information. I got a few glimpses of what I was looking for. Mainly, the First Guard had tracked Sam and Dean to a location a long, long way from here. Elara came off as slightly suspicious, so it took longer than it should have. By the end of it, Elara was handcuffed and the captain's second was ready to charge her with being excessively suspicious. That was enough of a crime in the Elven Star Dominion to warrant arrest.

But that was okay. Elara wouldn’t be going anywhere. We would do this as many times as necessary to get it right.

“Alright, let’s do that one more time,” I said as I appeared before the captain's second again. She jumped to her feet and reached for her weapon, but I hit her with a sleep spell before she could blink.

We ended up running through the interrogation three more times. Eventually, Elara played her part well enough that the captain's second left with no suspicions and decided Elara wasn’t worth returning for further questioning. Meanwhile, I knew almost everything the elves knew about Sam and Dean. Eventually, I’d finally pick up on their trail.
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Ispent the next month interrogating people coming to interrogate Elara, fending off her desperate seduction attempts, and organizing some information gathering of my own. Plenty of private investigators were more loyal to money than the Elven Star Dominion, and the sea monsters I’d slain provided a decent amount of funding. Enough to get a few True Mages and a Wizard on the case, at least.

Combining their efforts to search for Sam and Dean with what I knew of them and a steady stream of updates about how the First Guard’s search was going, I was confident we were a step ahead in the search. It was essential for me to find them before the elves did.

Slowly but surely, I started narrowing things down. They turned out to be on the Hearthstone Continent of all places. By my age, it was barren, and even in this one, it had more monsters than usual. It would be interesting to see the place during the age of the Elven Star Dominion, though. I just needed to narrow down where on the Hearthstone Continent they were.

Elara’s estate was on the Fimblesea Continent. It would have been nice to tour this place and see what it was like before the inhabitants died in a golden age and then were eaten by dragons. Perhaps when my affairs were settled, and I was an Immortal Ascendant with nothing to fear, I’d come back here for a more social visit. Elara would be long free then, and I’d finally be able to see if she was serious about all the teasing she’d been doing.

“Heads up, Elara. I think you’ve got another visitor,” I said as I sensed another person coming.

She stood, looking much more confident this time—perhaps too confident. She’d gotten a bit more accustomed to tying up government officials in her basement and brainwashing them than was healthy for an upstanding citizen of the Elven Star Dominion. Thankfully, she was pretty smart, so she would straighten herself out when all was said and done.

“Disabled her for you!” she called up to me before I’d even come down the stairs.

I shook my head. Her electricity powers had proven remarkably good at knocking people unconscious. The comatose state she could put them in was even better than my usual sleep spell for mental manipulation.

I made a few mental tweaks, Elara did her usual interview while I skimmed surface thoughts, and eventually I knew what I needed to know.

“They’re in the wilderness where a particularly well-known lava elemental lives... yes, that would make sense...” I muttered while running my fingers through the stubble of my beard. I didn’t have any shaving supplies here so far from The Wanderer. It had grown again, and I hadn’t seen fit to stop it, though I could at any time.

“Do you need anything else from this one?” Elara asked as she shocked the woman who’d come knocking on her door again.

“Just confirm what she said already and see if she knows anything else. Otherwise, do a normal meeting and we’ll send her on her way.”

The woman Elara was electrocuting was actually an agent I hired, though the woman herself didn’t know that. She thought she was giving her report to Elara. It was a confusing mess, but that was the way it had to be. The last thing I wanted was my private investigators turning their skills on me. The Elven Star Dominion had a hefty reward with my name on it.

Thanks to our current methodology, she ended up delivering a far more thorough report than she expected, and it gave me the last piece of the puzzle I was missing. There were some powerful monsters on the Hearthstone Continent. Of course, Sam and Dean would choose to set up their camp near one of them. Without something like my mind magic, even a stray heartwielder could identify the two of them on sight. They’d want to stay as out of the way as possible.

“Elara, tell the servants you’re going on a vacation. You want to see the world or something.”

Elara brushed her hair aside. “I’ve always read that a change of scenery can help restore creative energy. Perhaps that’s what I’m after. What am I looking to see?”

“The monster-infested wilderness of the Hearthstone Continent,” I replied.

Elara frowned. “That will be a strange place to vacation to. I do have family there, but it's well known I don't get along with them. There’s a resort somewhere along the southern coast of the continent though. I will make reservations there. It will throw anyone following me off my trail.”

I ran my fingers through her hair. “Look at you. When I found you, you were a boring academy engineer who crunched numbers all day. Now you’re laying false trails, setting traps for your enemies, diving headfirst into danger!”

“I’m still crunching numbers all day while doing all that,” Elara replied sourly. “Honestly, this whole thing has been a lot stranger than I imagined. I expected far more sexual tormenting and less work...”

Elara packed her bags. She had quite a few high-quality holding bags, for which I was grateful. Losing my Dimensional Storage made me realize how frustrating it was not to have an entire city’s worth of goods on call. I had to be strategic about what I brought.

I stashed away a few weeks of supplies, and I also traded the last of my sea monster parts for common items that were cheap here but would be valuable in the Primordial World. Once I found Sam and Dean, we’d have a lengthy trip home, and any teleportation arrays we used would cost zeal crystals.

I’d even found the time to work on a new spear. Without the tools in my Smith’s Workshop, it wasn’t something worthy of being called a new iteration of Spell Eater. Still, it was a rod of adamantium that could siphon away the zeal of an opponent and give it to me. It was better than my first version of Spell Eater, at least. Elara had even improved the enchantment efficiency, though the low quality of the metal meant it was only roughly on par with older versions of my precious weapon.

We scheduled transportation to the resort town Elara mentioned, and I even grabbed a random Mage Acolyte off the street and told her she had won a free vacation. She’d be going in our place as a distraction. Meanwhile, I’d be taking Elara to the Hearthstone Continent the fast way.

Taking another person through a ley line wasn’t the easiest on me. I’d done it before, mostly to disorient enemies in the middle of a fight. Doing so for someone I wanted to keep safe was considerably harder, but I was also a lot more powerful than I used to be. It took us several hundred jumps through an underwater ley line to cross the sea.

The trip would have been faster flying, but a Demigod flying at full speed was hard to miss unless I left the atmosphere. But that was how the First Guard on Sam and Dean’s trail had traced their location. I wasn’t about to give myself away in the same manner. So, we had no choice but to do things the hard way and go underwater.

It wasn’t all bad. When I told Elara clothes might interfere with the rematerialization process, and that they’d just get wet if she wore them during the ley line trip, she happily took everything off for me. Despite being a handful, my pervy little pet engineer was quite beautiful. That made the trip feel shorter.

When we finally surfaced, I was fine, though Elara gasped for breath. A Sorcerer should have been able to handle a few hours without breathing, but it was tough for someone who’d never had to do it before. We dried ourselves off, dressed, prepared an Unnoticeability spell to hide our presence, and then headed inland.

Along the way, I made note of the various cities and fortresses nearby. The Elven Star Dominion had the central area of this continent walled off and looked to be letting in small groups in. Monsters only ruled this place because the Dominion allowed it. It was basically a training ground. Perhaps someday, I would end up doing something similar.

A massive shield was extending in a dome over the top of the walls, but we went through a ley line heading in and bypassed both it and the wall. Once we were safe from the walls, the two of us withdrew our auras until we seemed like a pair of Wizard-level cultivators using the training grounds as intended. We’d be on the upper end of people here, hopefully meaning others would steer clear of us.

“They should be near that volcano. That’s where the most powerful monster in the area is. I suspect Sam and Dean killed it and took over its lair.” I pointed to the top of a volcano. In my world, it was still standing and still surrounded by fire and earth elementals. There were definitely some powerful ley lines crossing one another in that area.

We circled the volcano a few times, battling elementals as we did so. They were very protective of this place, and since we’d restricted ourselves to the Wizard realm, they weren’t shy about trying to take us down. I let Elara do the bulk of the fighting. Though she had a powerful cultivation base, it had come largely as a byproduct of her extensive training and her personal wealth. She lacked real-world combat experience.

She’d need a decade of fighting monsters like these before she could go toe-to-toe with someone like the captain of the First Guard. After our encounter with her second, I had a feeling we'd be running into their captain by the time all was said and done.

We were still looking for any signs of Sam and Dean when a group of Wizards stomping around the training grounds found us. They had a youthful bluster, and I instantly knew their type. These were the children of powerful clans who’d been raised since the moment they manifested to carry the legacy of their clans. Back home it was rare to see any above True Mage, since that was the extent of most clans’ resources. But this batch was all the way at the Wizard realm.

“Well, well, look who we have here. A couple of nobodies. Did you save up your pay for the last fifty years to buy a ticket to this training ground?” the band leader chortled. “The two of you can’t be under two hundred. You’ve probably long since stagnated. Why don’t you hand over all the elemental cores you’ve gathered to us? The younger generation can actually make use of them.”

Elara’s fists curled into a pout. “Are you calling me old? I’ll have you know, only a few decades ago I was an academy student!”

The young Wizards chortled. Their leader wiped a tear from her cheek. “Ladies, let’s teach granny here a lesson!”

I crossed my arms and waited. Elara could handle these brats. Thanks to my spell, I was glad they hadn’t paid me much attention. Just as the fighting was about to begin, the earth rumbled nearby. Nobody else seemed to notice it, but I saw a small cave open along the mountain’s side.

Someone was watching us. Someone strong.

A Demigod aura washed out over the area. The Wizards attacking us didn’t even have time to go pale before an axe as fast as lightning cut each one of them in half at the waist with a single swing. The next swing was aimed for Elara, but I disabled my Unnoticeability spell and intercepted it.

“It’s alright, Dean. She’s with me.” On the other end of the axe, Dean blinked in surprise. He hadn’t even been paying Elara much attention, more focused on rummaging through the supplies of the arrogant young Wizards he’d just casually slain.

“Theo?” he asked, still blinking in surprise. “Theo! It is you! Holy shit, Sam will never believe it. I knew you’d come for us, buddy!”

I chuckled as the two of us shared a manly embrace.

“Of course I’d come for the two of you. What else are friends for?”

Dean shot a glance at Elara again, this time doing a double take. “Wait a second, Elara, is that you?”

“Uh... do you know me?” Elara shifted awkwardly. She was sure Sam and Dean would remember her from their time imprisoned.

“Wait, if you don’t know me... damn. Parallel timeline bullshit. Forget I said anything! If you have any questions, ask Sam.”

I placed a hand on Elara’s shoulder. “You may or may not understand someday. Just ignore it.”

Dean nodded to the dead elves as he finished collecting their bags of holding. “Anyway, we welcome you to our humble abode. We’ve had to loot a few foolish adventurers like this band here for supplies, but it’s comfortable enough. I’ll show you around.”

Dean waved his hand by the side of the volcano, and a small opening stretched into a large one. It looked like he’d hacked a hole in the side of the volcano, then used his spatial magic to squeeze the space around it shut until the entrance looked no larger than a pinhole. To an earth mage like me, that was a bit like using explosives to open a stubborn can of soup. It was gross overkill, but it worked.

The inside of Sam and Dean’s shelter looked a little better, but only because it had belonged to the Lava Elemental who once ruled this volcano. The elemental in question lay smouldering and headless on the other side of the chamber.

“Hey Sam, guess who I found outside!” Dean grinned as he waved to Sam. We had another tearful reunion, but a minute later sat down and Sam and Dean were bringing me up to speed on their escape plan.

“So my theory was that some of the powerful clans that send their descendants here will have access to portals that lead to the Primordial World. If we can find a map in a bag of holding that gives us a location, we’ll have a much easier time using their private clan portal to leave this world,” Sam explained.

“Have you tried the one that’s located in what will someday be the Deanian Queendom?” I asked.

Sam gave me a frustrated nod. “Unfortunately, that one is heavily guarded. The local government has the place under lock and key and keeps careful track of everyone who comes and goes. Dean and I have thought about forcing our way through, but whatever’s on the other side might even trouble us. Though with you to help us, we might risk it.”

I stroked my chin. “You’re right to think a frontal attack is too much of a risk. The Elven Star Dominion has Immortal Ascendants. You know how much we struggled against the heavily restrained neutered Immortal Ascendants the Cult of the Unblinking Eye threw at us. The real deal might be the last thing we ever see. We need a less well-guarded portal. Something owned by a mid-sized clan. They would want to keep the fact that they control a portal secret and might not even report us using it out of fear the local authorities will swipe it from them.”

“The other option is that we leave this world behind. The World of Struggle and Strife has Primordial World portals,” Dean suggested.

I grimaced. “Maybe. Maybe not. I have it on good authority the situation is deteriorating. The Elven Star Dominion is currently at war with two separate factions, so space in this area is heavily monitored. We might slip by them, but the more opportunities we give our enemies to find us, the worse off we’ll be. I know that the First Guard is already on to the two of you. They know you’re somewhere in this training ground and will be coming in force eventually. You’re lucky I’ve been spying on their progress and put the pieces together before they did.”

“That is alarming...” Sam grimaced again. I sensed his eyes go distant as he scanned the future possibilities. "When we first arrived, this world was stable enough to have at least the World of Sanctuary and Serenity and its neighbors. I was convinced we’d looped around to a previous era in the primary timeline somehow. If my fears are true, perhaps we are witnessing the end of the Elven Star Dominion that eventually leads to the worlds we know."

“Uh... I have an idea.” Elara raised a hand. All eyes turned to her. “I actually know of a clan that has exactly the sort of portal you’re looking for.”
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Sam and Dean looked doubtful, so I quickly pulled them aside and took them through my story of how I got here and met this version of Elara.

“Wait a minute, so while Sam and I were roughing it in the wilderness, you were hanging out in a mansion full of servants while the lady of the manor begged you to do whatever you wanted to her?” Dean shook his head. “Sometimes the world just isn’t fair.”

I chuckled.

“The point of this is, can we trust Elara or not? She isn’t the Elara we know, and we don’t know if she’ll ever become that Elara. But she does have crucial information. Theo, you’ve been with her the longest. Is this a trap?” Sam shot me a piercing look.

I frowned and thought a moment. I thought about Elara’s face and the time we’d spent together. She had pulled a trap on me by calling The Challenger, but that had been when we’d just met and I’d kidnapped her mere minutes prior. Her hostility had been understandable. Now, we’d spent more than a month getting to know one another. The collar she was wearing also gave me a pretty strong hold over her.

“We can trust her,” I concluded.

“Alright then. This accelerates our plans dramatically. A good thing too. Now that you’ve told me the Elven Star Dominion is on to us, I see several futures where we’re recaptured. We need to make our move before the end of the day if we’re to have a high probability of leaving this world intact.” Sam started walking back to Elara, and the rest of us followed him.

“Okay, so the clan I grew up in had exactly the sort of portal you’re thinking of. We were a small, kind of weak clan, and the only reason I was able to attend the academy was because I won a few scholarships for golem engineering. My grandmother and I don’t get along so well anymore, so I rarely visit. She’s the clan matriarch, and I think she’s disappointed that her most promising descendent is a scholar and not a warrior. If I’d been more of a fighter, we could have made better use of our portal to the Primordial World.”

“How strong is she?” Dean asked.

“Late Sorcerer, same as me,” Elara replied. “Really, we don’t have the means to defend an entrance to the Primordial World, so it’s extremely important to my grandmother that it remain secret.”

I placed my hand on Elara’s shoulder. “Thank you for sharing. We’ll make sure it remains secret even after we use it. Where’s your clan located?”

Elara held up her hand and pointed. “It’s that way, on the northern end of this very continent.”

I turned my gaze to follow her finger. By the time my day came around, I distinctly remember there being a ruined city and a tomb guarded by armies of undead warriors in that direction. At some point, things must have taken a turn for the worst for Elara’s clan.

With our destination in mind, we left a few minutes later. Sam and Dean didn’t have much to pack, since just about everything they had with them was stolen from the bags of holding they’d picked up. The axe and revolver I’d made for them had unfortunately been confiscated upon their initial capture, and they were making do with Wizard-level weapons.

Before we left, I used a bit of Earth magic to breathe new life into the corpse of the big elemental. That would turn it into more of a golem with instructions to be hostile than a true elemental, but anything that could slow down the people looking for us would be good. This big guy and a small army of smaller guys might buy us an extra hour or two before they were wiped out.

Meanwhile, two human male-sized golems would be making tracks headed in the opposite direction. Both were as strong as I could make them on short notice, so they would cover a lot of ground and make anyone who came after Sam and Dean think they’d just missed them. With any luck, the Elven Star Dominion would pick up the wrong trail.

Meanwhile, we headed for Elara’s clan and the portal she promised us.

Sam and Dean had a harder time getting past the walls than me. When they’d snuck in here, Dean had hacked a hole through space and kept at it until the spatial tears led where he wanted them to. I transported us all across through a ley line to save some time.

Before long, we were on Elara’s family grounds. It looked like a small city, and it reminded me a lot of the Moonbow Clan’s home. There was a cluster of impressive buildings on a hill surrounded by a stone wall, isolating it from the rest of the city. The place quickly went from obviously wealthy stone structures to areas that were borderline slums.

Many clans operated this way, with the main family monopolizing the clan’s resources and everybody else serving as fodder, free labor, or servants. The only exceptions were those of truly exceptional talent, who were quickly brought into the fold alongside the main family. To me, it seemed terribly inefficient.

But their business wasn’t mine, and today, I only had an interest in their portal. We hid ourselves among the rickety wooden buildings just outside the gates of the main compound. The portal would no doubt be somewhere in that area.

“Alright, I’ll go in first. I’ll order the people standing guard to step aside. If we’re lucky, all of you will be through before my grandmother even arrives,” Elara said.

“I really appreciate this. It’ll probably leave you in a bad situation with your family when you’re gone.” I rested a hand on Elara’s shoulders.

Elara smiled, hand touching her collar. “Don’t worry about me.”

I frowned, then came to a decision. If I was going to trust Elara, I might as well trust her all the way. I reached behind her neck and sent my zeal into the collar. With a click, it came loose.

“Here. I’m giving this back to you. You’ve earned my trust.”

“I... uh...” Elara’s face flushed red.

I ran my fingers through her hair one last time. “Go. We’re counting on you.”

[image: ]


We waited a few minutes for Elara’s return, counting off the seconds.

“She said she’d only be a minute. It’s been ten times that. Something must have gone wrong,” Sam said.

I nodded grimly. “Agreed.”

I sensed a flare of Late-Sorcerer-level power deep within the clan compound on the hill.

“Looks like Grandma found Elara after all,” Dean said. “Let’s go and teach her a thing or two about showing hospitality to strangers.”

He took flight. Sam and I followed close behind. We traced the sound of battle. Elara let out a loud yelp, and I smelled poison zeal filling the air. I should have guessed from Elara’s hair color. She was from a clan of poison cultivators, though ones that focused on a different aspect than Eltiana’s tribe.

The fight came into view a moment later when Elara burst out the side of a building. An elf with streaks of silver in her hair tackled her to the ground and held a short sword like she was about to plunge it through her granddaughter’s chest.

“You dare share the clan’s secret treasure with outsiders? I knew I should have killed you the moment you mentioned signing up for that stupid school. Foolish girl!” the older elf snarled. She thrust the dagger down, but I reached out and grabbed the blade between pinched fingers. A moment later, Dean had a hand on the matriarch’s shoulder, and Sam gazed at her with her arms folded behind her back.

“It seems things didn’t go quite as smoothly as planned, Elara. Don’t worry. We’ll take it from here,” I said.

“D-don’t kill her. The rest of the family needs her,” Elara said.

The matriarch looked between Sam, Dean, and I and her face grew increasingly pale. She wasn’t up against just one Demigod, but three of them.

“Hear that?” I jerked my chin toward Elara. “The descendant you were about to murder just saved your life. Now, don’t resist if you know what’s good for you.”

I poked her in the forehead with a sleep spell. To my surprise, it worked, and she fell over unconscious a moment later. She must have been too terrified to put up a real fight.

“Alright, where’s this portal? Your battle probably attracted the wrong sort of attention.”

“This way!” Elara led us around the corner toward the building she’d just been thrown through.

She opened the doors wide, and past them was a set of stairs leading down. It reminded me exactly of that sealed catacomb I’d seen in the future.

We went through three more sets of doors. Two women who looked a lot like Elara were standing guard, but the strongest was only a Wizard. A wave of my hand, a thump on the back of the head, or some combination of the two was sufficient to take them out quietly.

“There it is!” Dean pointed ahead of us. Sure enough, there was a familiar shimmering portal. The power of the Primordial World wafted off of it.

“It feels like it’s been ages. It’ll be good to finally not have to look over our shoulders anymore.”

“Yeah.” Dean pounded his fists together. “I know the first thing I’m going to do when we’re back is pound in that Louis’ guy’s face. That bastard didn’t even have the courtesy to stay dead the last time you killed him.”

I chuckled. “There’s a lot I have to catch you guys up on. Suffice it to say that things are more complicated than we thought. Don’t worry, though. Now that I finally have the full picture in my head, I'm getting closer to coming up with a plan that will end things once and for all.”

Elara stood before the portal.

“Is this... uh...” Elara glanced at the portal with a complicated look. I turned to her, and my former chuckle melted away into a serious expression.

“I know you’ve got a life here, Elara. If you get caught, just tell everyone I forced you to do everything. You’ve got that collar as proof, anyway.”

She bit her lip, looking up at me with a frown. “Do I really have to stay behind?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why can’t I come with you?”

I blinked in surprise. “You want to leave? But don’t you have a life here? You’re the chief engineer of an important superweapon for the Elven Star Dominion. You’ve got a whole clan up there.”

“The superweapon I was in charge of blew up. Once you’re gone, I’ll probably go under investigation. The whole project will probably be scuttled, and I’ll be shipped off to a distant border world to save the Dominion from embarrassment. And that's the best-case scenario. As for my clan? Our matriarch tried to kill me a few minutes ago.”

I frowned, gazing at her intently. “You sure about this?”

She met my eyes and forced a smile.

I shrugged. “Suit yourself. We’ll drop you off somewhere nice. Maybe somewhere the Elven Star Dominion is a little less determined to hunt down fugitives. The world you’re from is about to get thrown into a serious war, anyway.”

Maybe I could find a world like this one had been before I arrived. One where the Elven Star Dominion was in full swing and her life could be like the one she would have had if I hadn’t arrived to blow up the Planetary Defense Array and get her caught up in a manhunt. Or I could even let her stay in the Hearthwood a while until she figured out where she wanted to go.

I turned. Sam and Dean were already through the portal. Elara and I followed close behind.

I braced myself for the worst, but no ambush waited for us on the other side.

“Looks like we’re in the clear for now.” Sam shrugged.

I wore a relieved smile. “Seems so. Still, we should assume our luck will run out and the Elven Star Dominion will pick up our trail. The odds that Elara’s grandmother will give up her clan’s greatest secret to the authorities is small, but not nonexistent. And even if she doesn’t, I suspect the Elven Star Dominion has other ways of tracking us in the Primordial World. They found us once before, after all.”

“We have a lot of people here and are always keeping an eye on the other factions. From what I’ve heard, a lot of people are concerned about the potential end of the Elven Star Dominion in the future. There are a lot of fights between us and future elves claiming that would come to pass,” Elara explained.

“Noted. So we should stay away from elven settlements.”

“In that case, there’s a dwarf settlement not far from here. They do discreet business and don’t ask questions.” Sam jerked his thumb off in the distance.

He and Dean knew where they were going, so I followed their lead. I’d known plenty of other civilizations had outposts in the Primordial World, but I’d mostly stuck around the elven ones.

The dwarven outpost was pretty impressive, as far as things went. At first, I thought the place was an unusually shaped mountain, but as I drew closer, I could see all the little holes along its side. Once we landed, similarities to the elven outpost we visited became increasingly apparent. So much so, that I wouldn’t have been surprised if the elves had purchased or stolen their outpost from the dwarves.

We landed, and Sam talked us through security at the front of the mountain.

“Theo, got any gold on you?” Sam asked.

“Uh, gold? Hmm...”

I had a few bags of holding on me stuffed with metals from making the golems to distract the Elven Star Dominion. Thankfully, there had been plenty of gold in that volcano, so I’d used earth magic to separate it out. I handed Sam the small handful I had.

Sam tossed it to the guard, and he waved us through.

“Dwarves like their bribes in gold, huh?” I asked, a bit surprised. Anyone who could reach the Primordial World had to have plenty of gold. It was why ordinary metal currency quickly gave way to zeal crystals and monster cores at higher levels.

Sam shrugged. “I guess it’s just the traditional bribe. He would have let us in for free, but we would have had to give our names and list the purpose of our visit.”

Fortunately, the actual fee for the teleporter they had here would accept more traditional means of payment. Dean had the bags of holding from all the Wizards he’d killed in the trial grounds, as well as a few elemental cores. I contributed the last of my Sea Monster stuff. Altogether, we had just enough to pay for passage and were soon on our way.

We turned up in another dwarf outpost, and I didn’t recognize this one either. But Sam and Dean assured me they’d used this one before, and they knew exactly where they were going. We only ended up being lost for three days before we charted a path back to our world.

“You sure we’re not lost?” I asked the two of them.

“I know exactly where we’re going! Well, I would if we were headed to our old world. Now that we’ve got a new one, things are a bit tougher.” Dean frowned, rubbing his chin in thought.

Sam ended up picking a stick, mumbling a spell, and casting it in the air. We followed the stick wherever it fell and eventually ended up at another dwarf outpost.

“Maybe we should ask for directions?” Elara suggested.

“No, we’re fine,” Dean insisted. Sam and I nodded along.

After another two days of wandering, Elara returned to our side to inform us that she’d gone and asked for directions and that another dwarven outpost nearby had a teleportation array that could take us very close to where we wanted to go. Thankfully, we’d picked up no small quantity of abandoned adventuring equipment and rare materials during our adventures.

I’d hoped to bring them home, but if we needed to sell them to pay for passage, then that was what we had to do. It was strange to feel like I was in a rush to get home. Ever since I built the Pocket World Passage, the Hearthwood had only ever been a step away. Anticipating my return was an unusual but not unwelcome feeling.

Adding to this was the growing sense that the barrier between me and accessing The Wanderer’s powers was weakening by the day. I had a few theories, chief among them the idea that I was getting further from The Challenger and closer to The Wanderer. When I crossed over the threshold to my world, the barrier would likely break down completely and restore full access to my Pocket World Passage.

We sold our remaining goods, paid for passage, and then picked up a map of the local floating islands. Sam saw the name of a few elven outposts he recognized.

“The portal to what will someday be Deania on our world is located here.” Sam pointed at an unlabeled portion of the map. “From there, it should be a straight shot to the Hearthstone Continent.”

“It will be strange to see the continent where I was born so far in the future,” Elara remarked.

“It’ll be good to kick back. I’m sick of being chased. Maybe it’s finally time to put my nose to the grindstone again and see if I can’t find something to hit mid Demigod. Then things like that’ll get a lot easier.”

“I might have a few things that’ll help the two of you,” I offered. Mac had been discreetly picking up things from the QCA for the two of them, and I planned to give them each a big gift after they returned from their mission. Their mission took a lot longer than I thought. The gifts were likely ready by now.

We were all busy chatting about what would happen when we returned home by the time we reached the floating island containing the portal back to our world. It seemed like all our worries were falling away, and have some time to catch our breath and plan our next move.

So naturally, that was when our enemies showed themselves again.

I blinked as I felt the barrier between me and The Wanderer growing stronger instead of weaker. That was just enough warning to bring my full attention to my surroundings. Tendrils of mind magic were in the air, combined with light zeal bending in strange ways.

I snapped to the spot just behind the portal, and that’s when I saw it again. The Challenger was firing its weapons.

“Ambush, look out!” I yelled as I shoved my companions out of the path of laser fire.
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The main energy weapons of The Challenger struck the ground where Sam and Dean had been standing moments before. I’d shoved the two of them aside, but had been too slow to save myself as well. The blast struck my leg, vaporizing everything below the knee.

Anyone else would be out of the fight with a wound like that. I was pretty fast at regenerating though and would be healed soon enough. I would be robbed of my maneuverability until that happened, though.

I reached into one of my bags of holding and pulled out my replacement spear. It served well enough as a crutch, and I hobbled aside at high speed.

Now that I was looking, it was a wonder I hadn’t spotted signs of enemy activity here earlier. The ground had been disturbed in all directions around the portal. Several of the rocks facing the portal were completely covered in enchantments, doing who knew what, and zeal flowed through the ground in a circular pattern around the portal that couldn’t be natural.

There also wasn’t any sign of the Moonbow Clan or the camp they’d built around the portal. Either they’d been wiped out or had fled through the portal.

This was more than just mind magic. My mental defenses would have shut down any attempt to manipulate my head. The Challenger probably had a cloaking ability similar to The Wanderer’s camouflage.

“There are fugitives. And the traitor, too. Get them!” shouted a familiar face. The Captain of the First Guard of the Elven Star Dominion. Beside her were nearly a dozen enforcers from the Elven Star Dominion.

“Fighting retreat!” I yelled. “Everybody through the portal!”

If my theory was right and getting back on the same world as The Wanderer would restore my connection to it, I’d be able to call on my allies once we were on the other side of the portal. Even if that didn’t happen, we could fight while flying all the way back to the Hearthstone Continent. Once we had a dozen more Demigods on our side, we could deal with these people just as we had before.

I expected Sam and Dean to go charging through the portal. Dean picked up Elara by the waist and threw her through to the other side, but after that he jumped to my side instead of following through himself.

“We’re not leaving without you, buddy! No valiant sacrifices on my watch!” he shouted as he hefted his axe overhead. It was only a Wizard-realm weapon and wouldn’t last long in a battle like this, but it was better than nothing.

“Agreed,” Sam said, also taking up a defensive position beside me. “You hobble through the portal. Dean and I will follow behind.”

“Guys...” I protested, but I couldn’t help but smile.

That was when our enemy finally showed himself. A hatch on the side of The Challenger popped open, revealing the by now all-too-familiar avatar of the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

“The fuck? Did you wind up with another evil robot twin while I wasn’t looking?” Dean asked.

“Not a twin,” I replied. “He’s the guy I was telling you about. The puppet master behind the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. He’s the guy making all the Louis clones.”

Dean glared daggers at the half-human cyborg. “So you’re the one who’s been a pain in our asses for the last few centuries! If you were even half a man, you would have shown your face years ago! Only a coward would hide in his tin ship until now.”

The Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye ignored Dean’s taunting and turned to the guard captain. She was tall for an elf, and had a patch over one eye. The other glared in our direction. She was equipped with a full set of armor and a heavy shield, which was an unusual fighting style for an elf. By the symbols on her chestplate, I guessed her to be the Captain of the First Guard I'd heard so much about.

“Deal with them. I’ll only need a moment.” Then he turned his attention to an enchantment-covered rock sitting before him. Whatever that thing was, I didn’t like the look of it.

“We don’t want to be here for whatever he’s activating!” Sam warned us, though that much seemed pretty obvious already.

Dean spun his axe around in his hands, and Sam started muttering to himself. A moment later, a barrage of spells started raining down on us from all directions.

Dean blocked a lightning bolt and a beam of blinding light with a swat from the side of his axe. Several more attacks collided with one another or miraculously missed, no doubt all Sam’s doing.

The last attack was a shard of stone, and it was coming straight for me. I balanced on one leg a moment and shoved my spear forward. This thing might not be Spell Eater, but I could still eat spells with it given a bit more work, especially when it was of the earth aspect.

I sucked the zeal right out of that spell and then started conjuring a Stone Obelisk. The familiar spell would give me a better grip on the thick and slippery zeal of the Primordial World.

“We only need to fight our way to the portal!” I yelled as the guard captain and her allies readied another barrage of spells. I turned my attention to Minerva. “Minerva, I need something like those flying leeches from before. Think you can do it again?”

[Working on it.]

Death zeal welled up inside of me. I lent her the power of my concepts. The buzzing little bat-like bugs took shape around me, and I set them loose on our enemies. They immediately leaped on the weakest of the attacking Demigods.

“Ah! Get it off me!” one of them screamed in terror as a leech crawled up her shirt and latched its teeth into the small of her back. She struggled to pull it off but couldn’t reach it.

“Not these things again!” another yelled as she swatted at the air around her head.

The leeches took four Demigods out of the fight for the moment, which eased Sam and Dean’s burden considerably. Minerva conjured a few undead warriors fueled by Assyrus’ Champion concept and Eltiana’s Thrill-Seeker concept. Both were only in the Sorcerer realm, but backed by strong concepts, they could hopefully put up a real fight, even against Demigods. We only needed them to buy time, after all.

One was a smaller, undead version of the Shadowblade Beast. Its withered skin was pitch black, and three knife-like tails hovered behind its back. When it moved, it seemed as quick as lightning.

The other was a warrior holding a spear and made entirely out of shadows. He was broad-shouldered and definitely male, and looked a lot like a shadow of me if it took solid form. That took two more Demigods out of the fight, leaving Sam, Dean, and I up against the guard captain and three others.

From the looks of things, the half-robot Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was focused on the enchantments on the nearby rocks and wouldn’t be joining the fight, so these were odds we could handle. I didn’t like whatever it was he was up to, though. Lines of energy shot through the ground, revealing the bronze plates beneath the portal. They were flaring to life moment by moment, connected to The Challenger in ways beyond mere enchantment. The portal shifted and shimmered as the enchantments activated.

Was he trying to close the portal and cut off our escape?

I focused on my body cultivation, channeling more energy into my missing chunk of leg. By now I had most of a calf together, though it ended at a stub where my ankle should have been. I’d lost about a hand’s span worth of height as I redistributed biomass where I needed it.

That beam of The Challenger’s had vaporized my leg on a conceptual level. I would have been unsurprised to find damage dealt by that beam would be impossible to heal through any elven magic, though thankfully I had far more potent means at my disposal.

While I usually preferred to bring the full might of my World Titan Fiendbody up close and personal, I wasn’t incapable of playing the role of a ranged combatant. Most Demigods of the earth aspect would be on the back foot here in the Primordial World with its stubborn earth zeal, but my many experiences fighting as a lower-leveled earth cultivator had left me with plenty of tricks.

The simplest among them was my earth spike spell. It was my first spell, and one I created myself. I waved my hand, and shards of stone as long as my arm rose from the ground, shot forward toward my targets. They were more than just thrown rocks, though.

When the elven Demigods turned to block them with shields or fire on the incoming projectiles with their own magic, the stones swayed to one side to slip around defenses or incoming attacks. In my hands, this simple spell was nearly impossible to dodge.

“Earth cultivators, stop him!” the Captain yelled.

“His control over the earth zeal is impossible! I can’t do anything!” yelled the earth-aspect Demigod among the group.

If I hadn’t already erected a Stone Obelisk, she might have had a chance at fighting me over control for the local earth zeal. After all, my attention was divided between fighting her, attacking her allies, and healing my leg. But now that I was nearly finished erecting a second Stone Obelisk, she’d have more luck fighting against gravity than she’d have against my will.

We’d covered a dozen paces since the moment the ambush started and were nearly at the portal. I wasn’t sure what the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye thought was going to happen. If he wanted to prevent us from crossing over to our world, he should have ambushed us earlier. The enchantments on the ground were growing brighter, and he didn’t seem to have any intention of giving up on them.

I flung a few projectiles his way as Dean dueled the pair of elves who’d taken up positions between us and the portal. Neither were his match individually, but together they were putting up a good fight.

“Guard me,” said the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. The guard captain herself jumped between him and my projectiles. She held her large oval shield in one arm and rammed herself bodily against one of my earth spikes, then slapped the other aside with her sword.

I stared at the enchanted rocks a little longer, scowling when I realized I still couldn’t make sense of them. The lines seemed like a bunch of nonsense to me. Like me, The Challenger probably had its own language of enchantment. Without examining the pillar that defined what each symbol did, I’d have no chance of making sense of this thing. But that was alright. I didn’t need to make sense of these things to break them.

The island beneath us trembled and shook as I channeled more of the earth zeal beneath us. A fourth Stone Obelisk rose from the ground, granting me even more control over the ground beneath us.

“Out of my way!” Dean yelled as he sliced off the arm of one of the two Demigods guarding the portal. That finally let him break through their defenses, and he landed a kick on the other one that sent her hurtling backward through the portal. The other slipped aside Dean’s follow-up attack, but not the fist that came a moment later.

“Hey, you there,” I said to the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Louis. Run off and hide somewhere far away from me, and never show your face again. Otherwise, I’m coming for you.”

I clenched my hand into a fist, and the island beneath us trembled and broke, snapping the enchantments beneath the portal.

“No! Stop him!” he shouted as he poured more energy into the enchantment.

Whatever he was trying to do was coming apart. Good. The flying island split down the middle. I gave it a shove, and both that half of the island and most of our enemies started drifting off away from us. While they tried to take flight and chase after us, me and my companions rushed through the portal to the other side.

Immediately, I felt the barrier between me and The Wanderer break. With a wave of my hand, my Dimensional Storage opened. I tossed aside the piece of trash I’d been wielding and grabbed a real weapon. Spell Eater appeared in my hand. Next, I grabbed a handful of Sava’s alchemical pills and scarfed them down. My healing process was completed a moment later, and besides being down one boot, I was in fighting shape.

Dean was chasing down the Demigod he’d kicked through the portal. That Demigod had spotted Elara waiting for us on the other side of the portal, and Elara had been throwing every defensive spell she could handle to hold off the Demigod for just a few seconds. Now that Demigod had bigger problems, though. Dean swiftly dealt with her.

“Are they coming through behind us?” I asked Sam and Dean.

“Not behind us. In front of us! There!” Sam pointed, revealing a hazy patch of space. “That has to be The Challenger!”

I opened a Pocket World Passage, and relief flooded me as my allies and matriarchs started spilling out. I saw Nela, Assyrus, Tivana, Eltiana, Melise and Yorik come through first. On their own, they were enough to turn the tide. But shortly after came Arien, Melaris, Yeminel, and Lyssandra.

The Challenger materialized, with the Guard Captain and her subordinates riding on top of it as the ship shifted in from the Primordial World. They were unprepared for the small army of Demigods ready to greet them.

I rushed straight for the Guard Captain. She was the leader of the band from the Elven Star Dominion, and I was pretty sure she was the main link between the Dominion of her world and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Taking her out would solve many problems, especially if I got her alive. If she confessed when it mattered, it might clear up some of the bad blood between me and the Dominion.

I sprinted toward her, covering ground in great leaping strides. She raised her shield to block, but I thrust Spell Eater forward, anyway. My spear went straight through her shield, through the arm behind it, and into the ground. She swept her cupped hand around to clap the side of my head with a palm full of swirling light, but I reached up for her wrist and gave it a chop with the side of my hand, fast enough to snap it like a twig. She let out a yelp of pain and then another one when I clapped a zeal-restricting collar around her neck.

I turned toward The Challenger, but as soon as it appeared, instead of pointing weapons at me, it pointed weapons at the portal we’d just walked through. Those laser beams at the front fired directly at the portal, and the entire thing shimmered and vaporized. A moment later, the portal vanished entirely, and The Challenger followed suit, abandoning the guard captain and the Demigods from the Elven Star Dominion.

Outnumbered and without support, we quickly overwhelmed the remaining Demigods. The last three even raised their hands in surrender when they realized their Captain had been captured, and they had no hope of retreat or victory. My women quickly marched them back to the Hearthwood, where the sentry towers could keep them in check if they thought to cause trouble. Though with more zeal-restricting collars on them, I didn’t think they’d have much luck.

“I’ll leave the rest of this in your hands,” I said as I rushed through the Pocket World Passage. “I have a bad feeling about whatever it is The Challenger’s up to.”

Now was not yet the time to celebrate our victory, because I was pretty sure things weren’t over yet.
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Moments later, I was back in the Hearthwood. I began shouting orders before anyone could start bowing in my direction and told Mac where to scan and that The Challenger was doing something I didn't like.

[As you suspected,] Mac began, [The Challenger is up to no good.]

“What kind of no good?” I asked.

[The ship is vanishing from normal space and appearing at random locations across the world, firing weapons, and then vanishing to repeat the process. If I can complete an analysis of the enchantment diagrams you observed, I will have a better idea of what is going on.]

I frowned, stroking my chin in thought. Could he be...?

No, that shouldn’t be possible. Portals to the Primordial World were naturally occurring and could form anywhere. Surely, if they were all destroyed, more would form. And he couldn’t destroy every portal across all Ten Thousand Worlds?

That couldn't work. Impossible. Never in a million years.

Or could it?

If my enemy was taking the plan seriously, I had to do the same.

“There’s no need for an analysis, Mac. I know exactly what he’s trying to do. Since he can’t beat me, he plans on trapping me here.”

I grimaced. It was a good plan, assuming it could even work. Cut off from the resources of the Primordial World, he would surely grow stronger than me, given time.

Mac would double-check my work, but the more I thought about it the more confident I was that this was exactly what was happening. The Challenger was going to cut off all paths out of here. The portal I always used, the one in the capital of Deania, was already gone. I had Mac use the scanner to chart the locations of everywhere The Challenger appeared for future analysis. Still, I was pretty sure I’d find nothing there by now.

Clearly, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had spent a long time looking for these portals, because The Challenger knew of far more than I did and where to find them. The Challenger was also a great deal faster than me. Even at top speed, I couldn’t catch up to a ship that could effectively materialize anywhere it wanted to be.

Chasing it down would require a planet-spanning defensive system that could identify and target it no matter where it materialized. I had the beginnings of an idea, but I realized I’d have to think about it a little more.

I had to fight back if my enemies wanted to trap me. There had to be something I could do...

How isolated was this world, really? How many planets were there in the sky overhead that were more than just points of light or splashes of color?

My mind went to the World of Struggle and Strife. I’d been ready for an awkward conversation with Grognak the Wargod before, so why not now?

He was an Immortal Ascendant, and he wouldn’t appreciate a magical ship from another dimension showing up to destroy his portals to the Primordial World. If he was warned, he would be able to stand guard over at least one of them. The Challenger’s weapons were mighty and fierce, but it would have to struggle against one of the Ten Thousand Worlds’ true powerhouses.

I launched myself off the cobblestone streets of my city and took to the skies. The ground vanished beneath me, and I left the atmosphere behind. My sights were set on the World of Struggle and Strife.

The planets were no longer aligned, so crossing over would mean a much longer journey than usual. Hopefully, The Challenger would still be busy knocking out portals I never even knew about by the time I arrived.

The stars and planets in the sky were not as bright as I remembered, but I flew toward them anyway. I flew through empty space, gathering speed all the while. For spatial trips like this, during my recent travels, I’d learned that most of the journey was spent building speed. I would quickly go from twenty percent of the way there to nearly finished once I began approaching lightspeed, and I needed to conserve quite a bit of distance between me and my destination just to slow down.

Something was wrong this time, though, like the empty space between worlds was stretching far faster than it should be. Despite flying faster and faster, I wasn’t getting any closer to the World of Struggle and Strife.

There was only one explanation. As I’d feared, this world wasn’t as extensive as the one I was used to. The Ten Thousand Worlds had limited iterations of reality to spend, and mine was not worthy of that privilege.

Curses and damnation. So much for that plan. Perhaps I could break through space like I had in that black void by accelerating until the world could hold me back no further? But if I did that and I got cut off from The Wanderer again, I might never be able to return. No, it was too risky to try leaving so soon.

The Challenger and Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye must have known this. I cursed inwardly and turned around, returning home at high speed. No doubt I was already too late to prevent the closure of the remaining Primordial World portals I didn’t know about.

I landed back in the Hearthwood, where Mac confirmed my theories.

[I’m afraid my analysis of the enchantment diagrams you provided suggests things are pretty much as you feared. A lot of that enchantment had to do with analyzing and manipulating the portal. I think he wanted to verify the world where we’re currently located was not well connected to the primary timeline while also tuning The Challenger’s weapons to the perfect frequency to destroy the portal.]

“Let me guess. Originally, he wanted us to pass through without detecting him or his ambush at all? They would have allowed us to just stroll right through the portal and then hit it with that enchantment the moment I stepped through. At which point, the portal would have cut me in half or something?”

[Worse,] Mac replied. [It looked like he was attempting to modify the portal to trap you in a sort of in-between pocket dimension. One that has a heavily distorted time field.]

My mind returned to the dark void I’d been trapped in once before, after a failed shift between dimensions. That place had been tough to escape, but not impossible. If they were coupled with some sort of effect that slowed down the relative passage of time within the strange space, I could see such a dimension becoming something extremely sinister. The few days it would take me to break out could stretch into decades or centuries. Yes, I could see someone both smart and ruthless coming up with a plan like that one.

But I’d foiled him by catching him in the act. That was some small prize. Now, he had to resort to an inferior plan of trapping me in an entire world, isolated from the wider cosmos for the time being.

“He’s underestimating us. He thinks he’s got us in a pickle jar we can’t get out of.”

[He’s unaware of The Wanderer’s full capabilities. Especially the fragment of The Challenger we seized. It contained a room that generated a portal to the Primordial World. If he knew we already possessed such a room, he would know that this plan to trap us failed before it began.]

“Very true. He’s completely failed already and doesn’t even know it. If we wanted to, we could strike back at him right away. But I wouldn't put it past him to make some sort of blockade in the Primordial World just in case we open a portal from our end by force.”

[Shall I call on your matriarchs? He will not be expecting a retaliatory strike so soon. We could strike with the element of surprise.]

I shook my head. “No, but do use the portal to keep an eye on things. Hopefully, the existence of the secret portal will make it hard to distort our respective time rates. In the meantime, we should make the most of this element of surprise.]

[You are planning to go on the offensive?]

I felt a slow smile crawling up the corners of my mouth as a plan took shape in my mind. “That’s exactly right. Now that I finally understand what’s going on, I think I can end things once and for all. All it’s going to take is one decisive blow. Rally my matriarchs, but not for battle. I will not attack and fail time and time again like our enemy does. When we spring our surprise attack, everything will all be over before he even realizes what happened.”
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We had another Demigod meeting where I told my companions about my discoveries and how we were cut off from the Primordial World. They were frightened at first, then relieved when they realized I had a back door. My promise of a decisive counterstrike was met with loud approval, though not much patience.

“So we are to sit here and simply cultivate while we wait?” Yeminel asked.

I nodded. “That, and deal with the Planetary Defense Array. After all, disabling that thing was the shared dream that brought you all to my side. Getting the Cult of the Unblinking Eye out of the way ended up taking longer than planned, but here we finally are.”

Melaris wore a sour look on her face. “If this world doesn’t extend much beyond the bounds of the sky, then I fear shutting down the Planetary Defense Array won’t amount to much. This world isn’t connected to the primary timeline and, at this point, is unlikely to merge into it.”

I gave her a sly smile. “You’d be surprised. Elara, come on in.”

Elara had been standing in wait by the door. Her agreement to come to my world with me had been an unexpected boon. Without her, the plan rapidly solidifying in my head would have been impossible to execute.

“Everyone, let me introduce you to Elara. She’s responsible for creating the Planetary Defense Array.”

People went stiff all around the table as Elara waved shyly.

“Wait, Elara? I thought we met already?” Yeminel said.

“Huh?” Elara asked in confusion.

“Yeah, you know us!” Yeminel pointed a finger at Elara.

“I don’t think this is the Elara we’ve met before,” Melaris interjected. “Check her cultivation. She is only a Late Sorcerer.”

What followed was a bit of confusion as I explained the Elara with us wasn’t the one people were used to. The elves got it pretty quickly, though, and soon we were hatching a plan. A plan to take control of the Planetary Defense Array and every single one like it.

“I know she’s only a Sorcerer, but we’re going to trust in Elara for a lot of this. She knows that thing in the sky better than any of us.”

There were nods all around the table. Usually getting a group of Demigods to listen to a Sorcerer would have been tough, but I suspected the fact that most people knew Elara as a powerful Demigod helped sway hearts and minds.

Soon, that array that had caused us so much trouble would be under our control. And armed with this ancient elven weapon, we would end things once and for all.
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What followed involved a lot of hard work on all fronts. We redid all our previous work, tearing open the Planetary Defense Array, and with Elara’s help re-engineered the array from the inside out to follow our commands. The machine was an evil contraption, of which there could be no doubt. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be useful to us.

Besides, when we took over the thing completely, we could shut it down right away when all this was said and done. The thing we came here to do would be complete with just the push of a button. It just took a very roundabout way to make it happen. And if what I'd learned about the connection between the cult and the array was correct, they'd be in serious trouble as soon as the original copies of the cultists aboard the array were out of the picture. We could do this.

It was merely a matter of a few months to get a series of enchantments together that would work. From there, we refined our designs over and over again. Elara brought Argona up to speed, and eventually me as well. We redesigned the modifications a hundred times between the three of us until we produced a series of enchantments that could go on a single bronze plate and be placed anywhere on the main Planetary Defense Array control center.

From there, our enchantments would allow us to take over everything from the computers to the weapons. The computer chip implanted inside the bronze tablet was far more advanced than the zeal-based orbs the elves used, and it would be able to feed false data to anyone who thought they were in control of the array.

The computer chips were a massive personal breakthrough for me. Previously, my control over earth zeal hadn’t been fine enough to make anything I considered impressive. It wasn’t until I brought up the source of my frustration to Elara that she pointed out the obvious flaw in my reasoning. Why was I trying to make computer chips refined to perfection on the atomic scale?

Sure, that was what I considered standard back on Earth, but I wasn’t on Earth, and anything was better than nothing. The chips I created would have been considered outdated back home, but I cheated by having Tivana warp space around the chip, compressing the things to an even smaller size than if I’d been able to actually build what I wanted. Sometimes, magic ended up working in my favor after all.

A byproduct of all our research to take over the Planetary Defense Array was a technological revolution in the Hearthwood. I’d given prototypes of the computer systems to Illiel, who’d used them to greatly increase the efficiency of our local bureaucracy. A few of my more entrepreneurial children had taken the designs to market and were selling them as household widgets.

There was even a small entertainment industry cropping up around the machines. It was closer to Pong than full-dive virtual reality, but I imagined this place would look pretty advanced sooner rather than later. In absolute terms, our magitech was already on par with the Elven Star Dominion, though we didn't have nearly as many people as they did. For the time being, at least.

By now, we were fully established on the Hearthstone Continent, so I was bringing wisps out of storage and letting them mature. We were getting about a thousand new citizens a day.

There were a few bad apples in the lot, since most of the wisps I gathered came from less than morally upstanding individuals. But that just meant we’d arrest them again and throw them in the dungeon to produce more zeal crystals. Really, it was a win-win for me.

All this work required considerable help, and that help came with point rewards. We emptied the clan library several times over, sharing new spells and techniques with everyone. Everyone in the Wizard realm and below was feverishly chasing that next point reward.

The only trouble came with rewards meant for Sorcerers and up. I could only craft so many techniques and spells myself. Alas, despite my best efforts, there was one reward in particular that several of Hearthwood’s rising stars had their sights set on. A night with the Patriarch.

The first person to reach the points threshold was the Golden Sword Sect Leader. Looking back, I should have guessed she’d hit this point first. After all, she hadn’t been shy about wanting a powerful man to father her future clan.

“You sure you want to spend the last year of work on this?” I asked her, just to be certain.

“I’m certain!” she replied eagerly. “How do we get started? Should I take my robes off right here? Do you want to come back to my home on the west side of the city?”

I shook my head and brought her back into my special tower. She wasn’t shy about being seen holding onto my arm as she walked inside, and she blew a kiss at all the other elves, who looked on enviously as I whisked her through the heavy doors.

I could have done the deed rather quickly and soon be on my way, but I had a reputation to maintain. Most of the Planetary Defense Array work was being completed by Elara anyway, so I was just backup and support. I could afford a few days off.

I showed the Golden Sword Sect Leader a good time. She had been eagerly expecting this event for a long time, after all. She’d never be one of my matriarchs since she had her own faction to run, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worth tying to me in a more permanent fashion than just an oath of vassalage.

When I finally finished with her, I dropped her off at home and returned to find Yennas waiting for me.

“Already?” I asked in surprise. “I didn’t think it was possible to earn that many clan contribution points so fast?”

Yennas blinked. “Uh... I’m actually here to make a request of you. I want to visit my homeland in person this time. Just to see if there’s anything to salvage now that the fires are gone.”

I shrugged. “Sure. And I’ll come with you. My fight with Louis seriously damaged that chunk of the planet. I was going to go there eventually.”

I grabbed Yennas and hauled her off to the Groveguard Continent. The sky was no longer on fire, and the ground was no longer molten magma. That was about the only good thing I could say about the place. Otherwise, the place was a wasteland.

“It’s ruined...” Yennas wiped a tear from the corner of her eyes. I immediately felt terrible. Much of this damage bore the signs of my magic, after all.

“Hey, don’t be like that. I can fix this. Look!” I waved my hand, and the shattered coastline started shifting. What had been a massive crater rose and shifted. The sea slid back into its normal place, and soon, there was a sheer cliff face there. It was barren stone with nothing growing on it, but at least it looked natural again.

“There’s still precious little farmland. Nobody could grow anything here. Not for thousands of years...” Yennas sniffled.

“You’d be surprised. The Hearthstone Continent looked much the same as this one when I found it. I polished the place up, made some fertile fields, and generally made the place livable again.” I frowned, running fingers through my hair with the arm that wasn’t wrapped around Yennas’ waist. “I guess I could do something similar here. I’ve gotten pretty good at terraforming, so it wouldn’t take too long. I’m not sure if I can spare the time now or...”

The moment I saw the wide, puppy-dog-like eyes in Yennas’ expression, I knew I would be doing the terraforming that very day. Thankfully, the golems Argona designed were done with their work on the Hearthstone Continent. I could move them over here to begin planting seeds.

I spent the first hour erecting dozens of Stone Obelisks every square kilometer. I’d remove them when I was done, but I’d learned this made the process go much faster. In three days of nonstop work, I did what had taken me nearly a month before.

The area would never be the same as it was before now that every major population center had been wiped out, but at least future generations wouldn’t look at this place and think a pair of angry gods went on a rampage. Now that I saw the place up close in person, I was realizing that I really should have fixed it up later.

As I did so, I had a thought. Maybe this world wasn’t as trashed as I thought. If I could fix anything that I broke, perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard to merge this world back into the main timeline. All I’d have to do was make sure everything went together exactly the way I remembered it.

Sure, I’d have to repopulate this region, but I had plenty of wisps in storage. And I’d have a lot more when somebody finally cracked open that old tomb on the Hearthstone Continent. It wouldn’t be hard to get more either. Just a quick trip to the Primordial World. I could let a few thousand elves try to kill me, and then pick up the pieces afterward.

Hmm... but no. The real trouble would be the fact that there was no longer a Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I’d fought them time and time again, and they had certainly had a substantial impact on the world. The need for their presence on the main timeline handcuffed me, though. It meant that when Sam, Dean, and I finally arrived, we’d end up on an iteration of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity that was likely under The Challenger’s control. I didn’t like that one bit.

No, I needed a better solution. I frowned in thought. Most of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye members I’d fought had been individual subordinates. I hadn’t seen the Challenger or the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye until the end. Presumably, everything before that had been coordinated by Louis. A Louis who listened diligently to his magical advisor. I reached for the headset in my pocket.

Maybe this was possible after all.

With new vigor in my steps, I quickly finished the planetary repairs with Yennas before returning home. While Elara and the others worked on the main project, I would have another one to put into motion.
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After returning home, I renewed my agreement with Matriarch Grand Hydra to keep an eye on the Hearthwood. I even extended the job to monitor several key pieces across the world.

“So you want us to know if any human shows up,” Matriarch Grand Hydra asked.

I nodded. “Exactly. It’s the same job as before, just expanded a little. I trust you can handle it now that you have far more True Mages than before?”

Living in the Hearthwood had been good for the matriarch and her subordinates. Many Mage Acolytes had advanced by helping my people clear the nearby dungeons. I suspected Eltiana had paid them a visit as well and had taken a personal interest in the Grand Hydra Clan and its matriarch. As a result, the clan had far more resources at their disposal than before.

“Consider it done. Though I must warn you that your continent is fairly isolated. It will be hard to conduct operations elsewhere.”

I waved my hand. “I will set up some Teleportation Arrays in discreet locations.”

The whole idea behind using True Mages was that they could teleport around freely, so not supplying Teleportation Arrays would have been foolish of me.
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When I finished getting things set up for the Grand Hydra Clan, Elara and the others needed my help again.

“We finally have a prototype that can be deployed to other iterations of the Planetary Defense Array,” Elara said as she presented the latest model of the Planetary Defense Array Control and Disabling device. If everything worked as planned, this would have been on our Planetary Defense Array all along. It would be strange to think that I could have stopped the golem attacks with a push of a button if only I’d known such a button existed.

“I’m the best at sneaking around out of all of us. Give me Elara’s world. That one will be the most dangerous,” I said as I took the hand-sized plate of enchanted bronze in hand. It was heavy, since its actual size without spatial compression was the size of a building. Once installed, this thing would worm tendrils of control throughout the entire facility PDA facility.

“Then the rest of us will handle the other worlds we identified,” Melaris said. She had a plate of her own. Arien, Lyssandra, and Yeminel also wore similar expressions of determination.

“Are you all sure?” I asked. “I can handle them all, if you want.”

All four of them shook their heads.

“This is what we signed up for, remember? We wanted to shut down the Planetary Defense Array on our world and on all others.” Melaris held up the device in her hands. “And now finally we have the key to do it. We’ll see this through.”

We parted ways then, and I followed the escape route Sam, Dean and I had used when fleeing Elara’s world. It was a bit of a roundabout path, but that just made it harder for anyone tailing me to follow.

All the while, I expected the First Guard or The Challenger to jump me again. Sure, we’d dealt with their Captain, but the Cult must have corrupted others.

But either I was better at stealth than I gave myself credit for, or the Cult of the Unblinking Eye wasn’t as good at infiltration as I thought. Either way, my infiltration of Elara’s world went unseen.

I retraced old paths and boarded a shuttle headed to the array under reconstruction. My old trick worked just as well as before when coupled with a bit of mind magic. The trip went so smoothly that when I was preparing to leave, I just stood there for a while, waiting for an ambush or something.

“Huh. I guess there’s a first for everything...” I muttered.

Instead of ducking straight through a Pocket World Passage, I headed to the nearest large city’s market. There, I traded a bunch of the items I had in my Dimensional Storage for cultivation supplies, spells, techniques, and especially elven wisps.

I had been meaning to acquire a large number of elves from the Elven Star Dominion. They would help me repopulate the devastated regions of my world. And more importantly, they would be unaltered original wisps. Reintroducing them to the gene pool of my personal world would do a lot to reverse the modifications Grognak and the Witch of Frozen Blood did. They may have wanted to transform the elves from a race of powerful galactic conquerors into a race of subservient cowards, but I did not.

I’d have to keep a careful eye on things to make sure the elves didn’t return to their old ways, but I think on the whole this was a decent solution. Perhaps in time I’d devise a mind-aspect spell that could reverse the modifications on living elves, but that would have to wait until I was an Immortal Ascendant with plenty of time on my hands.

After loading up on supplies I returned to my world. Sam, Dean, Tivana, and Lyanva were gone, which told me some of my allies needed reinforcements on their missions. Not all of them had my skill at infiltration, or my good fortune this run around.

I stood on standby myself, waiting to be called in when the worst happened on some distant world. It never did, though, and my allies returned one by one.

“Have we actually succeeded?” I asked, more surprised than anything.

“We actually succeeded,” Elara confirmed, a bright smile on her face. She wrapped her arm around my waist and stood on the tips of her toes to kiss my chin. “What do you say we celebrate?”

I shrugged. “Sure. If anything calls for a party, this does!”
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Most people in Hearthwood didn’t understand the scale of our operations lately. Worries about other worlds were concerns for Demigods, after all. To them, all they knew was that our reach had finally expanded to the continent’s edge, and we were contacting the scattered survivors of the last golden age.

Dealing with a few matriarchs of tiny clans seemed like a pain in the ass, so I shamelessly foisted the duty off on my daughter Comela. It would be an excellent test for her, anyway. Besides, the Patriarch was going to be very busy.

“Whoo! Chug, chug, chug!” Dean chanted as I hefted one of Sava’s alchemical creations. It was a bottle of alcohol distilled to the highest level of power she could get. And considering she was the best alchemist on the planet, that meant pretty damn potent. It had to be to do any good at a party full of Demigods.

Though the city might not know of our recent victories and months of labor finally coming to fruition, we did. That was worth celebrating. We’d successfully taken control of the Planetary Defense Array on this world and many others.

“I don’t know, Dean. I don’t really drink anymore...” I hefted the bottle skeptically. Reaching Demigod made me pretty much immune to alcohol. Besides, I was a father and a leader now. I would do neither well if I drank like Sam, Dean, and I used to when we were young and irresponsible.

“Your kids aren’t here. It’s fine!” Dean sensed my concerns and waved them off.

“Father did not try to hide his hobbies from me,” said Queen Lyanva, Dean’s daughter and Tivana’s mother. She was currently swirling a glass of the stuff I had in my hand.

“Yeah, yeah...” Dean reached out and plucked his daughter’s cup out of her hands. “I think you’ve already had enough of that. Let me take that off your hands...”

The two of them started fighting over the cup. I figured I’d better sample Sava’s brew sooner rather than later if I wanted to try any of it. She had worked very hard on the stuff, after all.

“I brewed it with you in mind,” Sava said with wide and doleful eyes. She clearly wanted me to try the product of her hard work. “It should work even with your World Titan Fiendbody. It might even be more effective on you than on other people.”

“Alright, I guess I’ll make an exception for tonight and tonight alone. To victory!” I poured myself a small glass and held it aloft.

“To victory!” my companions repeated.

I took a sip. It was sweeter than I thought it would be. The drink had an interesting and unique flavor. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever quite tasted the like before. “And many more victories to come,” I concluded after everyone had a sip.

Then I took a glance at the glass. It was already empty.

“This is a special occasion. Enjoy yourself!” Sava suggested.

I shrugged. “Alright, Sava. But if something important comes up get me to the Medical Bay before I make any stupid decisions. I’m sure Mac can help me clear my head.”

“Deal.” Sava refilled my glass.

I took another sip. “This is really growing on me. Another, please.”

Sava filled me up again. And then again.

A warm feeling filled my chest. Damn. Was I actually the tiniest bit drunk? It had been a long time since that had happened.

“There we go! I knew you hadn’t become some cold sober old fart, despite all that patriarch stuff you do!” Dean laughed, hefting the glass he’d wrestled away from Lyanva and holding it out for a refill. Sava filled it up for him, and he was on his way.

I shook my head, taking an unsteady step. “Wow. What’s in this stuff, Sava?”

“Oh, a little of everything...” Sava laughed cryptically. “I have to ask, is your chest the only place feeling warm?”

Now that she mentioned it, an awful lot of blood was flowing lower than my chest, all the way to my crotch. My pants were feeling awfully tight on me.

“Why do you ask?” I eyed Sava suspiciously.

She giggled in reply. “Oh, nothing! The others will get mad if you spend all your time with me. Elara especially wants your company.”

Sava took me by the hand and led me to where Elara stood patiently waiting as Yeminel and Lyssandra told her a story. The three elves spread their little group a little wider to include Sava and me.

“Patriarch!” Yeminel said, wearing a grin just as sly as Sava’s. “I see Sava got you to enjoy her special drink? The one prepared just for you?”

“It’s good. Very good!” I chuckled. Yeminel looked the same as always, but her skimpy beachwear dress seemed even more revealing than usual. Her sun-kissed skin seemed like it would be just lovely to run my fingers across right now. Lyssandra was looking pretty fine as well. She was usually more reserved and better equipped for battle, so seeing her in something less formal was a pleasant change of pace. Though I wouldn’t mind seeing her wearing even less than she was at the moment.

But who truly drew my eye the most was Elara. Purple hair, plump breasts, and keen eyes spoke volumes of the beautiful mind that was inside her. Man, what a fool I was not to have my fun with her day and night when she was my prisoner.

“S-see something you like?” Elara asked, face blushing. I realized I’d been staring.

“Yeah, I do...” I drawled. It wasn’t my best pickup line, but those never came when I had a cup of booze in my hands.

I wasn’t really sure how one thing led to another, but either Elara had dragged me into a back room in the palace, or I’d dragged her there. I didn’t think it mattered much when the first thing she did when we were alone was jump on top of me.

She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around the back of my neck. The kiss we shared was minutes long.

“You know, I still have that collar of yours...” Elara whispered as she reached into a pocket and pulled the thin strip of leather out of it. “I want you to put it on me again.”

I chuckled. “I guess I teased you a bit too much, huh?”

I snapped the decorative choker back into place. She did look rather cute with it on. I was happy to note that my zeal flowed through it from before, and with it, I could sense a general impression of Elara’s mood.

And that mood was that she was half a second away from tearing my clothes off. I figured I’d best return that favor.

I grabbed her clothes and, with a yank, tore them into scraps of cloth. They were probably expensive, but I would get her new ones. At the moment, I would not waste so much as a single second getting what I wanted. And I’d decided what I wanted was her.

I toyed with Elara’s naked body, plump breasts, and dripping cunt both. She seemed eager to present herself to me. I’d seen the sight before, of course, but this was the first time they’d seemed so irresistible.

I realized not long after that I couldn’t deny myself much longer, and soon I flipped Elara over. I gathered her wrists in one hand and pushed her cheek-first against the wall. She let out a loud yelp as I gave the plump flesh of her ass a slap, and a second later, I plunged my cock inside her.

She was oh so tight, quivering with excitement since before we’d even began. Hell, she’d been quivering with excitement ever since we started living together. What followed was fast and intense. I took her from behind and she moaned, screamed, came, and then came again. All the while, I felt the heat in my chest continuing to build to a crescendo.

When I finally unleashed my load deep inside her, I exploded with raw masculine energy. It was sticky, potent, and far more concentrated than usual. Instead of covering the entire chamber in a gooey white mess, I merely stuffed Elara full of seed to where her belly had a slight bump I could feel with my hand.

She panted in blissed-out exhaustion as her body tried to process the sheer concentration of vitality I’d just pumped into her. She seemed to mull over something in her head, and to my shock I realized it was a Demigod concept. I should have guessed Elara was close to such a breakthrough.

After all, she’d made it all the way to the Late Sorcerer realm on her own with no help from me. Recently, the full resources of the Hearthwood had been at her disposal. Between that and all the action she saw, she was bound to have some sort of breakthrough waiting for her.

Slowly, I climbed to my feet. To my surprise, I was still hard as diamonds down below, and I was all out of cute elves.

“This is a conundrum...” I looked around, wondering what to do.

Fate must have heard my plight, though, because a moment later, there was a knock on the door. It was probably one of my matriarchs.

I let the door swing open, heedless of my nakedness and hard cock. When I opened the door, I realized my mistake. It was Arien and Yeminel.

“Uh...” I said, wondering if I should close the door.

“Nice cock!” Yeminel said without an ounce of embarrassment or shame. Arien said nothing, but she couldn’t help but stare. The two of them stepped into the room and closed the door behind them.

Before I even really registered what was happening, Yeminel had her hands on my shaft and was stroking up and down my length. Arien brought a much more uncertain hand up to join her before changing her mind and dropping to one knee for a taste. She didn’t seem to mind the fact that I was still slick with Elara’s juices.

Pretty soon, the two of them were running hands and mouths along my shaft. I rested a guiding hand on Arien’s head while Yeminel helped as best she could.

Was this wise? Probably not. It would certainly complicate our alliance. They’d agreed to fight by my side, not become mine forever. But at the moment, I realized I was having a hard time caring about all that. I wanted them, and from the looks of things they wanted me. Who was I to deny them?

Decision made, I decided I was entirely justified in doing whatever my heart desired. It wasn’t entirely fair that I was naked, and they weren’t, so I decided to swiftly rectify that.

What Yeminel was wearing could hardly even be considered underwear. It was amazing her clothes didn’t fall off her more often because when I gave them a tug, they just fell apart.

Arien wore something a bit more battle-ready, but when she saw what I was doing, she raised her arms high overhead, and her shirt flew off and into the corner of the room. Pretty soon, I was having my way with the two of them, and they both loved it. Screams echoed through the room as I staked my claim on Yeminel by thrusting my thick cock deep inside her.

“Arien, climb on top of her.” I pointed to Yeminel’s face.

Arien pointed at herself in confusion, holding her elbow in one hand as she blushed. I grabbed her arm and pulled her over, never pulling out of Yeminel all the while. Then I sat her down on Yeminel’s face.

Yeminel let out a muffled moan, and Arien bit her lip. I pulled her in for a kiss while I continued to fuck Yeminel. When Yeminel was a panting and quivering mess, I had them switch positions. Arien was suddenly on the bottom instead. I finished with the two of them on their hands and knees and my white seed sprayed across both their faces.

The throbbing warmth in my chest from Sava’s brew had migrated entirely to my groin by now, and I still felt myself unsatiated. Just what had Sava given me?

I heard another knock on the door and a few muffled giggles. No doubt, the others had heard what was going on.

The door swung open, and I saw Melaris and Lyssandra there. Behind them were Eltiana, Sava, and Nela. The three looked me up and down with big smiles on their faces, then shoved Melaris and Lyssandra forward before pulling the door shut again.

“Uh... Patriarch... I see you’ve been. Uhm...” Melaris failed to find words. She was too busy staring at the gently throbbing head of my cock.

Lyssandra, meanwhile, was busy getting undressed. She jumped on top of me, and I let her carry me to the ground as she wrapped her hips around my cheeks and set herself down, riding my face. Her face was red, and she bit her lip as she gyrated her hips and dragged her damp clit across my lips.

A moment later, I felt something warm and wet slipping around my cock. Melaris had made herself comfortable as well. It was my turn to be on the bottom of the pyramid.

As the two of them joined hands to ride me, I felt increasingly good about the whole situation—and not just in the way any man would with two beautiful elves on top of him. These four had proven to be both dependable and capable allies, and I would have hated to see them take off now that the mission they’d signed up for was finished.

Now, they’d stay in the Hearthwood, and their factions and clans would become my factions and clans. Their children would be my children, and most importantly, we’d never have to say any awkward goodbyes.
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Iawoke in a pile of warm elven flesh. This wasn’t an unfamiliar way for me to wake up, and while the first few times it was sticky, nowadays, the vitality in my seed was so potent that living cultivators absorbed it greedily. There was hardly even any mess this time.

The harder part was crawling out from underneath the pile without waking everyone up. During the celebrations, my matriarchs had joined in, and then it had turned into a real party.

I sent a message out to Mac. “Mac, send my apologies to Sam and Dean. I didn’t think things would turn out quite like this.”

[No apologies needed. Sam and Dean realized what you were up to and went off for some private time. You’re not the only one who filled their home with friends. Sam returned to the Fateweaver Society. Though they didn’t know the occasion for the celebration, they were more than happy to celebrate. Dean went through something similar with his royal harem.]

“Ah, good.” I was pleased they had occupied themselves without me. “And ask Sava what was in that alcohol of hers? I hope it wasn’t anything too strange.”

[I will send a message. In the meantime, why don’t you stop by the Medical Bay? I will ensure you are operating at full capacity.]

I examined myself with both my normal and magical senses. Truthfully, I felt pretty good. The last of Sava’s brew had been expelled some time the night before. Looking back, I’d actually gotten a considerable amount of dual cultivation done. I felt better than normal. Checking through The Wanderer’s system logs, I soon realized why I felt so good.

Congratulations, you are now a level 59 Diamond Marrow Body Cultivator!

Congratulations, you are now a level 57 Late Demigod Earth Cultivator!

Apparently, sleeping with four new Demigods had done wonders for me. My dual cultivation technique favored new partners with their unique insights, so I wasn’t surprised to find I’d made substantial progress.

I had Mac check me out nonetheless, but he gave me a clean bill of health. I also finally got a message out of Sava. Apparently, the alcohol she’d given me had really been a rather potent potion containing a variety of distilled plants from the Primordial World, as well as the concentrated Earth zeal from most of the elemental cores we’d gathered from all the monsters on the continent.

She’d been working on a potion that would enhance the effects of Dual Cultivation for me. She had long since scarfed down every potion that could do much of anything for her, so her best hope for advancing further was to bolster my cultivation. Presumably, I’d then drag her up the ranks behind me. I suspected the potent aphrodisiac in the alcohol had something to do with that.

“My only regret was that I couldn’t claim you for myself when you were at the peak of lust. Not to worry, though. Soon, I’ll have the ingredients to brew another batch!” Sava grinned widely.

I chuckled. “I don’t know. I’m still not so sure I want to take up drinking again...”

Sava moaned and groaned at that, and I suspected a few of my companions from last night planned to voice their displeasure at that decision as well. I would have to ward them off, though, at least until we’d finished things once and for all.

“Mac, call the Demigods back to order. I want everybody to take a trip through the Medical Bay to get the last of the previous night out of our systems. Then it’s time to push the big red button and start the final countdown.”

[Already? Are you certain? We may be able to fool The Challenger into believing we are trapped for decades. Or even centuries. We could have generations to make our preparations.]

“Or he could reach Immortal Ascension through some means that don’t involve me and wipe us out while we’re busy preparing. No. This ends now.”

My words were final, and Mac relayed my message in silence.

[Everyone else is on their way.]
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A few minutes later, my matriarchs, allies, and friends were gathered in the Command Center as we observed our enemy.

The Challenger was spread across countless worlds. Thanks to Mac and The Wanderer, I could sense them now. Even in worlds without Cult of the Unblinking Eye presence, there was often a ship lurking in hiding.

The only explanation was that these were backup ships. As I had suspected, the true power of The Challenger lay in its ability to duplicate itself. How it was able to do such a thing was something I didn’t yet understand, but I imagined it had something to do with how worlds branched into different potential timelines since there was never more than one on any world.

One thing was certain, though. The fact that it could so clearly copy itself meant it was dangerous. This machine was like a weed. If I didn’t get every root, it would come creeping back into my life when I least expected it.

No, if I wanted to end things, then I truly had to end them. It was us or him, do or die. I had said long ago that either the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would survive to live in these Ten Thousand Worlds, or I would.

“I choose us,” I declared. I turned to Elara. “Let’s begin.”

“There are forty-seven iterations of The Challenger that we can target. We must hit all of them at once. As soon as we attack, the others will scatter and we’ll have lost the element of surprise. If we are to make our move, we must hit all of them at once.”

“And so we must use the very weapon we thought to destroy...” I sighed. “Will it work?” I asked Elara.

She nodded. “There are small variations in the exact structure of the Planetary Defense Array from world to world, but alternate versions of me had a hand in designing all of them. The instruction set I’ve created using our control device will cause them to reroute all assets to destroy The Challenger on sight. After that, we’ll need to put in some manual control, but the initial strike should happen automatically.”

I took a deep breath. I knew what happened when a weapon like the Planetary Defense Array destroyed an iteration of The Challenger. I’d seen it myself up close and personal. Both it and the entire world were blown to pieces. In doing this, I would destroy countless versions of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.

This one order would doom billions. Was I willing to go this far?

Yes, I was.

“Do it.” I gave the order.

Elara presented me with a big red button. Given the circumstances, it was fitting. With only a moment of hesitation, I pushed the button.

The world we were in did not rumble. The leaves on the trees outside my window didn’t fall, and the wind didn’t blow any harder. But through the Trans-Reality Oculus, I could sense the magnitude of my decision.

On planet after planet, the Planetary Defense Array activated. Elves looked at the sky with wonder, terror, or both. Light blossomed overhead, and a pillar of energy shot down toward wherever on that world The Challenger was concealed. The energy beam struck The Challenger, enveloping it and boring through the otherwise impenetrable hull, straight to the Mana Generator deep within the ship.

There, the attack reacted with the ship’s own energy, causing a chain reaction that resulted in a detonation capable of destroying a world. If that opening salvo didn't finish things off, the horde of golems descending from the sky would attack The Challenger until nothing was left.

The planet was usually gone a few moments after that, and Elara activated the rest of the golems to clean up the scraps, particularly any scraps of The Challenger they could find. Those would be important for the next stage of my plan.

The Challenger could move across worlds with ease. I wasn’t naive enough to think that this opening attack had destroyed every iteration of The Challenger. But it had destroyed enough of them that all I needed to do was get lucky with the recovered debris.

“Wish me luck, Sam,” I said. He waved to me, channeling fate zeal all the while. Hopefully, it was some sort of luck spell.

I returned to the Primordial World Portal, another room stolen from The Challenger. From there, I’d have to navigate to the individual iterations of The World of Sanctuary and Serenity, at least at first.

Only a few minutes passed in the real world, but for me it was days of rushing from world to world collecting the scrap the golems picked up for me. After fighting these things so many times, it was eerie to have them working for me instead. But I couldn’t deny their usefulness.

By the time I showed up, most of them had a pile of parts waiting for me. I scooped them up, opened a Pocket World Passage, and immediately took them home. From there, Mac got to work. I didn’t see his role in things, but I did receive The Wanderer’s notifications.

Compatible component detected!

Would you like to add a Weather Manipulation Array to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add a Laser Turret to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add a Basic Food Replicator to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add an Accelerated Wisp Maturation Tank to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add Deep Space Flight Shields to The Wanderer?

Integration approved. Now adapting foreign modules.

Most of the scrap we were picking up adding little odds and ends. Features that, when combined with The Wanderer, might end up minutely adding to our defenses or improving our quality of life, but generally didn’t make much of a difference in hunting down The Challenger. The Deep Space Flight Shields were the first thing related to travel and transportation. We just needed more things like that.

Initial failures were fine, though. There was plenty more debris to search.

More compatible components detected!

Would you like to add a Body Tempering Spa to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add a Succubus Breeding Chamber to The Wanderer?

Would you like to add an Interdimensional Probe to The Wanderer?

“There it is, just what I was looking for!” I grinned.

[I don’t know, Master. A Succubus Breeding Chamber sounds dangerous,] Minerva replied.

“No, the Interdimensional Probe! That sounds perfect for hunting down the rest of the copies of The Challenger.”

Integration approved. Now adapting foreign modules.

The rest of the scraps provided new rooms by the dozen. Eventually, I told Mac to use his best judgment on what to integrate and just show me whenever we got something useful for our current objective.

If we couldn’t integrate this scrap and get the right combination of new features, we’d depend on waiting for The Wanderer to come up with the perfect room for us. Who knew how long that could take? No, this was do or die here and now.

Maybe Sam’s spell worked. Or maybe luck was just on our side because, by the time we were nearly finished, Mac flashed me notifications of several promising new additions. He also included a preliminary analysis of what they would do this time.

Additional compatible components detected and scheduled for addition to The Wanderer’s systems!

Interdimensional Navigation Array: Advanced navigation systems that map out the local worlds and all similar iterations, charting out landmarks and past and future potential convergence points between planet iterations.

Cloaking Device: Renders The Wanderer invisible to most sensors, magical or technological.

Dimensional Signature Scanner: A highly sophisticated scanner capable of detecting unique signatures across entire dimensions.

Anti-Cloaking Pulse Array: An advanced detection system that pierces all known energy-based cloaking mechanisms.

All those were good, but what I’d really been waiting for came just after.

Compatible component detected!

The Wanderer has identified a new blueprint that can be created by combining features from existing and potential rooms.

Multiverse Nexus Chamber

This additional feature has been found to synchronize with the Pocket World Passage! Integrating it will combine both features, significantly bolstering both systems.

The resulting chamber will allow for continuous connection to many distant previously scanned locations, regardless of their dimension or time period.

This was exactly what I needed. The main drawback of my Pocket World Passage was that I could only open two of them at a time, and I had to be on the other end to open one up. This new room would remove both limitations. I could open as many as I wanted now, and so long as I knew what was on the other side of the doorway, I could open up a way there with little effort on my end. It was perfect.

“This is just what we were looking for!” Elara shouted, a wide smile on her face. Her excitement was reflected in my own.
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Not long after, we were on The Challenger’s trail. The Wanderer was spread across countless worlds, with its tendrils in everyone. Mac was putting the new probe and sensors to the test.

It was strange to have the ship stretch across so many worlds simultaneously. That was the path The Challenger walked. No doubt the Louis of old had diligently chosen one upgrade after another in pursuit of this ability, at least before he lost control of his own ship to his AI.

I had shamelessly stolen those upgrades for myself, and now The Wanderer could follow that ship wherever it might hide. Already, most of the iterations of The Challenger were gone. Any world with both a Challenger and a Planetary Defense Array meant The Challenger was targeted with a simultaneous surprise attack. The Challenger couldn’t have expected something like this. Few copies of the ship had escaped the attack.

But not all. A few iterations of the ship could escape my reach, and I would have to ruthlessly hunt down those the same way The Challenger hunted me for so long.

[Picking up a signal,] Mac said, breaking my contemplative silence. [We’ve identified a version of The Challenger. It’s heavily damaged. It must have escaped the Planetary Defense Array in orbit over its world before it was destroyed.]

“Acknowledged. Point me in the right direction. I will finish it off myself.” I stood, Spell Eater in hand and the strength of a peak Demigod coursing through me. I had struck the first blow, but now I needed to finish the job. Not a single copy of The Challenger could be allowed to linger when all this was done.

It was strange to find a hallway where once had stood my Pocket World Passage. Now, instead of just leading to one location, the hallway led anywhere and everywhere all at once. I opened one door to another hallway, and then a third door to another. Through countless potential worlds, I narrowed down to just one. One where my enemy lay in wait like a cornered beast.

I opened the door and looked around. This version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity was desolate. The atmosphere was paper thin, and the stars in the sky glared harshly overhead. Barren, dusty sand spread out in all directions without so much as a trace of life to be seen.

Some great calamity had destroyed this place long ago. No wonder there was no version of the Planetary Defense Array on this world. The elves who once called this world home died long before the Elven Star Dominion was even a glint in their eyes, let alone the PDA.

Behind me stood a familiar red telephone booth. This was The Wanderer’s default disguise, long before I’d started making it my own. In a lot of ways, its presence here reminded me of The Challenger. Copies of it existed on countless worlds. Now, the same was true for The Wanderer.

“I’m in, Mac. Point me in the right direction.”

[Due north. There’s an underground cave complex nearby. It was one of the fortified bunkers where the elves of this world made their final stand before being completely exterminated.]

I followed Mac’s directions and soon came across an unnatural rock formation. It bore clear signs of being erected with earth magic at one point, though it was hard to identify what shape the structure had been. It looked like someone had taken a meteor-sized hammer to it and blasted the place until nothing discernible was left.

After much rummaging around, I found an entrance. It was secured by a lock similar to the kind on the Planetary Defense Array, but much more basic. I had long since mastered bypassing those and was soon inside.

There was still something of an atmosphere within, and I took my first breath in nearly an hour as I walked through these barren halls. A scant few wisps drifting in the empty chambers provided the only source of light. They gave me the impression of Demigods, but their power was so faint and damaged that they seemed no stronger than Mage Acolytes.

I followed their light deeper into the complex and eventually came across a wide chamber. There was a glint of something shiny, followed by a red glow. My eyes widened as I realized the glowing light was no wisp.

I dove to the side just in time to dodge a blast from one of The Challenger’s main guns. Apparently, I was going to get a warm welcome.

There were no words or taunts exchanged between us, just diving into battle. The ship was damaged. Two of the engines that normally floated along beside the body of the ship were missing completely, and in this state, the ship likely couldn’t move at all.

I used that fact to my advantage and ran beyond the ability of its main guns to track. Once behind the ship, I got a better look at the damage. The entire back half was gone. Elara had programmed the Planetary Defense Array to target the Mana Generator and trigger an explosion. This attack must have just barely missed.

That was all the time I had for contemplation because a moment later, a burned and blackened figure jumped off the hull of the ship, growling incoherently. I recognized him as a Louis clone by the way his fists filled with fire, followed by a potent mental spike attack that struck me simultaneously.

This Louis was a Late Demigod, and before, he might have given me trouble. But no longer. I shrugged off his mental attack like it wasn’t even there, and then I slapped his punches aside like the clumsy things they were. With one swift twist of my spear, Spell Eater dug into his neck.

He tried to clutch at the wound, but I knocked his knees out from under him and then slammed a boot down on his back. The burst of an energy weapon struck me in the side, but I ignored the attack as I finished Louis off with a spear thrust through the back.

With the Louis clone dealt with, I turned to The Challenger. The damage provided an easy entrance for me. I found an open section and jumped inside. I could just barely sense the shadow of the guy who shot me scurrying deeper inside the ship.

Once inside, I stretched out my senses, looking for the Mana Generator. From here, I would finish the job Elara started. I found it nearby, along with a familiar presence. There’s where he went. It looked like the Boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye planned on making a final stand.

I approached with a measured gait, keeping an eye out for tricks and traps. None appeared. It was just me and the half-finished avatar of the ship’s AI, a twisted and misshapen figure in my own image.

“You. I knew this was your fault all along!” he snarled at me.

“It was me,” I confirmed.

“How? You were trapped! Stuck on an isolated world with no connection to the wider multiverse!”

I smiled. “I had a portal leading to the Primordial World aboard The Wanderer. Same as you. Your efforts to trap me were futile.”

“Impossible! The Wanderer was not meant to travel in such a manner. The only way you could have obtained that portal feature is by stealing it from me!”

I smiled wider.

“You...” he growled. “I carefully cultivated the primary timeline for countless years to ensure that events turned out to my benefit. How did this happen? I had accounted for every variable!”

“Clearly, you missed one.”

The flesh half of his jaw clenched tight. “I’m not finished yet. There are still more of me than there are of you! I only have to kill you once.”

He reached behind him and placed a hand on the Mana Generator. I shook my head, realizing what he was about to do. He channeled power, cracking the shell of the Mana Generator and triggering an explosion. I watched him get vaporized before my eyes, wearing a grin all the while. He thought he was going to take me with him. Not a chance.

The Mana Generator’s energy flowed around me, destroying him and the ship as it passed. Its power caressed my skin, and its touch was familiar. I breathed it in like getting a lungful of cold, crisp morning air. It stung, but in a good way.

When I opened my eyes, The Challenger was gone. The ship had been destroyed by his own hand. There was no trace of the avatar I’d been speaking with, and if there was a main computer left anywhere around here, I couldn’t find it. The world was coming apart at the seams.

Spatial tears surrounded me in all directions, and the bunker we’d been in had been torn to pieces. I grabbed hold of the nearby bunker fragments before they could drift too far away. Then I welded them together and waited for the spare power in the air to disperse before calling for a clean-up crew from the Hearthwood.

There was only one thing floating where the body had been. A small piece of plastic with a loop that went over one ear. It was the other half of the headset. I wondered when that thing would turn up. I stuck it in my pocket.

I summoned The Wanderer’s doorway and opened it up. Yorik came through, followed by a large group of workers from the Hearthwood. There was a loud hiss as air from back home pressurized the bunker, which was now floating alone in empty space.

“Gather anything that can be combined with The Wanderer. Mac will tell you if you have any doubts. Also, see if you can’t collect some of these wisps floating around. I’m not sure what happened here, but anyone bold and brave enough to fight to the bitter end is bound to be tough.”

I left clean up to Yorik and the others. As soon as I returned, Mac had another world identified for me, complete with another damaged copy of The Challenger.

The next world contained a Planetary Defense Array, but one of a wildly different design from what we were used to. They must have encountered some unusual problems, such as discovering a set of unknown enchantments that were secretly taking control of their advanced weapons system. That would certainly explain their jumpiness.

Whatever happened meant rows of elf Sorcerers and Demigods surrounded The Challenger on all sides ready to attack at the twitch of a finger from The Challenger. I cast Stone Obelisk under The Challenger, pushing the ship up a tiny bit and giving them that twitch.

“It’s moving! Attack!” shouted one of the elves.

This world’s paranoid elves unleashed the full fury of all their spells. Powerful enchanted artillery opened fire and began pelting The Challenger from all sides.

I watched the blazing inferno from a safe distance until Mac confirmed the job was done. I dusted my hand and made a hasty escape through The Wanderer before these elves discovered me. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be able to recover any potential new rooms from the wreck, but I wasn’t interested in stepping into the middle of that mess.

“Mac, make a note not to visit that world any time soon. They seem a bit jumpy.”

[Noted. We’ve picked up two more copies of The Challenger on our sensors. Nela, Assyrus, Sam, Dean, Tivana, Melise, Arien, Lyssandra, and Melaris went to deal with it. The others are standing by as backup.]

“Noted. I will take care of the other one myself. I’ll call for backup if I need it.” I wandered through the halls again, this time searching out another world and for another copy of The Challenger to deal with.

For the first few weeks, it seemed like Mac was constantly coming up with new targets for us. He went from picking up another copy of The Challenger every few minutes to one every few hours. Then he was only finding one every few days. Then, every few months. When we’d destroyed more than a hundred iterations of The Challenger, I knew something was up.

This many copies could not have survived our purge, which could only mean one thing. The survivors were duplicating. I still didn’t know exactly how The Challenger made more copies of itself, only that they could only manage one per world and that they didn’t stray far from the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. Its ability to travel was likely tethered to the original Louis the same way The Wanderer was tethered to me.

I called a meeting with my comrades. They gathered in our usual place, faces worn but still ready for battle at a moment’s notice. These days, we always went into battle with overwhelming force. Even so, fights between Demigods were dangerous, and fighting hundreds of such battles meant there were hundreds of opportunities to go wrong.

We’d had several close calls, mostly due to The Challenger self-detonating. I could survive that explosion, but that wasn’t true for my companions. More than once, it had nearly taken a group of them out. We’d devised countermeasures, but the various iterations of The Challenger were in communication, just as we were. It was an arms race until the ship finally got rid of one or more of us.

“This cannot continue,” I announced.

“We're winning, though,” Sam interjected. “I sense our enemy in the web of fate. His numbers are few, and all this battle experience has strengthened us. And you, in particular, have grown by leaps and bounds. I still can’t believe you surpassed us so fast. Sooner or later, you’ll hit Immortal Ascension.”

I shook my head. “It should be sooner rather than later. I don’t want to risk you all any more than I already am.”

“What are you planning?” Dean asked.

“A breakthrough.”
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Time slowed within the cultivation chamber. Here I’d have weeks or months instead of however long it took for Mac to find a new target or integrate new rooms.

The Cultivation Chamber nowadays looked far different from the cramped one-person room The Wanderer had initially created for me. Back then, it was nothing but a little wooden alcove with a mat on the ground.

Since then, it had transformed dramatically and transformed in the direction that made the most sense for a man like me with a penchant for dual cultivation.

I’d never liked sitting cross-legged on the floor either, so instead of a mat, there was now a big plush recliner. I flopped down into it, closed my eyes, and centered myself. After a few deep breaths, I focused all my attention inward on my body and spirit cultivation.

I was so close to a breakthrough, and I wanted both my body and spirit in top form for the coming battle. I was close enough that I could nearly feel the late stages in both arts. If only I could push through this last hurdle, I’d be an Immortal Ascendant with enough power to end things no matter how odds turned against us.

For this, I’d arranged no small quantity of resources. Zeal crystals piled from floor to ceiling slowly dissolved and filled the chamber with zeal, most of it flavored to the Earth aspect by the dozens of Sorcerer-realm elemental cores I had piled all over the place. There had certainly been plenty of them for the taking across the Hearthstone Continent.

Dragon meat would fuel my body. I’d feasted on plenty lately to prepare for this. Sava had also helped me out as best she could. Since reaching the Demigod realm, her alchemy skills had advanced to new heights.

If there were more of her, it would only be a matter of time before the Hearthstone Continent was as full of high-level powerhouses as the Elven Star Dominion had been. Considering how productive she was, it would probably only be a matter of time before that came to pass anyway.

I had the enviable position of receiving her full attention for the last few weeks. She brewed several powerful elixirs for me, using the finest ingredients we could get. Many had been obtained through the QCA’s shop, and others had been synthesized at great expense in the Alchemist’s Laboratory.

They were the Dragon Heart Elixir, the Potion of Endless Eons, and the Nascent Soul Pill. I hadn’t the slightest idea what they were made from, but just one look at them was enough to realize any one of them would be impossible to obtain for a normal elf. And I have a heaping pile of each with dozens to spare. Sava had made it clear she wanted me to have as many as I needed.

One could scarcely ask for better breakthrough conditions. I breathed in the power around me, or the power I took from the pills, elixirs, and potions. Bit by bit, I felt myself pushing against that new threshold of power.

I was trying for my Earth Spirit Cultivation first. I had so many concepts in my head. If only I could increase the time I could use them, my power would increase many fold. Because of that, this breakthrough would be even more important than my body cultivation breakthrough.

I had the raw power and the inspiration, but the breakthrough still wasn’t coming. Reluctantly, I switched to body cultivation. I was near the peak of Diamond Marrow, and one more push would make me an Immortal Ascendant as a body cultivator. What I really wanted was offensive power, but I wouldn’t mind being able to take an Immortal Ascendant-level hit.

Even that felt like I wasn’t quite there, though. It was like I wasn’t meant to reach Immortal Ascension in this manner.

With a frown, I turned my attention to Minerva. That was when something finally clicked. Power guided by me flowed into her neatly. She’d long since been able to express the power of a Demigod thanks to utilizing my concepts. Making her a Demigod, in truth, took little additional work. I simply wrapped my will around her and made it happen. Immediately, she shot from the earliest stages of Demigod-hood to the middle stages.

[M-master... your presence feels so warm...] Minerva mumbled, half-coherent after the sense of her presence within me nearly doubled. And as her power increased, so did mine.

I smiled at the realization. This was a breakthrough for her cultivation, but it was a breakthrough for my mindset. I couldn’t do this alone. Fortunately, I wasn’t alone.

I sent a message to Mac. “Send in a few of my women, please. Whoever is available.”

The door opened a few minutes later, and Eltiana hopped through the hatch.

“Ooh, the zeal here is even denser than the Primordial World!” She laughed as she giddily skipped in my direction. “What’s the matter? Regular old cultivation too boring for you these days?”

I chuckled. “I guess you could say I need a study aid. And you’ll do just fine.”

I pulled her into my lap on the couch. My hands wrapped around her waist, and she squirmed and writhed against me. Her clothes slipped off from her waist in all her wiggling, and I cupped her small and toned frame in my hands. Eltiana was more than happy to receive my attention, and she ground her hips against my thigh until my pants were so soaked through from the fluids dripping from her slit I had to take them off and throw them aside.

“Much better,” she murmured in my ear as she went right back to what she’d been doing before, but this time on my bare leg.

My other matriarchs trickled in one at a time. They must have all dropped what they were doing as soon as they got the message that I needed them. Thanks to the time dilation, though, what would have been mere minutes apart ended up being more like a steady trickle through the door over the next several hours. I didn’t mind, though. All that meant was I got a little more personal time with each of my girls.

“Here, take this,” I said as I picked up one of Sava’s Nascent Soul Pills and stuffed it in Eltiana’s mouth. She swallowed it down, kissing the fingers holding the pill.

“Yucky. Maybe you can give me something a little more tasty to swallow?” Eltiana pleaded behind batting lashes.

I gave her ass a squeeze and laughed. “You’re quite the handful, aren’t you?”

“Hey, don’t forget about me,” Sava said, leaning over my shoulder. “I want to be fed a special pill.”

“You made these pills, Sava. Don’t tell me you didn’t try at least one on yourself.”

Sava blushed. “Yes, but I had to learn to swallow them all alone. They’re big pills and rather tough to get down. I think I need some help.”

“Oh, if you need help swallowing something big and hard, I can give you a hand.”

Before long, I was surrounded by a pile of wet and needy female flesh. The following weeks passed by in a haze. Guided by my hand, my companions reached one breakthrough after another. My four former allies, Arien, Lyssandra, Yeminel, and Melaris, were lots of fun, and I pushed each of them to Mid Demigod after I implemented my usual refinements.

Elara surprised me as well by how well she took to dual cultivation. The others had reached the Demigod realm on their own and were reluctant to open their power to me, but Elara seemed eager to submit and let me in. It was touching, and more importantly, it allowed me to guide her along far faster than the others. Soon, she was a mid-Demigod and standing shoulder to shoulder with my other Matriarchs and allies.

Did I spend days like that? Months? Years? I couldn’t be sure.

But I did know there was something ever so slightly different about me. The transition had happened so swiftly and so smoothly that I hadn’t even noticed it happening. I wasn’t even really sure what I’d done.

Congratulations! You are now an Immortal Ascendant.


Chapter
Eighty-Eight



That was all The Wanderer told me. There were no other words of explanation nor any mention of what aspect I’d reached Immortal Ascension in.

I examined myself as soon as I realized what had happened. There seemed to be no difference between my body and spirit cultivation. The two were one and the same.

A new power coursed through my body. To anyone else, it might have felt strange, but to me, it was all too familiar. This was Mana, the same power that flowed through the Mana Generator. And now it flowed through me.

After spending so long staring at that thing and absorbing little bits and pieces, it suddenly seemed so obvious.

Mana wasn’t zeal; it was all types of zeal formed and compressed into a coherent energy.

“Remarkable...” I muttered. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to try.”

I left the Cultivation Chamber for what felt like the first time in ages. Upon emerging, I found the world strange. It seemed thinner somehow, like if I sneezed too hard, I would pop right through and end up who knew where.

Fortunately, The Wanderer was made of sterner stuff, and the ship itself looked like it wouldn’t fall apart if I ran my hand along the wall. I traced the metal walls, hardly even noticing when Yavilla appeared behind me with clothes and soap. I washed and dressed with her help. I was a bit clumsy, but that was to be expected after a big breakthrough. She tried to talk to me, but she seemed to speak so slowly that I could hardly understand her.

I thought about going to the Mana Generator again, and as soon as I had done so, I was there. I had no sense or memories of the trip, just the knowledge that I was now where I wanted to be.

There, I placed on hand on the glowing glass sphere. Palm against the container, I took in a deep breath. Energy flowed through the Mana Generator and out of it into me. Until that moment, I didn’t realize how empty I’d felt. My ascension had converted all the zeal I had into Mana, and there wasn’t nearly enough of that in me. If I didn’t have The Wanderer, I’d have been at a loss on where to get more of this stuff, but thankfully, there was plenty right here for the taking.

I placed my other hand on the Mana Generator, absorbing the energy within with both hands now. New colors filled my vision, and a new life filled my skin. I flexed my arms and legs, and both felt strange to me.

I thought of leaving The Wanderer and looking down on the whole continent from above. And just as before, as soon as I had the thought, it was done. This time I was watching though, and I had a moment to study the process.

The mana flowing within me was a conduit for my will. When I wished to be elsewhere, elsewhere was where I was. Prying deeper, this instantaneous transportation was part of my Identity Concept. I knew concept-based powers would be enhanced upon reaching Immortal Ascension, but never why. Now that I wondered no longer.

Trying to use Concepts as a Demigod was like trying to start a fire with wet timber. You might be able to get a few sputtering sparks, but you'd never get far with it. In contrast, Immortal Ascendants had hot oil already smoking and just a spark away from becoming a blazing inferno.

I clenched my fists and looked around, viewing empty space in all directions. I suddenly felt I was being watched. The feeling was familiar, and somehow, I knew it had always been there—I just never noticed it until now.

“I’m the first to Immortal Ascension! I’ve won. Where are you?” I called out to the empty void.

There was no response, but the feeling of being watched persisted. Eventually, I shrugged off the feeling and deal with it later. I had a job to do.

“Mac, speed up your processes so they match me,” I said.

It took a long while for Mac to reply. I snatched a drifting meteorite floating by and toyed with it. It was stone, but I turned it to coal with an act of will. Then, with an act of strength, I turned it into a diamond. Then, with a burst of inspiration, I transformed it into a dandelion.

It was a small and delicate thing, especially up here in the void of space, but I’d never been able to create life before. Even life so basic as this.

I stared at the flower, focusing on keeping it alive. It shifted from a bright yellow bloom to a tuft of seeds ready to drift away in the wind. I dropped the flower and let the seeds fall to the world below.

Mac responded a short while later. [I finally deciphered your message. Are you still in the Cultivation Chamber? I did not think we could dilate time to this extent.]

“I’m not in the Cultivation Chamber.”

[I see. I trust your efforts proved fruitful then?]

“Yes, you could say that. Now, tell me where The Challenger is.”

Mac gave me directions, and suddenly, I was back in The Wanderer. People blinked in surprise, scarcely sure that they’d seen me at all by the time I was gone.

I appeared in another version of the Elven Star Dominion, this one radically different from the one I left. I did not hide my presence as I searched for The Challenger. My spirit sense was far stronger than before, and it felt as though I’d been using a cheesy imitation up until now.

When I stretched out my magical perception this time, I could loosely wrap around the entire planet, waiting until my tendrils found something interesting. As I did so, I sensed another presence more like me than any of the others. This was the Immortal Ascendant I’d heard about.

She tugged on one of my tendrils and followed it back to me. I crossed my arms and waited for her.

“Greetings,” she said. She had sharp eyes and long white hair and was blinking in surprise as she took me in. “I... I didn’t realize there were any of you still monitoring this world. Have we done something wrong?”

The woman had the regal look of a queen, and yet she was fidgeting like a nervous freshly manifested elf being questioned by the local guard.

I kept things brief. This woman probably thought I was someone I wasn’t. It was best not to give her any reason to realize I was just a freshly ascended human.

“I’m looking for a ship. Big, made of metal, and made to cross dimensional barriers between parallel versions of this world.”

“I know just the thing.” The Immortal Ascendant vanished, and I got the sense she wanted me to follow. I did so and appeared beside her on the other side of the world. A trip that would have taken hours before now only took minutes.

“There it is.” The elven Immortal Ascendant pointed at The Challenger. The ship was in the center of a crater. The Planetary Defense Array had struck the Mana Generator, but this world had far more earth zeal than was usual, so instead of being destroyed, the explosion merely left an enormous crater.

“Have you fought them?” I asked.

“Yes. They are wanted criminals. They have been mind-controlling members of our society in order to claim status and influence for themselves. My subordinates were preparing to capture them. Most of their membership is already imprisoned and will be put to better use. That is what they get for pretending to be one of you, sir. Foolish imposters...”

She practically spat those last words, and I was doubly certain I didn’t get caught.

“I will deal with this from here. Thank you for your hard work.”

“Uh... one more thing...” The Immortal Ascendant suddenly looked nervous. “Our records indicate that someone who looks like you is under investigation for something? The major ones we share with nearby iterations of our proud empire. But they were for a Demigod, not you. Surely it was a mistake...”

“You can destroy those records. They were false reports anyway. It was merely a troublemaker.”

“Understood.” The Immortal Ascendant nodded eagerly.

Inwardly, I chuckled. It was over like that after all the trouble the Elven Star Dominion gave me. Just who did this woman think I was?

She eagerly departed, and once she was gone, I drifted down to The Challenger.

A figure jumped out to attack me, raising his robotic arm as it transformed into a laser gun. But he seemed so slow as I watched him. I landed, circled around him twice, and gave him a flick to the back of the head, then walked past the crumbling pile of metallic scrap before proceeding into the ship.

I made my way to the Mana Generator. It was destroyed, but a trickle of power was still flowing through it. I siphoned that away for myself, then examined the inner workings of the generator itself. It was truly fascinating. This was a rare opportunity to study how these things worked, since I wasn’t about to take apart my own Mana Generator.

I wanted to take this ship as intact as I could manage it. It had a bit of life left in it, and given time, maybe it could repair itself like The Wanderer could. I needed to visit one room in particular: the clone vats.

“Hello, Louis,” I said as I approached the vat in the ship's rear. “I have big plans for you.”

I reached into my pocket and withdrew the headset I’d stolen from him someday in the distant future. I set it down where I was sure he’d find it when he woke up.

My new power turned the last remaining forces of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye into a joke. It was terrifying, really. If the boss of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye or one of the Louis clones had crossed this threshold before me, this very same scene could have played out in the Hearthwood, but with my friends getting cut to pieces instead of my enemies.

I brought the ship back to my world, and there I returned the power I’d stolen. It took several minutes of feeding it power before something resembling the containment sphere reformed, but with me giving it a hand, it looked like the ship was coming back to life.

I switched over all spare systems to maintaining those clone vats. That was the only thing I wanted out of The Challenger at this point, though Louis and the others would no doubt put the ship back together when they woke up. But that was a problem I’d already dealt with in the future.

With me on the offensive, The Challenger’s final ships died not with a roar but with a whimper. I crushed the last of them under heel, returned home victorious. I even brought back a few intact copies to Hearthwood for scanning and integration with The Wanderer. By the time I was done, I had a better grasp on my new power and could slow my senses down enough to interact with normal people again. I gathered my friends again to tell them the good news.
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“Impossible! You got taller again?” Dean pointed a finger at me. “Damn. There was a time when I was the tall one. At this rate, I’ll never catch up again...”

“Not really. Time travel means I have retroactively made this happen first, so I was always the tall one,” I chuckled.

Dean moped while Sam looked me over.

“So, does it feel any different? Ascending, I mean. I’ve heard it said that you leave your flesh body behind at Immortal Ascension and become a being of pure magic. Is that true?” Sam asked.

I shrugged. “There’s no corpse in the Cultivation Chamber, if that’s what you’re wondering. Maybe that’s just because I spent so much time working on the World Titan Fiendbody. I think I replaced my flesh and blood in bits and pieces long ago.”

“Perhaps so.” Sam shrugged. “But at any rate, now that you’ve broken through, we can finally deal with The Challenger once and for all.”

“About that...” I ran my hand through my hair sheepishly. “I got a bit ahead of myself. It’s already over. We’ve won.”

I explained what I was up to and how I’d already moved all the bits and pieces into storage. There was hardly any part of The Challenger that we hadn’t gathered yet. Mac had even shared a new notification with me.

Compatible component detected! Would you like to construct an inter-dimensional vessel?

When Mac looked into the files, he saw a spitting image of The Challenger waiting for us within it. He was already beginning construction of an enormous garage to park it in here in the Hearthwood.

“So what do we do now?” Dean asked, shrugging his shoulders. “Party until we all reach Immortal Ascendant? Maybe it’s time I put the royal harem back together and try to copy what you did.”

“Take your time. I have a project to keep me occupied. But Sam, I will want your help keeping fate on track. This world deserves to be the one we will someday know and love. I would like to steer fate to make that happen.”

“Can you? Even with everything that’s happened?” Tivana asked.

“I believe so.”

“What about the Cult of the Unblinking Eye? How is that going to happen when they’re all dead?” Sam asked.

I reached into my pocket and took out the headset. “Leave that to me.”
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I’d always considered myself scholarly but practical. I never thought I’d be the type to sit in a room twirling a magical headset in my hands and contemplating fate. And yet, here I was.

Did I have the guts to do what I had to do?

If I used this thing as planned, I would trick Louis into committing countless atrocities on this world I’d laid claim to. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye, under Louis’ leadership, would lay waste to this place. If it all happened under Louis’ watch, I could hold myself above such things. I’d put an end to them, after all. I deserved to be proud of that.

But if I took this step, suddenly I would be the guiding hand over Louis’ shoulders. The puppeteer he least suspected. His actions would be his own, but he would be following my advice as he did it. All the crimes he committed while dogmatically following the orders of the one speaking to him through the headset would be mine to carry. It was a dark thought.

I could simply ignore my plans. From what Sam told me, Fate would take care of the temporal discrepancy. The world I knew and loved might come to pass, form, and be destroyed. And it would even happen by my own hand. I didn’t have to do this.

But I would not stand by passively on the sideways. When the game is at stake, a winner wants the ball. I would force this world into the shape I wanted it, whether or not fate agreed with me.

I put the headset on.

“Mac, prepare to alter my voice. I want to sound just like you remember Louis’ future self,” I replied.

[Done,] Mac replied.

Then, I waited for the voice on the other side to begin speaking. Ted was long dead, and this little trinket should have been passed along among the human clones aboard The Challenger. Louis would find it soon. I just had to be patient.

Eventually, a voice spoke up from the other side of the headset.

“Hello? Does this thing work? I heard it gives good cultivation advice, and to be honest, I really need it. We fucked up big, and the Elven Star Dominion got most of us...” Louis explained. It was strange to hear him panic like this. He sounded like a normal guy. A lot like Ted, actually.

“Lay your worries to rest, Louis. And settle in. You’re going to be in this world for a while. Don’t worry. It is extremely well sealed off from the Primordial World, so the Elven Star Dominion will not be hunting you down here.”

I suppressed a chuckle. No wonder my world had been considered the boonies when Sam, Dean, and I left it for the first time. All the portals to the Primordial World had been sealed up long ago during my fight with The Challenger.

“Stay here? This place is even more barren than the world I landed on!” Louis protested. “There’s nothing here.”

“There are plenty of elves manifested where you are every day. It’s fine. Just stay put.” Apparently, he thought little of my landscape remediation project for the place where I fought him and his older clone.

“And why should I listen to you?” Louis demanded.

I leaned back in my chair, prepared to lie through my teeth. This was the moment I’d been waiting for.

“Because, Louis. I’m you.”

“You’re me?” he asked, voice full of skepticism.

“That’s right. I’m you from the future. I’m wise beyond your years. If you want things to go your way, then you should listen and do exactly as I tell you.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line, and for a moment I was worried I overplayed my hand. Then Louis spoke again.

“Okay. Tell me what to do.”

And so I walked Louis through establishing the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. The organization that would one day terrorize my younger self to no end.
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While I worked, the entire Fateweaver Society dedicated itself to sensing fluctuations in fate. I repaired, maintained, and manipulated the world until they gave me the thumbs up everything was on the right track. With no one working against me, it was surprisingly easy.

I devoted myself entirely to my goal of realigning this world and turning it into the one I knew. Every mountain and forest had to be perfect. Even Louis and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had to be exactly as I remembered. I worried over them since the only lever I had to pull on them was whispering in Louis’s ear.

But fate was kind to me there. He established his headquarters exactly where he was supposed to, and he started mind-controlling the local elves exactly as I’d been warned he would. The other clones awoke one at a time until, eventually, there were a few core members of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, including a copy of Ethan.

I was feeling increasingly bad about the Ethan I had in my dungeon. How many copies down the line was he? If my project worked as I hoped, the real him was dead many worlds and hundreds of years ago. I would release him someday, but not until this whole business was finished. That was increasingly looking like a four-hundred-year sentence.

Matriarch Grand Hydra came to meet with me for her usual report. “Cathala and the scouts we left have established themselves in the forest known as the Devilbeast Wilds and will rename themselves the Hidden Serpent Tribe to continue monitoring the situation.”

“And is there any sign of The Wanderer appearing?” I asked.

“No, but there have been mentions of several low-level humans being sighted across the various continents. The ones we hear about are usually killed and refined for their vitality. Presumably, the ones that aren’t killed have already been captured by high-level matriarchs and are being kept secret.”

I drummed my fingers against the table. “There won’t be many of them left by the time I come around. I will direct Louis and his people to hunt down and secure the imprisoned humans and their artifacts. I think that happened in my timeline.”

No wonder the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had swiftly taken over. They were survivors who had hundreds of years to cultivate and grow in strength, and they landed right in the time when the first wave of humans was dropping in. I’d often complained that I’d left The Wanderer so late compared to my friends and enemies, but now I see most people got screwed one way or another.

The day The Wanderer finally appeared brought mixed feelings in my heard. For one, it looked very similar to the trap the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had set for me. Sam and Dean left The Wanderer, and I had Matriarch Grand Hydra take me to their location to spy on them from afar.

It was them, exactly as I remembered them. Smaller, weaker, confused, and afraid. But it was them.

“This is not another trap, is it?” Matriarch Grand Hydra asked me.

I shook my head. “No, this time, that’s the real deal.” I shot a glance at Melise, who confirmed my findings with her fate magic.

“Fateweaver Samuel and Dean the Destroyer cannot appear on this world now. To do so would distort the delicate strands of fate that are only now mending. If this world is to merge back in with the primary timeline, they must remain out of the way. We will have to find another world for them and their companions to reside on,” Melise said.

I’d had a similar conversation with Sam, so I wasn’t surprised. I did want to confirm that I was free to move, though, which had been the point of bringing Melise along to read fate.

“Can I move freely, though?”

Melise nodded. “Assuming your past self does not prematurely awaken, fate will be fine without our interference.”

“Good. Let’s wait for everyone to depart. I want to see my past self up close and personal.”

The group of survivors eventually left to find freshwater and go fishing. That was my opportunity to get to the large red box. I gave the door a little knock, turned the knob, and stepped inside. There was no barrier preventing my entry.

“Hello?” I called to the empty vessel.

There was no response, but I had the dim feeling of recognition. The Wanderer recognized me, though there was no Mac to translate its feelings into words on my behalf.

I ran my hands across the familiar and yet strange surroundings. This was eerie. But stranger than the ship’s interior was the man floating in suspension before me. He was me, younger, dumber, and with a lot of hell yet to go through before he came out on the other side.

I glanced at the console beneath his feet. There was a dial there that read six months, and it was counting down the minutes day by day.

I frowned as I stared at it. Six months? That wasn’t right, not right at all. If I woke up in six months instead of four hundred years, it would destroy everything I was trying to do.

Yes, my past self would probably kick The Challenger and Louis’ ass, given equal footing. But this world would never merge with the primary timeline if that happened. We’d forever be a small isolated pocket of space, and the events that led to the true destruction of The Challenger would occur beyond my control. Worse, my hands would be tied by fate the moment I awoke.

Grimly, I realized what I had to do. I was about to be extremely unfair to my younger self and turn a difficult challenge into a nearly impossible one. I adjusted the dial as far as it would go, turning a six-month wait into one that would take hundreds of years.

“Sorry, buddy. Fate of the world and all.” I gave the stasis chamber a pat as I departed.
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Time passed. Keeping fate on course required my full attention. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye grew stronger, and I did nothing to stop them. Sam and Dean roamed the land, and a few Sorcerers from neighboring clans and kingdoms eyed them hungrily.

I couldn’t afford to let them get captured, though, so I dropped in to ask the Sorcerers to kindly stay out of the way.

It felt good to play the secret protector for my weaker friends. The two of them had done the same for me. I even left a few gifts for them to find to help them on their path to Demigod-hood.

I even left Dean a few secret manuals in a treasure chest at the bottom of a dungeon. They contained the barest scraps of information on a Dual Cultivation technique. That technique would one day form the basis of my own version of the cultivation methodology. A methodology that Sam and Dean were currently putting to full use back on the utopian version of the World of Sanctuary and Serenity we were hoping to replicate across all worlds soon.

One year turned to ten, and then ten to a fifty. Years became a century, then two, but the passing of time did not diminish me or my companions in the least. Comela and Segolas raced along the ranks to Sorcerer and eventually Demigod. At that point, the pair of rival siblings left for the Primordial World to seek greater fortune there, and I knew I could trust them to look after one another.

Argona also reached the Sorcerer realm, and the enchantments she crafted would one day be valuable across all the Ten Thousand Worlds when the sky was full again, and there were other worlds to visit. In the meantime, she continued to hone her craft.

Generation after generation of my children manifested, lived, and even died. The latter was particularly difficult for me, but such was the fate of an Immortal Ascendant.

It was difficult to let Elara go as well. I had to drop her off on one of the Worlds of Sanctuary and Serenity from the distant past though. What had only been a push of a button from me would require a lot of work on her part. She would guide the various infiltration enchantments to ensure the destruction of The Challenger went properly.

The Hearthstone Continent grew and expanded all the while. We absorbed or destroyed the coastal clans lining the edge of the continent. None of them were anything special when we arrived, but after gaining access to the resources we had for sale, a few of them reached the Wizard realm and started oppressing the other clans. I decided non-interference was impossible so long as we were trading with them and gave the order to annex them all and take complete control of the continent.

A few hundred years into things, I opened up the Primordial World portal to all who wanted into it. My realm was bursting at the seams with Wizards and Sorcerers by then, so I didn’t really have much choice. With no other worlds to visit yet, there wasn’t anywhere to explore except for the Primordial World.

Opening up that portal meant we had a constant inflow of rare and exotic resources. I could see quite easily how a few hundred years in the future when all this was said and done, the Hearthwood would become a society that could surpass the Elven Star Dominion of old. And this time I would make sure we didn’t make quite so many enemies.

The only really tricky thing regarding keeping fate aligned was Yennas. I needed a future version of her to get captured by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and mind-controlled so that her original wisp could take over the body in the future after traveling back to the past. Perhaps there was some mind-bending, confusing causality trick I could pull to make it all work, but I decided to just use my nifty new clone vats, stolen from The Challenger, to fix the problem.

One mind-controlled and empty-headed copy of Yennas sufficed to patch things over. If all worked out, then the body she was wearing now had been this very clone. In fact, the trick worked so well that I made a few hundred more clones for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye to control. The Cult still thought they were brainwashing people, not realizing I’d pulled the wool over their eyes centuries ago. It was funny, really.

As time wore on, I reduced my active hand in the world, slowly relying more and more on my Matriarchs to govern and influence the place. When the time came for my past self to awaken, I would have to step back and watch from afar, as I could not exist in the same world as him.

Gradually, my name faded from the eyes and memories of my people until their Patriarch was a mythical figure and a hero out of stories and legends to most. A few knew me to be the father or husband of the most powerful matriarchs of the land, but little more.

That was just the way I wanted it. When I returned, I didn’t want the new Sorcerers and Wizards to recognize me.

I wasn’t idle during this time. The nature of Immortal Ascension became increasingly clear to me as the years wore on, and I realized there was further to reach. Unfortunately on this small and isolated world disconnected from fate, I could not reach beyond the beginning of Immortal Ascension. The world was simply not strong enough for my strength to increase. As it was, I was like the weight of a sun pulling this entire world’s zeal around my orbit. A tiny pond was not large enough to fit a whale, and that’s exactly what I was.

Still, thanks to The Wanderer, I could still practice and train in other ways. My ability to transmute one material to the next climbed to new heights, and my concepts became more akin to reality warping than magic. When I gave a command, the very laws of the universe themselves seemed to bend to my will.

I wasn’t sure what that made me, but certainly not a newly ascended cultivator anymore. Until I had others to measure myself against though, I wouldn’t know.

[Theo, you asked for an update when the time finally came?] Mac asked.

“I know, Mac. It’s time.” I closed the door to The Wanderer, shutting it behind me. “It looks like I’ll be staying in here for the next few years.”

Thankfully, Matriarch Grand Hydra and the others would monitor events while I watched history unfold.


Chapter
Ninety



The Wanderer opened, and I stepped out of it. I watched from afar using the assets of The Wanderer. As I observed cloistered within my ship tucked away in another dimension, I realized it would be a waste not to take notes. Or perhaps even compile a story.

After all, my journey was long and full of hardship. And so I began writing these very words. Perhaps if and when I can ever return to Earth, I will share them.

The exact details of what transpired are a lengthy tale, and anyone reaching this point is already well familiar with it, so I won’t repeat it here.

But as I stepped into the light for the first time, the stars overhead shone brighter, made more real by my presence. No longer were they images of distant planets, but now other worlds in truth. Somewhere in the distance, I was pretty sure I saw an orcish airship traveling the void. It seemed like I was watching them through a hole in space, but they were coming our way to investigate. Would they land in one piece?

Things were not yet settled, but fate had healed. If I were to exit my version of The Wanderer now, I might feel a brighter and stronger world than the one that I remembered. I stayed inside, though. My time hadn’t come quite yet.

I watched the Witch of Frozen Blood do her evil work in the capital of Deania. That was the first time I'd felt another Immortal Ascendant since meeting Grognak so long ago. I was surprised to find her power was not the overwhelming force I expected. Hopefully that was my last few centuries of training paying off. I'd promised myself I wouldn't be a weak Immortal Ascendant when all this was over.

"Hmm... drat. My minion failed. Perhaps I'll try again..." spoke the Witch of Frozen Blood.

Her enormous presence seemed so small all of a sudden, hovering in the void around the shielded world beneath her.

"I wouldn't," warned another familiar face. I turned the locket's mirror to spy on Grognak the Wargod of the orcs.

"And why shouldn't I?" the Witch of Frozen Blood spat. "We've toyed with this world before. Why shouldn't I do more?"

"You will regret it," Grognak replied.

The Witch of Frozen Blood scoffed. "And are you going to stop me? I know you aren't willing to go all-out for a world that isn't even your own."

"No, I don't need to. I just needed to stall you. The one you'll be fighting is him." Grognak turned to where I was observing from. I was surprised he could sense the attention of an item like the locket.

I decided now was finally the moment for that talk I'd been putting off. I walked down the hall through The Wanderer, and moments later popped open a portal where I'd been watching from.

"Hello, Witch of Frozen Blood. I'm quite cross with you, you know." I glared at her. I remembered watching this fight from the surface. It had to look quite intense from all the way down there. Back then, I'd assumed it had all been between Grognak and the Witch. But perhaps I'd stepped in the middle of it all as well.

She conjured pillars of ice and flung them in my direction. With a glare from me, I turned each bloody pillar to rods of iron, which bent and twisted backward until they stabbed straight through the Witch's arms. Her own blood turned against her as I drew upon the iron within it. With a twist of my wrist the iron bent around her, surrounded her, and trapped her.

"There, that's better. Now we can have a proper conversation."

"You... who in the abyss are you?! I've never seen you before," she howled as I trapped her.

"Oh, but I've seen quite enough of you." I curled my fingers into a fist, squeezing tight as I crushed The Witch of Frozen Blood. Blood sprayed out of her, and that blood turned to iron which doubled back around and skewered the Witch again and again. My control over iron had grown with my advancement and centuries of practice, and it was clear that the Witch of Frozen Blood hadn't expected such a fierce fight.

In the end, the Witch of Frozen Blood faded away like a bloody smear being wiped away. She wasn't dead, but she was truly gone. She wouldn't be showing her face around here for a good long while. She'd likely used some sort of escape spell, and taken a lot of damage to make it happen.

"Well, that went well," I said as I smiled at Grognak.

He crossed his arms and stared intently at me. "I promised you I would fight her now. So here I am. I would have thought I'd get a few more hits in though... Father."

My smile slowly twisted into a grimace. "Yeah, I know. Look, you and I are due for a conversation sooner or later. Time travel makes everything complicated."

Grognak snorted. "Sure does. I learned my lesson long ago."

I scratched the back of my head. "Look, I know I haven't exactly been around, but if you're really my son..."

Grognak held up a hand. "As you said, it's complicated. We will have plenty of time to catch up when you're finished. In the meantime, I suspect I have a conversation with your past self. Is there anything I should say to him?"

I shrugged. "Don't tell him about me. Otherwise, chat to your heart’s content."

With that, he departed. Strange, had I sensed a flicker of anxiousness on his face? Perhaps I hadn't been the only one afraid of this awkward conversation. But I knew in my heart I'd be seeing my estranged half-orc son again.
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After the fight, I returned to The Wanderer, watching my struggles from afar. More time passed, but it seemed only a blink compared to the years I'd spent waiting. I fought through struggles and terrors aplenty, but there was no small share of good memories to relive, too. More than once, I took a wary look around, wondering if I might spot myself before deciding to experience it all again for a third time.

Ultimately, the most painful part was watching the planet’s final moments. I watched my past self defeat the first Louis I encountered and celebrate a hard-won victory, not knowing that the battle for him had only just begun.

When I sensed the Planetary Defense Array activate, I knew what would happen well ahead of time. Elara was there as well.

“Assyrus, Nela, please pick up Elara for us. It’s been a long time, and I hope she misses us,” I asked my companions. My two matriarchs swiftly departed and returned not much later with Elara.

Just as I had suspected, the moment the two of them brought her before me, she jumped into my lap and wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

“It’s done! I’m finally finished,” she giddily said.

“Yes, you did a good job.”

“Yes, I think I deserve a reward...” Elara grinned.

“Oh? What kind of reward?”

Her smile widened. “Do you remember what I talked about to your past self?”

I chuckled. “For me, that was centuries ago, you know. But yes. I remember. And I’ll make it happen too, but first, I want to watch the world explode.”

I had pushed the button long ago. This version of the Planetary Defense Array was merely catching up to my inevitable order. I watched as the beam of light pierced the sky and struck the ship, triggering the explosion that cracked the planet.

Then, I watched my past self panic and bewilder. His anger and frustration were so genuine. When he realized he’s the one responsible for it, he was going to feel terrible.

Fortunately, I’d taken a few measures to make the utter annihilation of my favorite world go a little smoother. While I was lying low, my Matriarchs had gotten busy. Most of the Hearthstone Continent had been moved into spatially compressed pocket worlds or were currently in the Primordial World.

The same was true for a lot of my vassal clans as well. All of them were safe and sound, waiting for an Immortal Ascendant with a good plan to make all things right. Well, I was an Immortal Ascendant, and I did have a plan. But whether it was a good plan remained to be seen.

Through The Wanderer’s sensors, I saw a broken world. I’d seen something just like this in my mind’s eye once before. Twice now, I’d destroyed a world and been close enough to see it, though there were hundreds more I hadn’t witnessed.

I suspected people would be cross with me if I didn’t fix it soon. Besides, I was pretty sure this was the primary timeline now, and I didn’t want it to exist without the World of Sanctuary and Serenity I knew and loved.

Now seemed as good a time as any to figure out if I had what it took to build worlds, not just destroy them.

I waited for my previous self to depart. He couldn’t be here to witness this. It wasn’t long before he recovered a few fragments of The Challenger. I guided them in his direction to help out. He shamelessly stole every important landmark in the world he spotted. I scooted a few out of his reach. I’d need them later.

However, I did make sure my former self got his hands on the fragment that would give me the Primordial World Portal. Without that, The Challenger’s plan to trap me might have really worked. It’s funny how fate works in circles from time to time.

As soon as the last portion of The Wanderer vanished through the Primordial World to a past version of the very world I was about to rebuild, I crossed my legs, sat down, and focused.

Space was usually empty, and affecting earth from such distances strained my senses. But I didn’t need to grab the earth zeal and manhandle it into place. All I needed was to give it a nudge in the right direction.

I pulled on the iron first, as I could grip it the easiest. I found the largest remaining fragment of iron from the previous world’s core. There was still a powerful elemental in there, but it was really quiet now that I had its attention. I meant it no harm but it must have sensed my fight with the Witch of Frozen Blood and decided I was someone worth being scared of.

I ignored it as I guided the ball of molten iron past a nearby sun, warming it up and giving it a spin as I added more and more mass. It was a bit like toasting a giant cosmic marshmallow.

When I judged I had things right, I added an outer core of harder, colder metal, then transitioned to stone for the lower and upper mantle. Before I knew it, I had a ball of rock roughly the size I remembered.

All this had been the easy part, though. Making the world had merely expressed raw power. Crafting the surface was more akin to sculpting a piece of art.

Still, I accepted the challenge. It was already raining across the entire surface of the newly formed world. There was plenty of water floating around the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, and now it finally had a gravity well to draw it back in. We’d doubtlessly lost some of it to space, though, so I’d need to grab some from elsewhere. Thankfully, there was plenty of ice floating around, most of it stuck together with a sufficient quantity of earth to bring it in my direction.

I used a nearby sun to warm that up as well and join the endless torrent of rain. By then, seven days had already passed. That was a shame. I had hoped to get all this done in under a week. I guess some records weren’t meant to be broken.

Thankfully, I’d saved most of the important landmarks I remembered. After raising the continents in roughly the right places, I started setting them down as landmarks.

After that, I settled down on the world’s surface for a closer look at the place. Everything from here on out would take a more delicate touch. Once the water had settled enough that it was merely a constant torrential downpour rather than a vertical waterfall descending everywhere all at once, I ordered my matriarchs to put the Hearthstone Continent back in place.

Naturally, I started shaping the Hearthwood Forest first. I knew it better than anywhere else, after all. As I did so, I decided to keep the bulk of my people on the Hearthstone Continent. Here in the Hearthwood, I’d put together a small house for me and my family. Well, maybe a large house, considering how much family I had. Still, I thought it would be nice to keep things quiet, at least for a while. If we wanted the hustle and bustle of civilization, it would only ever be a step through The Wanderer away.

I was nearly done when I felt someone tapping on my shoulder. I turned, finding a man wearing an old-fashioned business suit without a tie and undone top three buttons. His head was shaved so smoothly it shone, and when he spoke, it was with a familiar deep voice.

“I congratulate you on your victory. I knew you could do it,” said the man who had brought me into this world.

“You’re a few centuries late.”

“Or just on time, depending on how you look at things. The copy of The Challenger you destroyed a moment ago was the last active competitor in our little battle royale. Out of all our candidates, you have proven most worthy.”

I finally turned to look at him. “I really wish you’d told me everything when you gave me The Wanderer, Xoreth.”

The man smiled wider, realizing I’d discovered his name on my own during my adventures.

“Now where’d the fun in that be? Still, I’m obligated at this point to tell you that at this point, you can return to Earth. I’ll lift the last of the restrictions on The Wanderer preventing that. From here on out, the training wheels are off and it's fully yours. No need for points or rewards or any of that nonsense. You can generate the power that runs The Wanderer within yourself anyway.”

I shook my head. “And go back to my old life? No thanks.”

“Well, it’d only be your old life if you kept your newfound powers to yourself. Those don’t go away, after all.”

I chuckled. “Good. For a while back there, I was convinced you would tell me that this was some sort of simulation and that I’d never left Earth.”

Xoreth didn’t join me in laughing, though. “You’re not wrong. Not entirely right either. This cluster of worlds sprung out of a little project that a few friends of mine had. We never expected to end up like gods, but here we are.” He shrugged.

“And you want one more to fill your numbers. Why?”

Xoreth smiled and placed a hand on my shoulder. “That, my new friend, is a tale for another day. For today, we should celebrate your victory!”

I shook my head. “That’ll have to wait. There’s something I’ve been looking forward to a lot more than finishing your little quest.”

“What?” Xoreth looked at me, taken aback.

“Coming home.” I smiled as I stared at the land beneath me. Once the trees were in place, they would start looking like the Hearthwood. But I still had a stream to dig straight through the forest’s center. Thankfully, I had an extra set of hands willing and able to help.

I reached to the ground and pulled metal from it into the shape of a shovel, then repeated the feat of tossing a spare shovel to Xoreth. He looked at it like a man used to working with quantum supercomputers might look at an abacus.

“I hope you’re willing to get your hands dirty. This time I have a quest for you,” I said, raising my eyebrows, curious about Xoreth’s response.

He smiled, laughed, and then rolled up his sleeves. “Oh, I knew we chose right with you. Alright then, fair is fair. You did my quest. Now I’ll do yours. Where are we digging?”

The End.

Thank you for reading the Spellheart series.


Afterword


The Spellheart series has been an amazing journey, and thank you all for joining me for it. To be honest, I never thought I’d get this far.

When I published book one, I expected to sell five to ten copies. Instead, there have been thousands of you, and I’m incredibly grateful for everyone who’s made it to the end.

While Theo’s journey is over, I still have many stories left in me to tell. I’m hoping to use the The Thousand Worlds as a setting again at some point, in which case we may see Theo and his companions as side characters.

But even if those plans don’t come to pass, you can definitely find the themes and characters you loved in Spellheart in my other works!

Paladin of the Sigil is already finished, so that one is a great one to pick up. Amazon Apocalypse is my ongoing work, and will probably go to book 6 or more.

I’m also hoping to start another cultivation series that might seem very familiar to Spellheart readers, so stay tuned for that sometime either this year or next one.


Also by Marvin Knight


Paladin of the Sigil

Progression Fantasy Adventure Harem

Join Darren Heavengrace as he fights demons, defeats evil, and adventures across the Sacred Seas.

Amazon Apocalypse

LitRPG Apocalypse Harem

Join Carter Smith as he and his tough warrior women survive the end of the world!

Alternatively, you can check out my website for announcements.

www.MarvinKnightBooks.com

Or join me on Patreon to read books as I’m writing them!

www.patreon.com/MarvinKnight
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