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This novel is dedicated to all the great authors who wrote the beautiful stories that made me want to write.







The story so far…




Theo and his AI companion Mac visited a brothel, along with Theo’s two friends Dean and Sam. Supposedly, this brothel was operated by animatronic elves, but Theo’s investigations proved that the elves were as flesh-and-blood as he was. They were superhumanly strong creatures hailing from a far off world populated by fantastic creatures in a mysterious cluster of planets called the Ten Thousand Worlds.


On one particular world dominated by elves, Theo discovered human males are called chakas and are particularly valuable to any group of elves due to their ability to produce vitality for their sexual partners, as well as their ability to sire children. This life essence not only helps elves expand their clans but also helps them rapidly increase their personal power.


The elves of this world cultivate the natural energies of their world, called zeal. Newly manifested elves become heartwielders by bonding a spellheart. From there, they can plant the spellheart into themselves and become a mage acolyte. Mage acolytes are above heartwielders in both power and social status, and a single mage acolyte would be more than a match for ten heartwielders. The next step in cultivation is true mage. In the Hearthwood Forest, only Matriarch Red Serpent was able to achieve that level of cultivation.


Theo defeated Matriarch Red Serpent using the power of an iron weapon, which disrupts the flow of zeal in an elf’s body and acts like poison to them. In the Hearthwood, only Theo knows how to make iron weapons, and he has used that skill to help him forge the Hearthwood Clan from a band of feuding tribes.


Among his clan are a number of elves who have banded together at Theo’s side, supporting his efforts and holding their fledgling clan together. They are:


Sava, an alchemist of the Riverweed tribe.


Nela, leader of a band of survivors from the Songstone Clan.


Yorik, an orc very far from home.


Eltiana, leader of the secretive Hidden Serpents tribe.


Assyrus, chief of the Waterbeetle tribe.


Melise, mage acolyte from the destroyed Songstone Clan.


And Illiel, a turncoat from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.


But not all the tribes of the Hearthwood have submitted to Theo’s Hearthwood Clan, and enemies from outside the forest have arrived under the name of the Corpse Collector Company. As underlings of the Sakaku Clan and ultimately the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, they have no compunction about pillaging and enslaving the elves of the Hearthwood.


But while elvish foes march on the forest from the south, powerful undead are cropping up in the deeper, unexplored regions of the forest. A four-tailed Shadowblade Beast lurks among the trees, far too strong for anyone to fight. And behind the invaders lie greater foes whose names the elves of the Hearthwood barely dare to whisper. Disaster is coming for the Hearthwood, and only Theo and his budding clan have any hope of stopping what is to come.










CHAPTER ONE










TO EVADE THE blazing heat of the sky above me, I was dancing between the shade of two trees of prodigious girth. I was out here, sweating and ankle deep in the mud while glaring up at my sad excuse for a sentry tower. This pathetic piece of scrap wood was one of the scant few defenses protecting me, my women, my son, and his unborn siblings from the looming threat at the edge of the forest we called home.


The sentry tower was made of round stakes of wood with the bark still on them and lashed together with nothing but rope. The ship that brought me to this world had modified my brain implant and installed an interface into my head, which now identified the structure before me with a flash of text over my vision.




Crude Sentry Tower

Upgrade to Sturdy Sentry Tower? (50 points)




I accepted the prompt and watched my points vanish. I’d had a brain implant before coming to this world, and using the implant had been much the same as the system I now possessed. All it took was a thought and my work was done. Now, all I had left to do was see what my points bought me.


Blue sparks filled my vision, floating through the air like shimmering particles of light. They danced and swirled in intricate patterns I couldn’t quite grasp before materializing as bits of wood or stone.


Where the crude sentry tower had been nothing but a lanky tower of wood, this sturdy sentry tower was anchored to the ground by a cylindrical column of smooth stone. Limestone, by the look of it. Instead of being exposed to the weather, the top of the sentry tower now had a wooden roof over it. Instead of hanging out in the open, the ladder leading upward was now sealed behind a wooden door at the base of the tower.


“Not bad for pushing a button.” I muttered to myself. Though, I remembered that 50 points usually meant fighting and killing a raptor with teeth the size of my fingers and the temperament of a hungover frat boy who just realized he was out of orange juice.


[Once you upgrade the rest and connect them with the wall, I think things will look rather nice.] Mac said. He spoke directly in my head through the same mechanism that placed text over my vision. Mac had been my robot butler before coming to this world, and after arriving here, he’d turned into a dungeon core and the interface unit for the ship known as The Wanderer. As an unfortunate side effect, I could now receive his transmissions all the time, so long I was within range of the scanner. And I’d already made the mistake of upgrading the scanner to the point where it could cover nearly the entire Hearthwood forest.


[…just picture it Theo! White alabaster walls would match the cobblestones wonderfully and make them effortless to keep sparklingly clean!] Mac continued, his enthusiasm for cleaning having not changed in the slightest despite no longer being an AI employed to mop floors.


“I’ll keep ‘easy to clean’ on the list, Mac.” I replied, thinking back to the ship as much as saying them aloud. “Though that’s going to have to come in second place to defensibility. We do have an enemy army on the way to loot and pillage everything we hold dear.”


[Yes. Do try to avoid letting them past the walls. Blood stains easily, and there’s quite a bit of it between all the elves you’ve brought here.]


“That’s a challenge I’m willing to take on. Just give me fair warning the moment you sense them on the move again.”


I trod through the dense undergrowth to the next crude sentry tower, noticing it was already crumbling. Upon closer inspection, I saw mushrooms sprouting from the side of one of the supporting poles and tooth marks from a giant beaver on another.


I’d built this crude sentry tower no more than a few weeks ago, yet it was already rotting. The virility of life here on this world was astounding, but on a planet filled with magic, anything was possible.


Everything in this world was filled with tiny particles that took after the element from which they originated. The locals called these particles zeal. Water held water zeal, fire held fire zeal, and the air held air zeal. I had a personal preference for earth zeal, as that was the affinity of the spellheart I’d bound and since inserted into my body, making me a mage acolyte of the earth aspect. Though unlike most elves, I was also holding onto a mind aspect spellheart as backup.


I pictured the rising pillar of limestone that encapsulated the crude sentry tower, protecting it from the wind, rain, and potential invaders. What I was doing now was informal magic, as I had no spells or techniques for this. 


My familiarity with the Stone Obelisk spell certainly helped, and I even took the opportunity to cast that spell and summon a finger of stone nearby. The black tower sprouted from the earth like a stone tree, and the sharp angles cast an ominous shadow over the otherwise picturesque natural clearing. The Stone Obelisk spell helped me control informal magic like the kind I working now. It increased the rate at which I could influence the surrounding earth zeal and made it quicker to answer my commands. Using ambient zeal like this was a lot more efficient than using the zeal I’d already attuned to my will and stashed away inside my body, and it was almost enough to make informal magic viable in combat. Usually though, I just ended up hurling the massive pillars of rock at my enemies as large, pointy, projectiles.


With the help of the Stone Obelisk, I built a cylinder of stone around the crude sentry tower, exactly as I’d observed The Wanderer’s system construct. I checked to see if the system recognized my handiwork.




Crude Sentry Tower

Upgrade to Sturdy Sentry Tower? (20 points)




Sure enough, building the stone base manually cut down on the number of points I’d need to spend to upgrade the whole sentry tower. I could have tried to upgrade the whole thing manually, but I didn’t have the right magic to build a wooden roof and the Hearthwood didn’t have a locksmith who could make the lockable door to the sentry tower.


Since I’d saved as many points as I reasonably could, I upgraded this sentry tower as well and watched my points vanish. Two down, eight more to go.




Remaining points: 520




I’d made quite a few points thanks to all the battles I’d fought against the Corpse Collector Company and Sharian in addition to hunting raptors in the dungeon below. Only a few days ago I’d had several thousand points, but Mac had been printing new tools nonstop while I’d been repairing defenses and exchanging points for ingredients Sava could use to stockpile potions. My vast fortune had dwindled to nearly nothing in this fevered spending. I’d need to head down into the dungeon and start killing things sooner rather than later.



***


My slow and methodical construction work was interrupted by an ambush.


An elf with shoulder-length purple hair popped out of a tree. I hadn’t even suspected that anyone had been hiding there, and if this assassin had been after my life I would have been in serious trouble. She was clad in a skin-tight black leather outfit that concealed a seemingly impossible number of throwing knives.


She plucked an ornate set of nunchucks from her waist and twirled them in a rather intimidating fashion… only to knock herself in the back of the head at the last moment.


“Ow! Still haven’t mastered these yet.” The purple haired ninja-elf said. She was none other than Eltiana Violet, the tribal chief and leader of the Hidden Serpent tribe.


After rubbing the back of her head, she thrust a finger in my direction and shouted. “Aha! A heartwielder would never have been able to raise three of those piles of rock one after another.”


“Not without some valuable potions, at least.” A green-haired elf appeared from behind a bush. Long green hair spilled down her bare shoulders and she dusted off the dress she was wearing. Her eyes scanned the surrounding terrain, always on the lookout for valuable ingredients.


“Even among the great clans, I’ve never seen a heartwielder exert so much power on their own.” A golden head stepped delicately over the forest floor in a dress more suited to a ballroom than a backwoods place like this. That was only fitting though, considering the wearer was Nela Songstone, the young lady and leader of what little remained of the once-mighty Songstone clan.


Behind her was another mage acolyte of her clan, Melise.


Melise shared her matriarch’s golden hair, though she wore it shorter, and despite wearing armor and having a spear propped against her shoulder, she looked more like a young secretary than a warrior. Her face bore a girlish pout and her eyes were fixed in my direction. “Why didn’t you tell us, Theo?”


A blue-haired elf slipped in behind them, glaring at the muddy ground that matched the wet splotch on her knees as she grabbed onto a nearby branch for balance. “Darn roots popping up out of nowhere…” she grumbled before glancing up and seeing me. “Theo! Everybody’s saying you advanced!”


“Blackgorge Fiendbody has that power, but not that control.” The largest woman of the bunch appeared. Unlike the others, this one had leather armor and pointed teeth, though her ears were still pointed. A necklace of teeth adorned her neck, and her skin was a bright green. She was an orc and stood out amongst the elves already present.


A small elf with hair that stood out only because it was a completely ordinary dirty blond pushed her spectacles back up her nose and folded a book up under her arm. She smiled lightly as she glanced around at the others. “Sorry Theo. They pried the secret out of me.”


All seven of these women before me were magical beings, masters of their own unique brand of magic. They were leaders among their own people, and their recent work had united tribal groups that had historically always been enemies. Even stranger, all seven of them were my women.


“Alright then. I suppose it’s no more use continuing to hide it.” I reached into my pocket and tapped my mind spellheart. Instantly, the mind magic technique that had been concealing my new status as a mage acolyte from all but Illiel vanished.


I felt a slight tingly sensation, like something invisible brushing against my senses. “It’s true!” Sava confirmed. “He’s a mage acolyte!”


Nela cheered and Eltiana made to give Assyrus a high-five, only to pull back when she realized the blue-haired elf’s palm was also covered in mud.


“You advanced without us, Theo?” Melise pouted. “But I wanted to be the knife bearer at the ceremony!”


“Sorry ladies. I figured it would be faster and easier for Mac to do it in the medical bay.” I explained sheepishly. Truth be told, the only reason I’d been holding the Elementary Cultivation Concealment technique so long was because I was afraid this conversation would be a little awkward. Ascension to mage acolyte involved inserting a spellheart into the would-be acolyte’s body and fusing with it. Normally, the elves performed a seppuku-like ritual where they sliced open their own stomachs and clung to life with nothing but grit and determination.


That wasn’t my style. Especially when we had a fully functional surgical table. Despite having only been built with custodial staffing in mind, Mac was a competent surgeon and I trusted his skill more than any masochistic elvish ritual. Advancing through the orcish tradition of body cultivation had been painful enough, and I had no desire to experience the even bloodier elvish version.


“So, how should we celebrate?” Assyrus asked the group. “When I advanced to mage acolyte, Chief Wisdom threw a banquet in my honor. I was young for a mage acolyte, so it was a big deal for us. But Theo’s a chaka! With him reaching mage acolyte, our entire clan has become stronger!”


“We certainly could use the moral boost, with enemies at the gates.” Nela said. “This will be good for the Hearthwood Clan. With the destruction of our previous settlement, most of the Solar Essence Peaches I’ve been trying to grow have been knocked down. We’ll have to harvest all the fruit soon or let it fall in the hands of the Corpse Collector Company. This will be a good excuse to distribute what remains.”


“I suppose I might be able to brew a diluted vitality and zeal potion to drink. Every sip saves a month of diligent meditation.” Sava added.


“I’ll have to go hunt down a few more raptors. We should be able to put together a decent feast.” Assyrus said. Yorik, Eltiana, and Melise all agreed to help Assyrus hunt.


“Alright then. The last party I planned didn’t turn out so well.” I said with a sad chuckle. Our clan’s only true mage died, and we barely defeated Matriarch Red Serpent. “I’ll leave this one to you ladies. In the meantime, let me show you all the new defenses I’ve been working on.”



***


The elves had long since finished working on the crude earthen wall I’d wanted. Unfortunately, none of the tribes that I’d brought under the wing of my Hearthwood Clan practiced earth magic. That meant I was the strongest earth-aspect cultivator around, and it was up to me to turn this pile of dirt into something defensible.


Luckily, it had already been built around all the old guard towers, so it wasn’t hard to push that dirt until it leaned over the outside ground at an angle. I’d asked Mac to look up medieval wall designs from earth and this was one of the simplest designs he’d found. The extra angle, along with some ridges on the edge, would make it much harder for attackers to climb over the wall with a ladder.


The other reason we’d chosen this design was that it was close to a blueprint already present in The Wanderer’s databanks. In an emergency, I wanted to be able to spend points to repair the walls instantly. That would be an unexpected and very valuable ability, should Mac figure out how to unlock the blueprint for our use.


“And this here is how the wall is going to look,” I announced as I climbed a pile of rock and dirt to gaze down at the only finished section of wall.


Assyrus stepped towards the edge and yelped as her foot slid through a hole along the edge of the wall. “Uh, Theo? I think you have a few holes in your wall.”


Eltiana helped Assyrus unstick her foot. “They’re perfectly square, so I assume you put them here intentionally?”


“Oh! I think I’ve heard of this design before! You drop things through the holes to repel enemies.” Illiel said, tapping her temple as she tried to come up with the name.


“Murder holes.” Yorik said simply. “Enemies come to the walls. You pour boiling oil down and light them on fire.”


Sava gave the murder holes a curious look, but the others looked disturbed. 


“Seems a little barbaric, don’t you think?” Melise said.


“Not to mention it’s only effective against those bound to the ground.” Nela said. “What about those coming in on flying swords? You might be able to reinforce the walls with enough zeal to stop a mage acolyte, but what if a true mage arrives? They’d simply blow the wall to bits.”


“Alright, it isn’t perfect. I plan to have one of those crossbows with iron-tipped bolts in each of those sentry towers. For now, we’ll have to rely on them being able to shoot down any flying adversaries.” Maybe there was a way to make the wall taller? The only way I’d stop aerial attacks would be to extend the wall into a dome that covered the entire city, but that wasn’t possible.


The girls continued to pepper me with questions about my walls, picking over every little detail. As we talked, I was beginning to worry that these structures weren’t going to be as formidable a defense as I’d hoped.


This world had access to medieval-level technology, and I’d been treating it that way. Against the purely mundane tools the Corpse Collector Company could bring to bear, this would be an effective defense. But the Corpse Collector Company wasn’t limited to mundane weapons. They had magic, just like us.


“Alright then, I’m all ears. How does a clan like ours usually defend itself?” I asked my girls.


“By having the strongest matriarch.” Nela answered, as if that were obvious. “With a powerful cultivator to rely on, reputation alone is enough to keep the wolves at bay. And should the clan ever face direct attack, the matriarch can annihilate legions of lesser experts. That’s why the great clans all at least have wizard-realm matriarchs protecting them, and a few of the stronger ones are rumored to have elves who have already reached the sorcerer rank.”


“Hmm… as far as your intelligence indicates, Kysalian is the only true mage in the forest, and she’s here to protect Sharian rather than to fight us. Given that the Corpse Collector Company is made entirely of mage acolytes and heartwielders, we should be evenly matched. Or we would be if it weren’t for the vast disparity in numbers.”


“I imagine that’s the reason why they were sent to take care of us in the first place.” Nela replied. “Sending true mages or wizards against us would have been a waste of resources.”


“But if they attacked with overwhelming power, they could wipe us out without losses.” I argued. “Why send a force they know we’ll actually be able to fight when the Sakaku Clan could just send a force we couldn’t possibly resist?”


“For one, their honor.” Illiel answered. “Slaughtering those weaker than you in mass is seen as… distasteful, though nobody would blink an eye at a true mage who killed a few mage acolytes who didn’t show proper respect. Additionally, true mage is the lowest rank at which an elf can be granted citizenship in the Queendom. At that point, everything they do is a matter of official record. Mass slaughters don’t look good if you want a position in court or the army.”


Yorik snorted. “It is to train the weak.”


We all glanced at her. “Well… I suppose that’s one way to look at it.” Illiel conceded.


“Fighting is the best way to grow strong.” Yorik continued. “Orcs know this. Elves do too, but pretend they don’t. Throw ten thousand heartwielders into a war and get a thousand mage acolytes. Let them fight and get a hundred true mages. Then they fight too. Ten wizards. Cull the weak, feed their bones to the strong.”


“Mage acolytes have mage acolyte-level resources.” Sava added. “Killing their peers can be very profitable for mage acolytes, but true mages have different needs and many things precious to a mage acolyte are useless to them.”


“This all sounds… inefficient.” I murmured unhappily. So, we were nothing more than training dummies? “There has to be a better way.”


“The reason the Corpse Collector Company doesn’t have any true mages is that they all leave the moment they advance.” Illiel said. “True mages have options, petty banditry and slave-raiding are among the least of those. The Corpse Collectors have a few tricks for dealing with small clans and tribes with one or two true mages, but if we had more than that they wouldn’t willingly fight us.”


“So, we just have to become true mages and we’ve already won the war!” I said with sudden realization. “I became a mage acolyte in a couple of months and have even refined one region. Eltiana’s already at the fourth region, and I’m sure the rest of you won’t let her stay too far ahead for long. How much longer could it really be before we all advance? A year? Two?”


The elves all glanced at each other sheepishly. “You’re an exception, Theo.” Sava said. “I didn’t expect to reach mage acolyte this decade, let alone true mage. Besides that, we couldn’t reach true mage in the Hearthwood, even if we refine all nine bodily regions. It requires resources we don’t have access to. Finding a source of vitality to reach mage acolyte is a bottleneck that blocks most heartwielders from advancing. We can harvest vitality from you instead of hunting for phoenix blood to help us reach mage acolyte, but I’m afraid it isn’t the same for true mage.”


Sava reached into the pouch at her waist and extracted a loose bundle of papers. It was her copy of the guidebook Dean left for me. “To be honest, I wouldn’t have even known the process for breaking through to true mage if not for this. For that gift alone, we owe the creator of this guide a big favor. But it says right here that to advance to true mage, you need an Aura Fragment from a true mage, either living or dead. Though getting an aura fragment from a dead true mage they would have either needed to be very powerful in life or have intentionally left the fragment behind.”


I glanced at the sheet of paper, and sure enough there was a drawing of an elf passing on a whirling cloud of mist from its own body to another elf kneeling nearby. It was titled ‘Inheriting an Aura Fragment.’


“I don’t suppose the Hearthwood has any aura fragments in reserve? Maybe from a true mage who died a long time ago?” I could tell by the faces of the surrounding elves that I needn’t have bothered asking. “Well then, we’ll just have to get some, or trade for them somehow.”


Before any of the girls could respond, our happy moment was broken by a malevolent roar in the forest just beyond the tree line.










CHAPTER TWO










URRRRRRRRRRRGNNNNN


Low and rumbly, the deep groan creaked like a falling tree.


A wet and sickly sound echoed throughout the forest. It had a disgusting dampness to it, like a knife being drawn through a puddle of blood.


Schllllck


Then came the moaning. Dry and crackling throats echoed throughout the forest, crying out in hoarse, pained voices.


The girls instantly recognized the sounds we were hearing. "Undead!" Eltiana and Sava shouted in unison.


"They're headed this way?" I asked. This was sooner than I'd like to test my new defenses.


Mac was the one who answered me. Speaking directly into my head, he said [Hostiles incoming. I don't know how I missed them during my earlier scans. It's like they popped out of thin air!]


"Eltiana!" I shouted. "You're the fastest amongst us. Do you think you can get eyes on them? What are we up against?"


Illiel pressed two fingers against her temple as she closed her eyes. "I'm counting a few major entities here. It feels like ten mage acolyte level undead, and a lot of heartwielder-level lesser undead."


Eltiana was already up on the wall. "I recognize the sound alone. Undead Abominations, followed by a host of zombies and skeletons."


"I see the same." Nela confirmed, a golden glow fading from her eyes. “This would have been a tough battle for any one group here. But with all of us together, there’s no reason we should lose.”


"Waterbeetle tribe!" Assyrus called. "To battle! Man the walls!"


Blue-haired elves dropped what they were doing. Seconds ago, they'd been working ordinary tasks like tanning hides and digging trenches. I noticed with surprise that most of them weren't more than a few steps away from an ironwood sword or spear, and within moments they were armed and rushing to the towers I'd just finished building.


"Ring the bell!" Sava said, yelling into the distance. Her voice carried with far greater clarity than it should have, considering the trees and the distance. It was like the grass and trees around us amplified Sava's voice instead of quieting it. The call went out, carried by all the elves who heard it to some distant location. Moments later, a chime rang through the air and the remaining elves dropped their tasks and scrambled to and fro.


"We need to deal with the mage acolytes ourselves." Sava said. "But the rest of the Hearthwood Clan should be able to handle the rest."


Schlllllck!


That wet slimy sound hit my ears again, louder and closer this time.


"Agreed." I said. "We should form up, same as we did in the dungeon. From what I've read, these undead aren't too big on strategy. Together we should be able to take them down one at a time."


Nela reached for her waist, pulling a long golden spear free. "I'll take the front line."


"Not alone." Yorik said, stepping up beside her. I wasn't sure where she'd hidden her hammer, but it was in her hands once again as a grin pulled at the corners of her mouth.


"Sava!" I shouted over the stampede of elves rushing towards the sentry towers and half-formed walls. "Get your people to bring bows and arrows! Swords and spears will only be of so much use at the top of these walls!"


Sava nodded and reached into her own bag of holding. Moments later, a small pile of bows and arrows materialized on the ground before us. She grabbed one of her kin and yelled something in her ear while thrusting a bow into the elf's grasp.


Soon enough, those bows — and the rest of the ranged weapons — were retrieved and distributed amongst those standing on the walls.


I watched more than a few elves trip and stumble over each other as they tried to find a space on the wall. All the elves cleared away to make room as the tribal chiefs and I ascended to join them though.


In a hurry to make room, one of the nearby elves scrambled too far too fast and nearly fell off the wall. I grabbed her by the back of her shirt and hauled her to safety before she could fall.


"Careful there." I cautioned as I pulled her back from the wall.


"T-thank you, Patriarch." The elf stuttered, clutching a small ironwood dagger in her shaking hands.


I looked her up and down under mage sight.




Hidden Serpent Heartwielder (Level 5)




The elf would have been powerful among her old tribe, but with all the spellheart enhancements happening these days, the sixth layer of zeal accumulation was no longer so difficult to get to.


Then I glanced out over at the oncoming horde of undead.




Riverweed Zombie (Level 4) x 50

Dungeon Skeleton (Level 6) x 35

Undead Abomination (Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 15) x8




"Help the Riverweed elves distribute weapons." I decided after surveying the enemy forces. After realizing what we would be fighting against I raised my voice so everyone could hear me. "Heartwielders at the fifth layer and below! Pull back and distribute arrows and healing potions. Get off the walls!"


Those lower leveled heartwielders were evenly matched with the lower level undead before us and were outmatched by the Undead Abominations leading the pack. Keeping them on the frontline was only throwing their lives away.


The nearby elves glanced at me in confusion, but two low-ranked heartwielders pulled back as ordered, save one small group on a distant chunk of wall. A head of dirty off-green hair stood proud and strong on the wall, surrounded by a circle of low-leveled heartwielders as he glared defiantly at the oncoming army of undead monsters.


"Segolas!" I shouted. "Get down from there!"


Of the children I'd sired here, only Segolas had hatched. He was my only son, and I wasn't putting him at risk.


Segolas either didn't hear me or had other ideas. He glared ahead, unflinching as he stared down an undead abomination headed directly for him.


"Damn it. I'm too young to have a rebellious teenager." I cursed to myself.


I looked around before spotting Ullua, pushing her way onto the walls. She was one of the mage acolytes who wasn't one of my girls, and I pointed her towards Segolas. "Grab a few other acolytes and keep my son out of trouble." I ordered.


Ullua didn't have to be told twice. Segolas was second in importance only to me to the Hearthwood Clan. Without even needing to hear my request, Ghessa jumped off the wall and scrambled to catch up to Ullua.


That was all the attention I could spare for Segolas, because I had my hands full with the remaining seven Undead Abominations.



***


"I'm afraid I'll be of limited use in this fight." Illiel said, taking a step back. She turned to me worriedly. "Don't rely on Twisted Step to keep you safe. Undead are extremely resistant to mind magic. I imagine that's why they stumbled right through the warding network I set up around the settlement."


"That's unfortunate." I frowned. The best way to deal with large hordes of heartwielders I'd seen was to blast the entire group with mind magic. Even Yorik had subdued large numbers of elves with that strategy, despite her limited mind magic repertoire. But that wouldn't work here. This battle just got a lot harder.


"Then you'll sit back and coordinate the heartwielder's defense of the walls." Nela said. "I can take one of these Undead Abominations myself. When I'm finished, I'll help you with the rest."


Nela whipped her spear forward, holding it under her arm like a cannon. I recognized the pose, and a moment later a beam of golden light shot out of the tip of the spear.


“Star Dragon’s Descent!” Nela shouted into the open air. She struck the closest Undead Abomination in the chest. The beam of sunlight zeal could not slay the Undead Abomination, but it could stop it in its tracks.


"Graaaaaaaa!" The Undead Abomination screeched as it faced Nela's blast. It held up one arm and a cloudy shroud of darkness filled the surrounding air.


"That won't be enough!" Nela bit her finger, drawing a drop of blood which she slapped to the shaft of her spear. The golden light spiraling down the shaft grew brighter and stronger. The power of the beam of sunlight doubled.


Moments later, the Undead Abomination fell to its knees. It tumbled to the ground and several small elf and animal-sized corpses crawled from its body. Like a balloon that had been poked with a needle, the Undead Abomination deflated, letting out enormous clouds of black mist as it fell apart into bits of gore and rotting flesh.




Undead Abomination slain by follower (+30 points)




"You wouldn't be able to do that seven more times?" I asked hopefully.


Nela wheezed in response. "No. Took more out of me than I'd hoped. Never unlocked the bloodline seal on my spear before."


"Then I suppose the rest of us will have to prove our worth." I said, pulling my steel sword out of my dimensional storage and into the open. I was confident I could kill one of these Undead Abominations with it before it became filled with death zeal.


"Hold the wall!" an elf in the background shouted as lesser undead piled atop each other as they rammed into the earthen wall. Armed with long spears and crossbows, the elves shot down the invading undead, killing them in droves before they could form a big enough pile to climb over the walls.


"A few hundred more skeletons and zombies and we'd be in trouble!" Assyrus laughed.


"Fight isn't over." Yorik said, hefting her hammer. "Abominations will break through the wall. The little ones will follow through."


I saw what she meant. The Undead Abominations stood three times taller than the other undead, putting their heads just above the height of my walls. Not only could they reach over the walls on their own, but their size would allow them to tear the walls open. If they broke through, the weaker elves behind the walls would suffer heavy losses.


Even those strong enough to fight the lesser undead alone might find themselves singled out by the Undead Abomination. On the eve of a massive war with the Corpse Collector Company, we couldn't afford to suffer those kinds of losses.


"So, we have to stop the Abominations from breaking through the wall!" I shouted. With a bounding leap, I jumped over the side of the wall.


Eltiana followed close behind, landing gently. Yorik slammed into the earth, knee bent, and Sava appeared out of thin air next to me. She'd used the space-warping ability she'd gained from her botched ascension to mage acolyte to teleport to my side. Melise and Assyrus were quick to join us.


"I'll clear the path!" Melise shouted, pressing her palms together. When she pulled them apart, two glowing spheres of light hovered in each of her hands. She ran ahead of our group and made a grasping motion at one of the oncoming undead. Before the skeleton could even contact her, the light in her palm shone brighter. The dim red glow behind the skeleton's bleached-white skull went dim and it collapsed to the ground, burned and blackened.


Six more skeletons fell one after another before the light in Melise's palms faded. These heartwielder-level undead stood no chance against a mage acolyte.


Numbers were still effective against overwhelming power though, and the rest of the skeletons soon took notice of Melise.


The blonde elf hurried to recast her spell, but before she could, Yorik leaped clear over our heads, swinging her hammer in a massive arc. It hit a zombie, not stopping or slowing as it carried through two more enemies. Yorik's hammer blow was so mighty that all three undead were sent rocketing into the skeletons behind them, toppling more foes as they flew, before finally crashing unmoving into the ground.


A few faint lines of blue text scrawled across my vision.




Skeletons slain by followers (+10 points)

Zombies slain by followers (+10 points)




“Mac, stow these things somewhere until after the battle!” I shouted, certain he was watching the fight.


[Done.] Mac replied in my head. [And Theo, consider taking out that one ahead and to your left. It appears to be concealing an explosive device within its body.]


“Damn it.” I cursed. Now where did a mindless undead get a bomb? “Eleven o’clock! Follow me.”


“Eleven what?” Sava shouted as she and the rest of the girls trailed after me on the battlefield.


I held my steel sword aloft, prepared to deal the killing blow as we approached the massive legs of the Undead Abomination. Up close, it was even more sickly and foul. Each of the malformed limbs were made of half decayed animal corpses. There were a few elf bodies in there too, and I wondered how one even collected elf corpses, since they dispersed into zeal once killed.


“I’ve got this one—” But before I could sink my sword into the Undead Abomination’s foul flesh, it toppled over and died.


I looked up and found Eltiana sitting on its head, fearlessly reaching into one of the gooey sunken cavities that passed for eyes on these monsters to retrieve a pointed dagger the size of my arm. Purple light coursed along the daggers side and faded to nothing.


“Don’t touch the corpse!” I warned. “There’s a bomb inside of it!”


We left that dead Abomination for later and went to deal with the others. The remaining six were much closer to the wall now. Segolas was still waiting for the abomination headed in his direction, but Ghessa and Ullua should at least be able to get him out of there before he got hurt. He was wearing a big, eager smile on his face, like battle was a game he couldn’t wait to play. Maybe a scare like this would be good for him. It would teach him to know his limits.


We headed towards the next Undead Abomination. This time it was Sava who claimed the kill.


As we ran, she donned a pair of pitch-black gloves. She’d stolen those from Sharian’s bag of holding, but she must have figured out how to use them sometime recently because a dim crimson glow enveloped her hands.


In the distance, a pair of ephemeral red and white hands the size of Sava’s entire body picked up a zombie and hurled it under the Undead Abomination’s footing. The giant undead stumbled, and a moment later Sava appeared on its head, pouring a lust vitality potion down its neck.


The Undead Abomination howled and screamed as it stumbled to the ground. Frowning, Sava dug her heel into the back of the abomination’s head, stomping out a hole in which she could pour the potion. It sizzled and crackled like a pot over the fire. The Abomination twitched before finally going still.


“I’d always heard vitality was the opposite of death zeal and would harm undead even though it helps us. I never expect it to be true.” Sava said, appearing beside me.


“That’s a trick I’ll have to remember. My blood would do the same then?”


“Yes, it would. I pity the vampire who tries to have a bite of you.”



***


I’d prepared myself for a tough fight. I’d been prepared for a long battle. I’d even been prepared to have to tack one of my girls onto the resurrection tree until I could revive them.


I hadn’t been prepared for what happened. We crushed every enemy we came across.


The last time I’d seen one of these Undead Abominations, our entire group could do nothing but huddle in terror. Each of those monsters was the equivalent of a mid mage acolyte!


But I’d forgotten Assyrus and Eltiana had already reached that level themselves. Nela was an even more powerful late mage acolyte. While the rest of us were just early mage acolytes or their equivalent, our teamwork gave us an overwhelming advantage picking off these Undead Abominations one at a time.


The closest we came to injury happened when a second Undead Abomination charged us while we were still dealing with one of its kin.


“I’ll hold off the new guy!” Assyrus shouted, bearing her shield and club. She’d long since unlocked the force enchantments that enhanced the weapons, and crimson light sprouted from both tools as Assyrus drew on their power.


“Eat this!” She shouted as she leapt in the air towards the oncoming Undead Abomination.


She swung for the monster’s knee, sending it stumbling. These things were tougher than that though. Like a grotesque stream of flowing flesh, it repaired the wound in an instant by corpses migrating from the monster’s torso.


Unlike the other girls, Assyrus didn’t have any killer move to bring her opponent down in one mighty blow. What she had was an instinct for combat and an exceptional talent for manipulating zeal.


When the monster summoned a fistful of cloudy necromantic energy, Assyrus let the blow strike her on the shoulder, only to be reflected at the monster by the Waterbeetle defensive technique. Now that she was a mage acolyte, Assyrus could cover most of her body with the ability, evading the corrosive effects of the black cloud.


On the back foot from having its initial blow deflected, the Abomination fell back only to be hit by a barrage of blows from Assyrus’ club. It lashed out at her with a fist, only for Assyrus to dodge and weave even deeper into its guard, bludgeoning it left and right.


By the time Melise finished off the Abomination we’d been fighting together with a fist of glowing starlight, Assyrus stood atop the Abomination and was busy beating its head in with her club.


“That makes seven.” I said, having kept careful count of each one we’d slain. I still hadn’t used my steel sword with how quick the girls were at dispatching each of these undead monsters.


“Ullua and Ghessa have fallen back. It looks like they’re dragging Segolas back over the wall.” Nela said.


Sava sighed. “He’ll definitely be grounded after this.”


[Theo! I just scanned that thing again! The remaining Abomination also has a bomb in it!]


“Damn it! Why didn’t you say something sooner!?”


[The scanner picked nothing up before. It’s like the bomb switched places!]


“We have to kill that thing, now!” I shouted, running at full speed for the remaining Undead Abomination.


I called on all the powers that would help me run.


Blackgorge Fiendbody.


Sutra of the Living Earth.


Heart of the Mountain.


At these speeds, only Sava and Eltiana could keep pace, with Nela close behind.


Segolas tore himself free of Ghessa and Ullua, jumping back into the open.


“You little…” I growled under my breath. The kid must have seen how quickly we took down those Abominations and thought he could do the same.


Inky shadows bloomed on the Abomination’s forearm. Deep crimson colors circled the air around its body, and I felt the sudden presence of a mountain of force zeal that hadn’t been there a moment before. It weighed down on me like a mountain.


I hefted the steel sword in my grasp. I’d seen Eltiana throw bladed weapons this large. If I could just get my steel sword in there quickly enough, it could absorb the zeal before it could detonate.


I cast another spell, Quicksilver Thought.


Time slowed. My body felt like it was pushing through syrup, my mind a step ahead of my ability to move.


The Abomination’s body broke apart at the seams. Its arms flew to the side as the crimson light in its chest expanded and tore the monster apart from the inside.


How did Eltiana throw her daggers? My mind flashed back to my memories of her. When we’d first met in the woods nearby. 


Twirling her daggers with that cheeky grin.


Our first dungeon dive.


Fighting Sharian, Tim, and the Corpse Collectors.


She’d always gone through the same motions.


The Abomination’s frontmost arm detached under the might of the force zeal unleashed in the explosion.


Elbow up. Right foot forward, Twist of the wrist. And then… release.


A ring of crimson light blossomed in a wave around the Abomination’s corpse. The flying severed arm of the Abomination sailed over the wall where it would land somewhere near Segolas.


I felt the strength of my limb pushed to its limits. No ordinary human could have thrown the sword so far or so fast, and I watched the shard of steel leave my grasp point-first like I had shot it from a ballista.


The crimson ring of explosive force zeal reached the earthen walls, cracking and tearing them apart. The explosion threw the elves who guarded that wall into the air and tossed them to the ground as the wall beneath them gave way.


I watched the steel sword sail through the air, carrying my will to protect the elves of the Hearthwood. The balance wasn’t right for a thrown weapon. Nor was I Eltiana, who had spent countless hours practicing those motions. But the sword stuck my target in the upper right shoulder all the same.


Like a puppet with its strings cut, the Abomination collapsed to the ground. The explosion of crimson light was cut short and what little remained dispelled into the open air.


Though we had cut it short, the explosion had still done a considerable amount of damage. I spotted two blue and purple wisps floating among the debris of the destroyed walls, the only casualties of the battle so far.


My eyes scanned the wreckage for Ghessa, Ullua, and Segolas. I found the two mage acolytes, but not my son.


Moments later, I spotted the overly confident green-haired hooligan. He’d used the explosion to break free of his two mage acolyte retainers and was hacking away at a zombie with an ironwood sword he’d swiped from somewhere.


Maybe it was just paternal pride clouding my judgement, but the kid seemed rather skilled for his age. The zombie swept its axe at Segolas’ head, only for the kid to duck low and sweep high himself. At less than a week old, Segolas hadn’t even bonded a spellheart yet. He was using nothing but skill and speed to overpower an undead monster at the fourth layer of zeal accumulation.


I’d been able to do the same at his level. He must have inherited some innate advantages being human brought me when I came to this world. Being able to fight beyond your level was the mark of a rare talent, and he was valued and respected in the clan for that alone.


Seeing Segolas was unharmed quelled my anxiety. With all the mage acolyte level threats destroyed, all we needed to do was clean up the lesser undead.


Even unarmed, slaying monsters at this level had become effortless. I swept through the battlefield, the girls fanning out among the invading undead to cover the most ground.


Compared to my speed, the skeleton I’d set my sights on was nearly standing still. I appeared behind it in a flash, grabbing the white bone skull in my hands and crushing it with the strength of my grip.


A zombie behind me tried to slash my back with its sickly fingers, but with my attainments in body cultivation, it couldn’t do more than ruffle my shirt.


Still holding the Fists of Stone spell, I didn’t bother looking back at my attacker. A casual backhand was enough to bisect the zombie as I dashed off in search of further prey.


Sava was having fun testing her new gloves. I could see giant ephemeral hands of glowing light appearing across the battlefield, tossing zombies and skeletons left and right. These weren’t opponents worth of wasting new potions on, but she still had her nature magic and had no trouble binding the undead with the surrounding foliage.


Assyrus and Yorik were like me, dashing around the battlefield and crushing undead wherever they went. Illiel was limited to using her frost spellheart. The shards of ice she fired were weak, but she was an excellent shot. Though her projectiles didn’t slay her foe, since she was only a first layer heartwielder in the frost aspect, she was still a mage acolyte and could keep watch over the entire battle.


Any time a heartwielder on our side was about to lose a limb or get tossed over the wall, a shard of ice would come flying out of the distance to distract or disable the elf’s opponent for the instant they needed to regain their footing and seize the upper hand again.


Nela swept her spear in wide arcs, not even bothering to skewer undead with the tips. Melise stood by her side, smashing her foes with fiery palm strikes.


Eltiana was as effective as the rest of us combined. She wielded her nunchucks deftly now that she was fighting with them instead of trying to impress me.


Though they didn’t even appear to reach their targets, the nunchucks lit with crimson light and the undead nearby exploded into shards of bone and gore. With her other hand, Eltiana unleashed wave after wave of throwing knives, flying like a fountain of ironwood blades. She’d tossed two bandoliers of extra projectiles over her shoulder, and each passing second another three left her hands to fly across the battlefield.


By the time I made it to her region of the battlefield, every undead was full of holes or missing a limb and barely crawling along. And those were only the ones she didn’t kill outright.


“I had no idea there were so many undead in the Hearthwood.” Assyrus said.


“I’ve never seen the like before.” Sava said. “Perhaps an artificial creation?”


“These types of undead are typically formed through natural processes around dense sources of death zeal.” Illiel explained. “Though that explosion had a lot of force zeal in it. Perhaps our enemies used naturally occurring monsters, hoping to weaken our defenses?”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if the Sakaku Clan set this up. It might even be Sharian’s idea. She’s not a skilled commander, but she is talented at pulling petty tricks like this.” Nela said.


“It would have worked,” Sava spoke as she reached her arm into the chest cavity of a dead Undead Abomination “if she’d sent this against us a month ago. We’ve gotten a lot stronger faster than anyone could predict.”


“We can’t rely on our enemies continuing to underestimate us though. They’ll know how strong we’ve gotten soon enough.” I said. “We just have to be even more powerful by the time they figure it out.”




Battle Won! (+1250 points)

Undead Abomination slain! Zombies slain! Skeletons slain! (+300 points)

Enemies Slain by followers. (+400 points)

Total Points: 2820










CHAPTER THREE










WITH THE SMALL horde of undead defeated, we collected all the death aspect spellhearts. The Songstone would redeem a few of them to clear the names of the rest of their members, but most would go into our vault.


Sava joked that we should raise a necromancer, given all the death spellhearts that we’d been finding. I’d taken it to be a joke, but when I counted, I realized there were only seven mage acolyte level spellhearts in our collection. The eighth had gone missing, and Segolas had been holed up in his tent, feeling ill.


I ignored it. I had nothing against necromancy, despite how sinister it seemed. Not long ago I’d been trying and failing to bind a death spellheart myself. The kid might have bitten off more than he could chew picking up a mage acolyte level one, but if he could successfully bind it he’d fly through the Heartwielder ranks as fast as he could get his body to adjust to the power. Which would be very fast, considering the life zeal his body naturally generated as a half-human.


With all the valuable materials already gathered, we left the rest of the Hearthwood Clan to loot what was left of the battlefield. They could consider it their reward for a fight well fought. If anything else I wanted turned up, I could always buy at the little clan market we’d set up.


Having cleared this brief enemy incursion, we were all left with thoughts of how we’d fare against the much more numerous and troublesome enemy lying in wait just around the corner.


I was not the only one worrying about our oncoming war. We’d only just finished licking our wounds after rescuing Nela and the other elves who had been captured by the Corpse Collectors, but we all knew the main attack was right around the corner.


So to prepare for our next move we held another council meeting. Sava had spent the last week growing a gargantuan tree that looked like it had stood for a hundred years. High up in the branches was a small circular chamber with nothing inside but a round table. A few tiny porthole windows adorned the unblemished solid piece of wood encompassing the room. Candelabras holding light potions dangled from the ceiling and the floor was smooth hardwood. The room was built like a log cabin and felt warm despite being so high in the air.


“Yorik, Nela, you two faced their main army on the field. What do you two think?” I turned to the only orc present and the golden-haired leader of the Songstone division of my Hearthwood Clan.


Since being captured and rescued, both held a gloomy and anxious countenance that was infecting my entire council.


“They’re as well equipped as I’d expect of a major mercenary organization from the Queendom. They’re mostly mage acolytes or heartwielders a step away from that rank, and their officers all have mystic beasts and enchanted weaponry.” Nela sighed and glanced down at her hands on the table, rubbing at her wrists and the invisible ropes she claimed she sometimes felt there after getting captured. “They outnumber our force eight to one, and every one of them is a fighter.”


Yorik grunted and I turned my gaze to her. “More acolytes than we have heartwielders. The Hearthwood is outnumbered. Outmatched.”


“I refused to believe there is no hope!” Sava pounded her fist against the table. “We’ve just started building something great here, and I won’t let it be washed away because of some war started in a faraway land.”


“The Cult of the Unblinking Eye will harvest this place and its people like adding grass to a bonfire.” Illiel laid her old assassin’s dagger on the table. A memento of her previous time as a low-ranking grunt under the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. “I’ve seen the places they’ve conquered. The Sakaku Clan works for them, and the Corpse Collectors work for the Sakaku. Ultimately, the cult is our true enemy.”


“But,” I interrupted before the mood could turn gloomier, “we can’t fight the cult right now. Though, from what Illiel told me, if they moved directly, they’d arouse the ire of the Queendom.”


“And having accepted our gift of vitality potions,” Sava added, “the Sakaku Clan can’t honorably strike at us. A small backwoods forest like the Hearthwood isn’t worth damaging their reputations.”


“For one of the great clans, to move against us personally would be a source of gossip and ridicule in the Queendom and make their allies question the ability of the Sakaku’s subordinate organization, like the Corpse Collector Company we now face.” Illiel said.


“So, we’ll face only the Corpse Collector Company for now.” I replied. “But I don’t enjoy relying on honor and reputation to protect us.”


“Agreed.” Eltiana said. “Those are poor bricks to build a wall with.”


“Then how goes the Hidden Serpent’s inquiries outside the valley?” I asked the poison-wielding elf assassin. “Have you found us any allies to help us deal with the Shadowblade Beast? Even better if they could help us with the other foes we now face.”


Eltiana grimaced. “The obvious ally would have been the Songstone clan.” Eltiana cast an apologetic look in Nela’s direction. “After their collapse, none of the other great clans are competing against the Sakaku for territory in this region. There just isn’t anything valuable to attract them.”


Illiel nodded along. “My tutor once told me that when Dean the Destroyer was founding our Queendom, he swept through this entire region and gathered up anything worth more than a hundred Queensmarks. He sold everything and used the money to build a set of a hundred statues of himself around the Queendom.”


“Mhm. Dean didn’t want me to face any big players too early. It might have worked if not for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye wanting this land by proxy.” I said.


“Should we think about evacuating the Hearthwood?” Nela asked. “This was one of three locations I thought to flee to. We could start anew somewhere else.”


“Absolutely not.” Assyrus said. “My tribe has lived in this forest for generations. It’s all we know. We’d sooner die fighting than abandon it.”


She looked around the room and found resolute faces all around. Everyone was prepared to fight for the forest and their place in it.


“So, there’s no avoiding this fight.” Assyrus said. “And even if we win, we’ll face a bigger enemy shortly thereafter. What do we do?”


Yorik slammed a fist on the table. “A long war. Fight for months. Years. Stay behind walls and have many children. Blood them early and raise them into fighters. Let them think the Corpse Collectors can take us in a siege. All the while, we train and raise more warriors. When we have overwhelming power, we break free and crush all foes.”


“It could work.” Nela said. “That was my original plan for the Songstone clan. With a chaka, we could increase our numbers with unrivaled speed. And that’s not even counting Segolas and any future children he could sire. Now that we’re all mage acolytes, making more mage acolytes should be easy. A few decades and we could overcome our disadvantage in power and numbers.”


The elves glanced around the table, nodding to each other, having apparently settled on this strategy.


“This…” I began, “seems like a rather poor way to spend the lives of our children.”


“It’s true, it’s rather inefficient.” Nela said, “And we’ll do our best to preserve the lives of the most talented of our descendants, but it’s not like we’ll be limited in how many we can have with you around. Our lines will not end with us.”


I glanced around the room and realized I was the only one so uncomfortable with this idea. The elves loved their children as much as humans when they could, but they also had no qualms about throwing them into the ocean to teach them to swim. I supposed it helped that souls could often be revived, and elves had a much easier time laying more eggs.


“Alright.” I said with a sigh. “I’ll have to upgrade the hydroponic farm to keep up with the population growth, but between that and the dungeon beneath us we should have the resources to support a much larger population. Just… I want us to keep an eye out for allies.” I turned towards Eltiana. “Maybe this doesn’t have to take decades.”


Eltiana shrugged. “I’ll keep my ears to the ground. To be honest, the only things of value we possess are you, The Wanderer, and the zeal crystals beneath us. The first two we can’t trade and the last we can’t get to without first getting rid of that Crimson Eye Observer.”


“Speaking of,” Sava said, “we’re starting to run low on zeal crystals. We’ve had dozens of new mage acolytes, but we also have a higher demand for spellheart enhancements than ever.”


“Then the first thing we should do is go back into the dungeon to get more zeal crystals.” I said, latching onto a problem I could solve. “We’ll have to figure out how to deal with the Crimson Eye Observer. Bring ideas to the next clan meeting.”


Afterwards, we discussed a few more mundane matters, like tax collection from the dungeon and settling the Songstone Clan here in town. More problems to add to my ever-growing to do list.



***


We were just about to tidy up and call it a day when the door opened. Ghessa appeared from behind it, giving everyone a false smile.


“Matriarch, chieftains, Theo, and… everyone else. The representatives from the Myriad Hues of Flame and Ironwood tribes have arrived.” Ghessa intoned. Despite being a mage acolyte, the climb leading up to this room was long and would have exhausted even the best athletes on earth. “We retrieved them from the designated meeting location at the old Waterbeetle tribe and led them through the dungeon. They’re waiting in a tent outside.”


“Representatives?” I quirked an eyebrow. “Didn’t I ask them to come personally?”


“Chieftain Arwena of the Ironwood tribe sends her apologies for not attending in person. She says she’s occupied now and will visit at the next available opportunity.”


“And the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe?”


“Well… they…” Ghessa bit her lip.


“Can speak for themselves, outsider.” An elf with bright orange hair and a hawkish scholarly demeanor strode into the room.


“Chief Firebrand sends her regards.” The orange-haired elf said.


“Firebrand? Did Mosi take a cultivator name?” Eltiana asked with a tense expression.


“Mosi Whisperflame has been deemed a traitor by the elders of our tribe, for having conspired to share our secrets with outsiders. She was executed the day she returned from Queenshold.” The messenger stated coldly. “And we are not part of your Hearthwood alliance. I am only here to make that clear. Any agreements made with the false chief are void. Chief Firebrand merely sent me to ensure you lot understood that fact, and to… retrieve the egg containing Chief Conadur.”




Myriad Hues of Flame Tribe Messenger (Level 6)




She was only a mid-level heartwielder. That meant Illiel should be able to pick up on some of her surface thoughts and be able to pull a few more tricks besides. I glanced at her and she nodded. Her magic was perfectly effective against such a target.


“I see. So, the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe has renounced its opportunity to join the Heartwood clan. You wouldn’t have already signed yourself away to the Corpse Collector Company?”


“N-no! How dare you besmirch the honor of our tribe! You…” The messenger took a deep breath, and Illiel let out a sad breath that confirmed my suspicions. Her zeal flared from her spellheart, but before she could use it, Sava appeared in front of her.


“I just grew this room. I can’t have you burning it down already.” Sava held a finger-sized round piece of orange stone.


“My spellheart!” The messenger cried, disbelief in her voice. “But…” she looked around the room, eyes wide at the realization that everyone here was a mage acolyte.


“Alright then.” The messenger balled her fists and turned. “I’ve said my piece. Return my spellheart. I’m leaving.”


“You may have said what you came here to say,” I stood up, “but we haven’t heard all we want. Grab her.”


“You can’t dare do this! Chief Firebrand—“


Sava cut her off. “Even if Chief Firebrand came herself, we’d still dare.”


Without her spellheart, the messenger was helpless.


“Funny.” Assyrus snorted. “These Myriad Hues of Flame girls always called learning to fight with your body barbaric and primitive for those without skill in zeal manipulation. What good is zeal manipulation without a spellheart?”


“How did you all get so strong?” The messenger muttered. “Weren’t you all supposed to be heartwielders?”


Nela must have picked up some odd skills after her stay with Sharian, because she had a bundle of soft silken rope in her bag of holding and bound the messenger by her hands and legs to the chair. We all loomed over our prisoner, glaring down at her as Nela tightened the ropes.


Just then, the door to our meeting room opened again and an unfamiliar light gray head of hair poked through the gap.


“Good evening. I’m the messenger from the Ironwood tribe, I heard you… all…” The other messenger trailed off at the sight of us standing around the now bound Myriad Hues of Flame messenger.


“Nela, can you please tell Ghessa to get our other guest some tea or something? Just get her to stay put for a while.” I sighed into my palm. That had been a rather unfortunate time for her to walk in.


Having dealt with the other messenger for now, the girls and I returned to extracting answers from the Myriad Hues of Flame messenger. With Illiel’s capacity for mind magic, we didn’t have to do anything drastic to get the information we wanted. While asking seemingly harmless questions about the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe, we lifted the story of what happened from the elf’s mind and where the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe now stood.


The story was much as we expected. There was an internal conflict over the title of chief, and the girl who’d taken part in the ritual with us lost the power struggle to a mage acolyte from her tribe. This Chief Firebrand had lucked into a potion that allowed her to reach mid mage acolyte and seize complete control of the clan. The moment she gained the upper hand, Mosi lost her life.


“You don’t just find one of those potions lying around in the woods.” Sava said with a roll of her eyes. “I expect it was a reward from one of our enemies.”


“I think you’re right.” I agreed.


The elves shared a moment of silence for Mosi Whisperflame. They knew that if things had gone differently, they might have been the ones murdered by their own clans and usurped.


As for the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe’s situation, they were much the same as they had been before the incident with the Crimson Dragon clan’s temporary takeover. As skilled laborers, they’d been largely unaffected by the change in leadership, though losing Chief Conadur had dealt them a blow.


Their current chief, Firebrand, wanted to establish herself as the only authority in her clan. Usurping Mosi’s authority hadn’t been as easy or as bloodless as the messenger implied, and Firebrand was busy tying up any loose ends. Destroying Conadur’s soul to ensure she couldn’t come back was part of that. When we sent this messenger back, I’d let her think she’d accomplished that mission. I didn’t plan to let them know that Chief Conadur had not only already hatched and been reborn but was running around as an inexperienced maiden along with my son Segolas stealing biscuits and having fun.


I’d heard all the reincarnated chief’s played supportive roles during the battles with the undead, and a few memories of their former lives had already manifested themselves. I’d heard Yulli had even bound a new spellheart and was cultivating again.


“Alright, I think we’ve gotten all we will get out of her.” I announced after an hour of intense questioning.


“W-what’s happening now?” The elf stuttered in both fear and confusion. We’d been asking random questions to keep her talking, and the intensity with which we asked about her breakfast and how many stairs led up to this room had left her jittery and nervous.


“Illiel, you can handle it from here, right?” I asked my mind mage.


Illiel nodded. She met the messenger’s gaze and moments later her eyes went cloudy and she started babbling something about birds.


“Make her think she accomplished everything she set out to do.” I instructed. “Then have her sent back through the dungeon and back home.”


With the precautions I’d taken in getting them here, it was unlikely anyone could get information out of her about our defenses or the forces we had here. Still, it was better to be safe than sorry. Without zeal of their own coursing through their bodies, mind magic easily influenced heartwielders and Illiel had no trouble convincing the elf she’d finished her job and had us all trembling in fear at her biting words. Sava returned the elf’s spellheart and Nela put away the rope.


We finally had the Ironwood messenger enter the room, who was considerably more nervous and far less aggressive than the Myriad Hues of Flame messenger.


“So, your chief isn’t here.” I began. “Instead you are.”


“Y-yes. But s-she had a reason! She’s concerned about the outsiders who are going to invade the Hearthwood and is overseeing our defenses.” The messenger stuttered.


I turned to Sava. “What do you know of the Ironwood tribe? Can their defenses withstand the Corpse Collector’s assault?”


Sava shook her head. “Not a chance. They’d be crushed like an insect under the wheel of a chariot.”


“Well, there you have it.” I announced. “Your tribe’s best chance of survival is to flee and seek shelter with me. Tell Chief Arwena that the safest place for her people is here, and she is welcome to come and join us.”


“I’ll tell her.” The messenger stared at me with wide eyes, growing anxious when I didn’t add any additional demands or conditions. “I was also sent here to retrieve the egg bearing Chief Antgut’s soul. Chief Arwena is eager to meet her old lover again and hopes to raise her back into the elf she once was.”


“That will be a bit of a problem.” I replied. “Antgut’s egg is no longer with us.”


The messenger went pale and before she could start asking panicked questions I explained.


“She’s hatched already. Antgut is outside somewhere training. And I won’t let you just take her away either. If you can persuade her to leave with you then certainly, but I don’t think you’ll be able to. She’s become attached to my son.”


“Then what will I tell Chief Arwena?” The messenger cast her eyes to the ground.


“Tell her that Antgut is waiting here for her.” I shrugged. “It’s the truth.”


After a few farewells and inquiries about the state of the Ironwood tribe, that messenger left as well to rejoin her people. We sent her out through the dungeon where she’d make her own way back to the Ironwood tribe. I’d done my part. The fate of the Ironwood tribe was in Arwena’s hands now.










CHAPTER FOUR










NOW THAT THE meeting was over, every hour we had before the Corpse Collector Company’s attack was precious. I asked around to see who wanted to come with me and Nela to the old Songstone fortress to collect what materials we could before we abandoned that base. Yorik, Ghessa, and Melise all came along. The old base was just too close to the edge of the forest and we didn’t have the warriors to man it and the town of Hearthwood both.


Besides, the Songstone fortress was in ruins thanks to Kysalian’s attack, and rebuilding it might give the true mage reason to attack again. With great reluctance, Nela decided to abandon her old home yet again.


This was proving to be far faster than any trip I had made before. Mac has been working hard on his underground roads. Traveling through what should have been a four or five-hour journey through dense underbrush along the forest floor turned into a 20-minute stroll.


“All right gang,” I said as we emerged into the sunlit clearing near the Waterbeetle tribe’s old home, “our primary mission today is to harvest what’s left of the Solar Essence Peaches. We’ll harvest as much fruit as we can and then destroy the trees lest they fall into enemy hands.”


“Right!” Melise shouted, bouncing on her toes. “I used to love these peaches. I’m amazed you were able to grow them, Nela.”


Nela blushed. “Truth be told, all the knowledge came from Sava of the Riverweed tribe. When we arrived here, I knew nothing of tending to plants and trees. The river just happens to have nature zeal in abundance, otherwise I would have planted something else.”


We trod over the wooden bridge at the edge of the Riverweed tribe, making good speed as a group made entirely of mage acolytes. I could have flown ahead, but considering everyone here could casually move with the speed of a galloping horse flying wouldn’t have saved much time now that we were free of the wilder parts of the forest and could travel in a straight line.


“It’s a shame we’ll have to destroy all the trees.” Ghessa said. “We used all our seeds growing that batch. I never would have reached mage acolyte without them.”


“We used the last of our spirit soil, anyway.” Nela said sadly. “They’d never grow in ordinary dirt.”


“Do the pears not have seeds?” I asked as I stepped over a broken bit of stone that had once been the gates to the Songstone fortress.


“Mystic fruits like the Solar Essence Peach aren’t so ordinary.” Nela said. “Sure, they have seeds in them, but even if you save them, those seeds will at most grow delicious peaches. The true descendants of the trees must be carefully coaxed into existence. The tree needs to bloom for a full ten years, during which time it will require vast amounts of light and nature zeal but bear no fruit. Only spirit soil can cut those years down to months.”


“So, no seeds,” I scratched my chin in thought, “but what about grafting?”


“What about shafting?” Melise asked curiously.


“No, grafting.” I repeated. “It’s when you cut off a chunk of tree and shove it onto the stump of another. Alternatively, we could take a branch and try to make clones.”


“I’ve heard of some powerful cultivators making clones of themselves.” Nela said. “They can use a spell or powerful treasure to make a copy of themselves that they can control. Of course, I have also heard stories of clones breaking free of a cultivator’s control to attack and replace the original.”


“I don't think that's usually a problem with trees. I'll show you.” I said as we made our way across the rubble to the heart of the old fortress.


When we came across a massive door, Nela pulled a key out of a pouch at her waist, only for the door to topple over the moment she inserted her key. The ironwood hinges had snapped at some point, and the only thing holding the door up was its own weight.


Nela’s orchard was not quite as damaged as the rest of the forest. A few trees had been ripped entirely out of the ground by Kysalian’s magic, and some had been torn to pieces. Those broken and shattered ones were already wilting and turning brown, so we began the diligent work of plucking every fruit and bud off them to salvage what we could.


“The buds aren’t nearly as potent, but if made into a tea they can still help heartwielders bind a spellheart.” Nela explained.


I held up a tiny peach, no bigger than a fingernail, and popped it in my mouth. I winced as a sour flavor filled my mouth and felt a tiny wisp of energy flowing through me before dispersing into nothing, adding a few more drops of power into what was already a small lake. To the me of a few months ago that might have been significant, but not anymore. It was a pale shadow of the power of the fully developed Solar Essence Peach Nela had given me previously.


“They’re definitely better when they’re ripe.” I tried to spit the last of the sour flavor out.


“Even the fully developed ones are of limited use to mage acolytes. You’d need to eat an entire basketful to do any real cultivation, or you’d need to couple them with potions and magic pills. But the heartwielders will appreciate even these under-ripe fruits.” Ghessa replied, arms full of fruits that vanished one by one into a familiar pouch at her waist. She noticed my gaze and gave the pouch a pat. “Matriarch Red Serpent’s bag of holding. It’s bigger than anything we brought with us. Its capacity is even bigger than Yulli’s bag, and second only to yours.”


“Mine isn’t really a bag of holding.” I swept my hand over Ghessa’s pile of fruits and they vanished from the air into my dimensional storage. “I don’t even have to put them into something. Or carry any bag around, for that matter.”


Ghessa gave me a little harrumph, then looked behind me. “Then I suppose you’ll have to help the orc with her haul.”


I turned and saw Yorik grunting as she lifted one of the most intact trees in the yard. Somehow, she’d managed to pull it from the ground root and all and hauled it over her shoulder. A clump of dirt fell off the bundle of roots and I watched it sparkle in the sunlight.


“Chief,” Yorik grunted, the weight of an entire tree and the dirt it was rooted in a little too much even for her. “Found a good one.”


“That you did!” I touched the tree with a finger, making it vanish into my dimensional storage. I sent a message to Mac to have some elves collect the tree from The Wanderer and transplant it somewhere back home.


That turned out to be the only intact tree we could salvage. After harvesting it, I had Ghessa use her sword to cut a couple of branches from the fallen trees that still looked healthy enough to graft.


“I hope I’m not butchering the polish on my sword for nothing.” Ghessa grumbled as she cut a ‘V’ shape into the branch.


“Perfect. You’ll see how clever I am in a few weeks when we have a whole new tree thanks to this.” I said as I sucked the branch into my dimensional storage.


The other girls had also cut the best branches we could find, and Yorik started a fire in the center of the orchard. Everything we couldn’t save burned.


Having collected all the Solar Essence Peaches we could, we wandered the Songstone fortress, looking for anything else of value. The Songstone had taken everything truly important with them when they left, but there were some bulky tools and equipment like saws or racks for tanning hides. There was also an entire vault of shovels, pickaxes, and something that looked like a hand-cranked drill.


Despite cultivating sunlight zeal, the Songstone clan had made their fortune operating a mine on behalf of the royal family. I’d heard from Melise that the Songstone had once been earth aspect cultivators but had switched to sunlight at some point. Presumably, sometime after they became strong enough to no longer need to mine themselves.


Perhaps because of this origin, the Songstone maintained strong roots in crafting and construction. They favored towering stone buildings that soared into the sky and shined with brilliant reflected light. Their tools and craftsmanship was far beyond anything the Hearthwood could accomplish, and moving both them and their tools back home would mean my little town would jump an entire rank in architecture and construction.



***


“If there’s nothing left worth taking,” I said after we finished our tour of the ruins, “then I think we’d best destroy anything left worth salvaging.”


“Agreed. I don’t wish for our hard work to benefit our enemies. Perhaps we can salvage a few beams and bricks, if Theo still has room in his bag of holding?” Nela turned towards me.


I checked my dimensional storage. “Plenty of room. Mac must have gotten Assyrus or Sava to pull the tree out back at home.” As I spoke, I walked towards the center of the Songstone encampment towards a familiar dome of earth. “You kept this thing?” I asked, eyebrows raised.


Nela blushed. “It was the Hearthwood Patriarch’s first creation using earth magic. We had to preserve it to inspire future descendants… or so I’m told. For some reason, everyone was adamant about not tearing it down.”


Yorik sniffed the air before letting out a snort. She jumped down from the ledge that led into my dirt igloo and threw aside the cloth curtain that served as a door. She came tromping out with a barrel slung over her shoulder and a big grin on her face.


“Booze.” She said simply, before plopping the barrel on the ground in front of me and heading back inside.


“W-what!?” Nela said, bending over to inspect the barrel. “This is Dryad Sap Wine! From my mother’s private cellar! How did it get here!?”


Ghessa scratched the back of her head sheepishly, and Melise stared at the ground.


Moments later, Yorik emerged again, this time with a jar of incense and bag full of small white rolls of paper.


“These are…” Nela’s cheeks flushed red. “Where? When? How!?”


Ghessa coughed. “The clan was burning. The survivors we rescued… weren’t all huddling in terror while our defenses were being overrun. The place was going to be looted anyway, and we showed you all the valuable clan assets we gathered. But you weren’t the only one to grab a bag of holding and stock it full of expensive things before we fled through that portal.”


“And I arrived with Yulli. Most of the mage acolytes in the Seventh Spear bought their own bags of holding.” Melise twisted her foot in the dirt. “They don’t have much space in them, but they’re good enough to smuggle in a few trinkets here and there.”


“Now I’m curious to hear what the two of you smuggled into the Hearthwood!” I chuckled, slapping Melise around the shoulders.


Ghessa chuckled softly. “Well… the wine was mine.”


“You smuggled alcohol?” I raised an eyebrow. I couldn’t imagine the strait-laced swordswoman ever willingly getting drunk.


“It’s valuable!” Ghessa hissed, a little too defensively. “To the right person.”


“What about you Melise?” I asked the blushing blond. In response, she only blushed harder. “Melise?” Her eyes were locked to the ground.


“Nothing! I didn’t smuggle anything at all.” Melise laughed nervously. “Guys, let's just burn everything left to the ground! We don’t want the enemy getting ahold of any… leftover alcohol or anything!”


Melise opened her fist and a shimmering ball of golden light appeared, like a tiny star in the palm of her hand.


Before she could do anything, the sound of a trumpet rang through the air.



***


“Nobody on our side uses a trumpet on the battlefield, right?” I asked the group.


“There isn’t any military force in the Hearthwood large enough to warrant it.” Ghessa said. “Five mage acolytes and fifty heartwielders would be a big force for a tribe. With those numbers, you can just shout and be heard.”


“Then that can only be the Corpse Collector Company.” Nela peered into the distance and her eyes glowed briefly with a golden light and took on a faraway look. “I see their banners.”


I squinted, but saw only leaves, tall grass, and underbrush.


“So, what do we do?” Melise asked. She was also peering into the distance, but the light from her eyes was weaker and fuzzier. She glanced at the back of Nela’s head and sighed. “You’ve surpassed me already, Nela. I suppose that’s to be expected considering your mother’s power and the spellheart she left you. Yulli was the same.”


Ghessa clapped Melise on the shoulder. “Our birth determines where we start the path. Not where we end up.”


Nela hushed her two fellow clanswomen. “It looks like they’re headed towards the forest. Specifically, this way.”


“Mac!” I whispered aloud. “Warn Sava and the rest of the girls that the Corpse Collector Company is on the way.”


[Understood. I’ll let everyone know that we need to be prepared for a siege. Oh my, it seems that’s all I needed to say.] Mac said.


“Say? What happened?” The elves gave me curious looks as I whispered furiously to myself.


[I figured out how to unlock the wall blueprint. All I had to do was mention that we might be under siege! That was the trigger. Let me try to unlock some more blueprints. Dirty floors. Power wash. Sweeper. Filtration.]


“Buy the walls Mac.”


[Okay, fine. They’re surprisingly cheap considering all the work you’ve already done.]




Town Walls (135 Points)

A simple wood and stone structure surrounding The Wanderer’s outer defenses and forming a crude physical barrier. Does not deter the attacks of those skilled at striking from the air. Also does not deter the attacks of those skilled in jumping.

Town Walls are now under construction.




Total Points: 2685




I turned back towards Nela. “How fast are they moving?”


“Slowly. We have time. I’ll keep an eye on them while you gather up the contraband stash.” Nela replied. “I’ll just pretend I never saw it.” She grumbled under her breath.


With the powers of my dimensional storage, I didn’t need to sort through the items in the mud hut to collect them. I just shoved everything into my dimensional storage. When I was done, Nela’s eyes were still fixed on the distance, though the golden glow had faded and her eyes started to turn bloodshot. Moments later she cried out and clutched her face in her hand.


“Ugh. Can’t keep the technique up for any longer than that it seems.” Nela rubbed at her eyes. “They were headed this way. For some reason, they were rearranging their formation.”


A familiar ghastly scream rang through the air. Part shark, part wolf, and incredibly grating. Everyone cried out in alarm. Melise’s eyes went wide, and she clutched at her stomach before sinking to her knees as the blood drained from her cheeks.


“Mac?” I whispered. “Where is the Four-Tailed Shadowblade Beast?”


[It's funny you brought that up, Theo.] Mac chuckled. [Our unwelcome guests seem to have disturbed our unfriendly neighbor.]


I felt a grin spread across my cheeks. It's about time something went right for us.


"How close do you think we can safely get?" I asked the girls. "We're about to see a show."


By the time we'd reached the forest's edge, the battle — if it could even be called a battle — was already well underway. I was gratified to see that despite their numbers, the Corpse Collector Company was faring no better than my own people had against the Shadowblade Beast's fury. Towards the back, several regiments broke ranks and started fleeing in the opposite direction of the forest. Their commanding officer, on the back of a unicorn, was yanked down from her mount and thrown to the ground. A dozen elves started fighting to climb aboard the unicorn while the officer was trampled under the feet of the rest of the fleeing elves.


I saw the catgirl who'd escaped from me last time I'd beaten her, standing on the back of a unicorn. At the sight of the massive monster, the unicorn she was riding bucked. The Shadowblade beast turned towards them both, turning its disinterested gaze towards them as bloody chunks of unicorn flesh oozed out of the corners of its shark-like mouth. The catgirl gracefully flipped through the air like an acrobat, apparently trying to land on the back of the Shadowblade Beast's head.


Without even looking, one of the Shadowblade Beast's four tails lashed out and swatted the catgirl aside, where she tumbled through the air and collided with a tree somewhere nearby.


"That looked like it hurt." Nela winced.


"Will she be alright?" Melise asked with concern. "That was pretty far to fall."


Yorik glared at the spot where the catgirl landed. "No fall can kill a cat."


"It doesn't look like she's moving." I noted. “She’s wearing an officer's uniform. If she’s alive, she could be useful. Let's try to grab her."


The battle between the Shadowblade Beast and the Corpse Collector Company continued to rage in the distance, so nobody noticed a small figure slipping out of the forest riding a flying sword. Nobody but the Shadowblade Beast.


The moment I broke through the tree line, the Shadowblade Beast turned and locked eyes with me. I met its gaze and as I watched, it speared an elf through the chest with an iron tipped tail. The elf's cries were cut short as the elf disintegrated into particles of blue colored zeal that vanished down the beast’s throat. A faint blue wisp started to shimmer into existence, only for the Shadowblade to flick out a long, snake-like tongue and devour that as well.


I gulped, mind flicking to Dean's orb in my Dimensional Storage. Deciding not to waste anymore time, I flew low and picked up the catgirl who hung limply in my arms. I tossed her over my shoulders and started flying back towards the others.


"I think we'd best evacuate while we have the chance." I said.


I heard the Shadowblade Beast roar in our direction, as if it wanted to chase after me, but also wanted to slaughter as much of the Corpse Collector elves as it could while it had the opportunity. I'd very much prefer it to do the later, so I hoped to make its decision for it by beating a hasty retreat.


“Do you think the Corpse Collectors will abandon their attempts to attack the Hearthwood after this?” I laughed when we were finally a safe distance away.


Melise was smiling the widest. "There's something gratifying about seeing our enemies fighting amongst themselves. I'll be sure to share the tale with everyone back home."


"I'll do the same. I imagine the Corpse Collector's will need to take a week at least to improve morale, punish deserters, and get organized and lead their troops back into the forest." Nela added.


"Then we have that much more time to prepare." I said. "Let's bring everyone together for another dungeon run. I think I'm going to need the points, and this might be our last opportunity to get zeal crystals for a while."










CHAPTER FIVE










AFTER LEAVING THE Corpse Collector Company and the Shadowblade Beast to fight, we had an uneventful trip home. The catgirl remained unconscious throughout the trip, though we bent her over and checked her heartbeat and breathing. She was alive, though it would take her awhile to heal.


I’d figured out how to use the flying sword for lugging cargo, and I pushed it along like a cart as we ran through the forest. Before long we’d made it back to the town of Hearthwood, where I was greeted by the sight of my newly built walls.


Somebody, likely Sava or Illiel, had already arranged for guards to stand in the newly built towers. Sandy brown stone rose from the earth in unbroken smooth pillars leaning slightly outwards. I had expected to have to wave those guards down, but Atilla was manning the gates and recognized me on sight.


“Patriarch Theo! You’ve returned!” She shouted down from the guard tower. She turned to her left and shouted something. Moments later the wooden gate lifted from its position buried in the earth on pulleys hidden behind the wall. The gate lifted to reveal a Waterbeetle elf hauling on a wooden wheel and Assyrus jumping down the last of the stairs.


“Never have I seen walls appear out of thin air like these.” Assyrus said. “Oh, and you brought a Felina with you.” She said, pointing at the catgirl.


“I remember Sharian mentioning her name was Korra.” Nela said. “Probably a mercenary, or perhaps the child of a pair of prized slaves in the Sakaku Clan.”


“Eltiana might like to talk to her.” Assyrus said. “Some of her clan’s fighting style comes from the World of Tooth and Claw.”


“For now,” I interrupted, “she needs medical treatment more than anything. She took a heavy hit. Do we have any buildings suitable for holding a prisoner?”


Assyrus shrugged. “Don’t know. The Riverweed elves can grow a building though. Maybe the Hidden Serpents have somewhere. They’re into that shady business.”


I nodded. “Alright then. She’ll be in Castle Mac for now. See if you can get either of them to arrange a place for after Mac’s healed her up.”


“Speak of the serpent.” Assyrus said, looking into the distance behind me. “That’s Eltiana right there.”



***


I wasn’t sure if Eltiana was intentionally trying to prove how ineffective my walls were against her, but when I saw the sight before me I could only hope the Corpse Collector Company didn’t have elves of Eltiana’s skills among them.


Before my eyes, she ran full speed at the side of the wall, easily leaping three times her height to land gracefully among the crenellations at the top, never stopping her sprint for a moment.


With another graceful somersault, she glided through the air, landing as lightly as a feather on the ground next to me.


“Tada!” She shouted as she held her hands up, having landed her jump.


“You couldn’t do that before.” I gave her a slow clap for the athletic performance.


“I wasn’t a mage acolyte before.” Eltiana answered smugly. After enjoying my praise, she suddenly remembered why she was in such a rush to see me. “I figured out how to kill the Crimson Eye Observer!” Eltiana said, bouncing with glee.


"Let’s hear it then.” I asked, noticing the other elves around the room all perk up at the sound of a way to defeat the monster guarding the veritable treasure trove beneath us.


"Poison! We use poison!" Eltiana said giddily.


Assyrus rolled her eyes. "Who would have thought the assassin clan would think of using poison to slay their enemies?"


"Not just any poison." Eltiana pouted. “We don't have any poison in the Hearthwood that can kill a peak true mage. Or rather, we didn't. Not until Sharian Sakaku brought the Cursed Venom Concoction here! That’s a three-star poison, and it should affect a late true mage level monster if we can hit it with enough of the stuff. That shouldn’t be too difficult. Observers aren’t known for their agility.”


“It could work.” Sava said, approaching is a much less extravagant fashion. “The Cursed Venom Concoction is an extremely potent mixture. Coupled with the zeal leaching effect of iron, it would be even more potent. We’d have to use far more than Sharian used on us, but it could kill the Crimson Eye Observer. Or at least hurt it badly enough that we could kill it ourselves.”


“I have just the thing.” Eltiana said, holding up a broken sword. She held it gingerly with the tips of her fingers, as if afraid to touch the weapon too much. The handle was ironwood, but the tip didn’t have the familiar swirling grains of wood. Instead it had the shining gleam of real metal. That blade had been snapped off at the hilt and little of it remained. With as much trouble as iron gave elves, the Hidden Serpents would have had no hope of repairing it.


Despite the damage to the blade, the hilt remained mostly intact and in the center there was a thin cylinder filled with tiny lines of script. I’d seen such things before on Matriarch Red Serpent’s enchanted weapons, and on the weapons we’d stolen from Sharian. I’d taken a set of vambraces from Sharian’s collection, though I’d yet to figure out how they worked. Was this also enchanted?


“You fill the center with poison.” Eltiana explained. “Then you thrust it into your target. The iron and the magic on the blade cuts through most magical defenses. The enchantments on the handle help the poison spread and enhance its effectiveness. I’m afraid the blade has long since been broken and stolen, but the handle and its enchantments remain.”


“It doesn’t look like it’s fit to stab anything, let alone assassinate a true mage monster.” Assyrus said what we were all thinking.


“It was destroyed many generations ago, but it used to be quite famous. They called it Hero’s Bane, or so I’m told. None of my ancestors could repair it, but you’ve seen how Theo can work with iron. If anyone could fix it. He could.” Eltiana looked up at me, a hopeful expectation on her face.


I nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. We have a little more time than I’d thought.”


“Melise already told us what happened at the edge of the forest.” Sava said. “What a pleasant surprise. May the Corpse Collector Company meet such misfortune many more times before they meet us!”



***


Eltiana handed over her family heirloom with great reluctance and I pledged to do my best to repair it. A few minutes later, I was hunched over a bench in the Smith’s Workshop.


At some point during my recent upgrades, the room had gotten drawers filled with little knickknacks. Among them, I found a set of jewelers' lenses. I was wearing those now as I took a closer look at Hero's Bane.


"What a sinister sounding name." I couldn't help but murmur to myself. Under the jeweler’s lens, I could see minor scratches and dings in the ironwood and what bits remained of the metal. If the handle had seen this much wear, I couldn't imagine what the blade looked like before it was stolen. This was a weapon that had seen a lot of use, once upon a time.


The edges had worn to nubs at some point, marring the beautiful ironwood decorations that had once adorned the hilt. The little bits of iron at the end was rusting at the edges. That was no surprise to me. The elves, being accustomed to ironwood, didn't really know how to care for iron.


I took my unspoken words back a moment later, spotting a tiny bit of oil as I pulled the tang free from the hilt. Somebody had oiled this, years ago. Between that and keeping it in a bag of holding for most of its life, it had been able to endure until the present day, despite minimal care.


Now that the tang was free, I had a better grasp for the craftsmanship of the weapon. Whoever had made this was a better blacksmith than I was. The tang was a flawless bar of flat iron, shaped as perfectly as if it had been printed in a sheet. Along the handle, I spotted a small cluster of jagged runes. They weren't the same as the flowing script that I recognized as enchantments. Words from another language?


It looked familiar to me, and I remembered where I'd seen it before. Illiel's cleaning stone! She said those were dwarven in origin. Based on these symbols, this blade was dwarven in origin as well.




Common Written Dwarven identified. Adding to database (14%)




Well, that answered that question. I wasn't surprised that the dwarves of all people held the secret to ironworking. I'd have to visit their homeworld someday and pick up a few new tricks.


I copied down all the symbols on the edge of the blade while I brought my forge up to temperature. The magnet in the river had only collected a handful of iron, but I was in a bit of a rush so instead of trying to refine that collection I melted down spear tips left over from my previous battle.


While copying down the script lining the handle, I glared at and tried to print the symbols on my mind. I stared at my piece of paper and the handle on the sword for a full minute but sighed when no further prompts appeared over my vision.


"Mac?" I said, looking up from my bench. "Did you get any new blueprints? Any new notifications?"


[What? No, nothing of the sort. Sorry Theo, but somebody just spilled a jar of honey down the road and they're trying to clean it up with a dry rag. I need you to tell them that they're doing it wrong! Theo!]


Disappointed that I wasn't going to unlock the secrets to enchantment so easily, I turned back to my work.


I laid the hilt beside my anvil. I'd need to attach a blade to this hilt. The enchantments on the blade were lost, but those that had been carved into the tang and handle remained. I just wasn't sure what was important and what wasn't, so I had to reforge the sword as close to the original as I could get.


The Sutra of the Living Earth stirred as I began the now familiar process of hammering out a piece of iron. It wrapped around me, devouring zeal in the air greedily as it coiled in my right arm. Midway through swinging my hammer, I felt something give way in my arm.


I nearly dropped the hammer then, clutching at my biceps and looking for a wound.


A cool and soothing sensation flowed through me, and contrary to my expectations, my arm felt better than ever before. In fact, it felt stronger.




Right arm region successfully cleared!

You are now a level 12 early mage acolyte.




Huh.


That was certainly helpful. I picked up my hammer and tried to resume my work, only to find myself swinging my hammer with far greater power than I had been before. It felt like I'd used the same amount of strength as I always had, but this time the hammer flew from my grasp and soared across the room until it smashed into the door opposite me with a massive thud.


I flexed my arm in excitement and hurriedly got back to work.


Unfortunately, the rest of the forging sessions didn't clear any more meridians. However, the increased strength in my right arm did lead to me being able to finish smithing the new blade faster than I'd expected, and my increased strength was certainly useful in the forge. After some self-examination, I realized that the Blackgorge Fiendbody and my mage acolyte earth zeal had a synergistic effect. I could supplement the Blackgorge Fiendbody's power by sending additional zeal from my dantian, further increasing my physical power. I could hardly wait to test my new limits.










CHAPTER SIX










AFTER FINISHING UP my repair job, I tidied up the handle for Hero's Bane to get any stray specks of iron off it and gave it an experimental twirl. It still didn't have enchantments on the blade, but at least it was now most of the deadly weapon it once was.


"Hey Eltiana! I'm finished." I shouted as I tightened the airlock to the Blacksmith's workshop.


"Right on time, Theo!" Eltiana replied. "Sava just finished brewing up a fresh batch of Cursed Venom Concoction."


“That's right." Sava replied. "And it used up the last of some precious reagents. Make sure you put them to use."


"Right, Eltiana! We're all counting on you." Assyrus clapped the smaller purple-haired elf on the shoulder, sending her stumbling.


"So, is that everything?" I asked. "We're leaving now?"


"We need those zeal crystals." Nela said. "And we need them fast if we're going to have them for our war with the Corpse Collectors. My people rescued a few enchanted weapons that need them for power. We’ll fight much better if we get those working."


"A few more mage acolytes would also be helpful." Sava added.


"And I want the points I can exchange them for." I added. "Our current walls barely held up to a few undead. I'll need to upgrade them a few times if we will be using them to protect us from a proper army."


"Then it's settled! To arms one and all, let's clear this dungeon!" Melise cheered, already dressed for combat in the flowing armored skirt that the Songstone favored.


Nela's equipment matched, but her load out was more heavily decorated. It had the same functionality, but there were flourishes of gold and silver about the helmet and breastplate. I recognized it as the same combat gear Yulli had once worn, back before Matriarch Red Serpent had killed her and she was still a true mage.


Eltiana wore her-tight fitting leather and deep purple cloak, Assyrus was suited up in an assortment of leather and scale armor made from waterbeetle shells. Illiel hadn't bothered to wear something other than her travel clothes, since her power relied on not being noticed in the first place.


Sava still wore her normal green dress, though she was adorned head to toe in spare potions. I was certain her bag of holding was full to bursting with everything we might need down below. Yorik hadn't needed to get dressed. Her skin was armor enough, and the thin strips of leather she wore most of the time served only as a convenient way to carry things.


"This is for you, Theo." Sava pulled out a long leather jacket and pants from her bag of holding. "Malla has been slaving over it for a week. You must thank her at some point."


I looked over the garment of raptor hide. As green as Yorik, the leather was both flexible and very tough. Malla hadn't stopped there though. She'd sown pockets into the back, chest and other exposed regions and stuffed ironwood plates inside each pocket, providing further protection without impeding my range of motion. It was an upgrade over my previous set and was suitable for defending me against all the threats a mage acolyte might face.


"She got my size just right." I noted with surprise as I tested the fit of the armored garments.


"Malla assures me that's why she's been staring at you every time you pass. To get your size right." Sava chuckled to herself.


I smiled. "I hope you paid her. This looks like it took a lot of work."


"I gave her a few potions. She'll reach mage acolyte faster than any Riverweed elf in memory if this keeps up."


"And true mage after that." I said. "I don't want our people to stop at mage acolyte. Nor will we. It's up to us to pave the way."


"To Victory!" Yorik hefted her hammer.


"For the Hearthwood Clan!" Nela added, and we all shared a cheer before heading into the dungeon a second time.



***


"We've got a lot more people down here than last time." I remarked as we trundled towards the edge of Mac's paved and civilized region of the dungeon.


We had eleven mage acolytes: me, Sava, Illiel, Yorik, Melise, Assyrus, Nela, Eltiana, Ghessa, Ullua, and Atilla.


"We're not all going all the way." Nela answered. "Our back up team is just here to clear the path and provide reinforcements if needed. Ghessa, Ullua, and Atilla will stay behind."


"It's a terrible idea to take an entire army into a dungeon." Illiel explained. "Dungeons tend to react badly."


I shrugged. "Getting a few extra raptors thrown at us might be good. Remember, I'm in dire need of points to improve our defenses."


"Agreed. Everyone, make sure you allow the patriarch the final blow if possible." Eltiana said.


But as we walked, we were disappointed to find nothing attacking us.


"Are you sure this is the right way, Mac?"


[This is the same path you took on the way to the first dungeon. The flooded chamber with the lever in it should be just ahead of you… hmmm, that's peculiar.]


"What? What's peculiar?" I asked, suddenly nervous.


[Nothing to be too worried about. It looks like the other dungeon core has rearranged some rooms on us. I'm trying to scan the area, but I seem to only be getting readings in an area about a hundred meters around you. You should walk around a bit while I build a new map.]


"We're lost." I announced to the group. "Mac says he can map the place if we just walk around though."


"It's a little creepy down here.” Ullua said. "I've never heard the dungeon this quiet. Where is everything?"


"I haven't even spotted a waterbeetle." Assyrus muttered. "And we've passed several of the swampy pools in which they live."


I pulled out my steel sword. I'd spent some time purging it of the death zeal it had become filled with upon killing the Undead Abomination. It still carried a deathly aura, and out of the corner of my eyes I could almost see skulls adorning the hilt and pommel. When I blinked, they vanished, and the sword had returned to its ordinary form, empty of any aspect. To bring it back up to full power I'd need to fill it with earth zeal again, but at least it no longer had so much death zeal in it that it was unusable to me.


[This is very peculiar.] Mac said. [It’s like these sections of the dungeon have been abandoned. I know little about being a dungeon core, but my instincts tell me that doing this is a terrible idea.]


“So, why would the dungeon do it?” I asked back.


[Perhaps it is in danger of being destroyed? Come to think of it, there is a rather mysterious empty section of my map just off to your left.]


“Through the wall?”


[Looks like there’s no way past there but through it. You’re an earth mage. Normally this would be an awful idea, but I have a hunch those sections of wall aren’t as tough as the rest of the dungeon.]


At Mac’s suggestion, we took a break while I worked on the nearby wall. I had to cast the Stone Obelisks spell, giving rise to fingers of stone in a circle around me. They’d boost my ability to work informal magic, which would allow me to work with zeal however I wanted, not limited to the confines of a spell or technique. It was a slower method of using magic and not viable in combat, but it allowed an elf to do anything with their type of zeal.



***


I spent the next half hour poking a hole through the wall. Any ordinary piece of earth wouldn't have taken as long, but because this was a dungeon it was particularly difficult to push the dungeon's earth zeal out and get my zeal working. The girls kept lookout while I carved a tunnel, but nothing notable came by. Not even a bug or a rat. The entire dungeon was deathly silent.


It wasn't until I was nearly through the wall that we started hearing noises that weren't of our own making.


"Shh!" I hushed everyone. "Do you hear that?"


Urrrrrrrrrrrgnnnnn.


Faint moaning echoed through the wall, deep and low. It was the same as the Undead Abomination's we'd fought before.


"There was a few undead in the upper levels of the dungeon." Assyrus said. "Could the Abominations have originated down here?"


Illiel shook her head. "If they had, then they would have stayed down here. Those were naturally occurring monsters. Perhaps not all of them died throwing themselves against our walls."


Something loud and thunderous echoed through the air, sending me sprawling despite the wall between me and whatever was on the other side.


"That explosion felt familiar." Sava said.


"Then that lends some credit to Illiel's theory. How much of a hole do I need to carve for you to pull off your Farseeing spell?" I asked Nela.


"Just enough for light to get through." Nela replied.


I stabbed at the wall with my pointer finger until I'd carved a hole wrist-deep through it.


Nela pressed her face against it and her eyes glowed with that golden light I'd seen before.


"Mac?" I whispered. "Are you getting anything?"


[A lot of motion. I'm just getting vibrations through the wall, but it matches the Undead Abomination's size and weight distribution. A few smaller creatures. There's something four-legged and massive.]


"Ahh!" Nela jumped back. Her nose turned into gray stone. She slapped at her cheeks. "There's a basilisk in there." Nela explained. "My face fell asleep."


"Here, let me see." Melise said. Her finger lit up with a golden glow and she pushed it against Nela's nose while Sava popped open a vitality potion. Between the two of them, Nela's face soon regained a healthy blush.


"Well?" Eltiana asked. "What did you see?"


"A battle." Nela replied. "Between monsters and undead. Behind this wall there's an enormous chamber. Behind it are quite a few dungeon monsters. Hordes of raptors, giant rats, and a basilisk. They're being torn apart by a horde of undead."


“Undead are fighting the dungeon monsters." Assyrus said. "The Waterbeetle founding ancestor left behind nothing about this situation. What do we do?"


I shrugged. "Whose side are we on? I doubt the dungeon core likes us very much if it's even sentient enough to have such thoughts. And the undead are our enemies."


"I'm sure there are an awful lot of ingredients going to waste over there. Monsters sometimes consume the spellhearts of those they destroy, but there are many other valuable materials besides."


[Whatever happens,] Mac interjected, [you'll need to get through there. It looks like that battlefield is the only region that leads to the zeal crystal chamber now that the passageways have been shifted around.]


"Mac says we have to go through there." I said. “How do we do this? Stealthily? Or bloodily?"


"I could slip by them unseen." Eltiana said.


Yorik pulled her hammer off her back. "No hiding." she said simply.


"I'm not good at sneaking." Assyrus agreed.


"I have to agree with Yorik.” Sava said. "I can't gather ingredients while dodging between shadows."


"Blood and slaughter it is then." I replaced my steel sword with an ordinary ironwood one. No need to waste my trump card on weaklings. Besides, my sword arm was stronger than ever after clearing the meridians in that region of my body. I was betting I was both faster and stronger with it.


I worked at the wall for a while longer. I didn't want us to all be stuck standing around vulnerable while I cut a big enough hole for Yorik to squeeze through, so I weakened the entire area to let us burst through all at once.


By the time we made it through, the battle on the other side was already dying down.


I used the scanner to get a read on our living opponents.




Undead Abominations (Mid mage acolyte, Level 14) x5

Skeletal Raptors (Level 9) x27

Green Barbed-tooth raptors (Early mage acolyte, Level 10) x6

Stone Watcher Basilisk (Mid mage acolyte, Level 15) x1




There were about four times as many unmoving corpses as there were surviving monsters. Sava had already teleported a short distance away and was digging through the dismembered chest cavity of a dead basilisk. She frowned when she couldn’t find a spellheart, but quickly satisfied herself with breaking off the dead creature's horn and tucking it in her bag.


Her looting didn't go unnoticed. An undead raptor snarled at her and tried to bite her wrist. Sava flicked her gaze up to the incoming undead, but quickly realized the skeletal raptors weren't mage acolytes on the same level as their living cousins. With a flick of her gloved hand, she tugged a stone the size of her head out of the cave wall and tossed it at the raptor. The Skeletal Raptor couldn’t muster the speed to avoid the thrown projectile and had its skull smashed in an instant.


Sava skipped over to the dead Skeletal raptor, poking through the bones as she looked for anything valuable.


"Alright, let’s smash some skeletons." Assyrus hefted her club and unslung her shield.


Soon, my small army of mage acolytes was cutting the rear of the undead line to pieces. At first I'd taken the room to be lined with massive towering pillars. It wasn't until Sava tossed down a few light potions that I got a clear look at the chamber we were fighting in.


The damp, dreary room that I'd originally taken to be a cave was actually more like an aged and dilapidated throne room, complete with stairs leading up to a throne in the distance. The basilisk stalked around the empty throne, and living raptors patrolled the lower steps, snapping their teeth at anything that moved.


Instead of any person sitting on the throne, there was a plain stone. Its ordinary dirty gray color was entirely unremarkable, speckled with dust and grime. Only its spherical shape, and its location seated on a throne, gave any indication that it was more than an ordinary rock.


“A dungeon core?” I whispered aloud.


[I believe so.] Mac answered. [That stone gives me the most peculiar sensation. It’s like this gnawing sensation in the pit of my being. I have the most bizarre desire to possess that dirty, dingy rock.]


“You’re hungry for it?” I asked with surprise.


[I think I could use it for something. Fetch it for me minion! But please, wash it off before bringing it to the castle.]


“I’ll do what I can.”


Beneath the throne the living raptors were at the mage acolyte level and made quick work of their undead cousins. As the girls fought, I watched one living raptor tear through no less than five undead Skeletal Raptors before one skeleton finally scored a lucky hit and brought the living Barbed-tooth raptor down.


The Skeletal Raptors tore into their dead enemy, ravenous for the flesh they gobbled down as they dug through the corpse for bones.


One raptor had its lower jaw torn off in the earlier fight. It clawed at the dead Barbed-tooth raptor's lower jaw with its feet until the piece of flesh and bone came loose. When the lower jaw was free, the undead raptor stooped down, lined its face up and made a horrible rattling sound as it emitted the smokey black energy I understood to be death zeal. Moments later the undead raptor stood up with a new jaw, still dripping with flesh and blood from its previous owner.


That skeleton slammed its bony skull into its comrades a moment later, who were themselves fighting over something. The light from one of Sava’s potions glinted off the glowing green stone, and I recognized it as the raptor’s spellheart.


The bloody jawed raptor snatched away that spellheart at the last moment, gobbling it down. To my surprise, the spellheart didn’t fall right out of the back of the undead’s jaw. Instead it floated there like a tiny glowing star.


The raptor let out a ghastly undead roar as the deep green light of the raptor stained its bones a sickly green. A spike shot out of the top of the raptors head and its teeth grew longer. It leaned back, standing on its hind legs like an ape mimicking a man.


I scanned the raptor again. As I suspected, it had grown stronger.




Skeletal Raptor (Early mage acolyte, level 10)




The dramatic transformation came from the skeleton bridging the gap between the heartwielder levels and the mage acolyte levels. Perhaps it was because these undead were simpler creatures, but the process went far smoother than an elf advancement.


“Theo!” Melise shouted. “I see you’re thinking deep thoughts there, but now is an awful time! We just caught the attention of a few of those Undead Abominations up ahead. And I don’t want to meet its gaze to confirm, but I think that Basilisk is giving us a dirty look.”



***


The Undead Abominations, powerful as they were, turned out to not be as deadly a threat to our party as they once had been. Even the dungeon monsters had better teamwork than the undead, and we had a coordinated party of mage acolytes. Nela and Eltiana alone were stronger than the Abominations as mage acolytes. With the rest of us playing support, dispatching the one who's attention we'd caught was a minor affair.


Yorik bashed one of its legs in while Assyrus tried to do the same with the other. Eltiana jumped on its head while Nela jammed her spear into the monster’s head and blew it to pieces. Melise cleaned up any pieces that tried to crawl away from the main body after we'd killed it.


"We're getting good at this." Melise smiled, looking far too cheery for somebody covered in rotting flesh.


Sava dove in to extract the spellheart, unafraid of getting dirty if it was for something valuable. Moments later though, she teleported behind me with a startled look on her face.


"Watch out! It's going to explode!" Sava shouted. We all ducked and braced ourselves.


Nothing happened.


"Are you sure it's going to explode?" Assyrus asked.


"I saw an enchanted box inside the Abomination's body while digging for this." Sava held up the massive mage acolyte level death spellheart.


"Perhaps it's a dud." I proposed. "I'm not sure about magical explosives, but it often happens with the kind I'm familiar with."


Sava wiped her fingers clean on Melise's already filthy uniform and pulled on one of her gloves. She produced an ephemeral glowing hand and reached into the Abomination's chest as she fished around. "Should have done this in the first place..." she murmured as she dug through the pile of gore and extracted a wooden box.


The ghostly hand lifted the box into the air and placed it on the ground nearby. When a passing Skeletal Raptor took notice, Eltiana smashed its head in with her nunchucks.


"I'll examine it later." I said as I swept my hand over my dimensional storage. "It won't be able to explode in my dimensional storage."


Perhaps there was something new we could learn from the explosive box. At the very least, somebody might be able to confirm if a Sakaku Clan cultivator had created it.


The Stone Watcher Basilisk was busy facing off with one of the remaining Undead Abominations. By the looks of it, the Basilisk was winning, though at significant cost. Its tail had been mangled and partially torn off, and there were deep gashes along its thick hide.


In comparison, the Undead Abomination was already partially petrified. Despite most of its body having turned to stone, the parts that were still flesh grasped and clawed at the basilisk, coming loose from the main body as the skeletal claws and teeth of small rodents that bit and gnashed independently of the abomination they were a part of. I watched as the jaws of a Stone-tusked Boar attached to the limb of a Silver-Clawed Tree Crawler bit down on the Basilisk’s face.


With the Basilisk occupied fighting an Undead Abomination, the remaining Abominations could make quick work of the raptors. This allowed more of the Skeletal Raptors to repair themselves and they were quickly replenishing their numbers.


If there was ever a time to sweep through to kill and loot everything, it was now.


"Alright everybody! Three of us each to an Abomination. If you can, please let me deal the final blows." I said.


"And let me take the spellhearts." Sava added. "And the spellhearts for the raptors too. And that Basilisk's."


"Don't get greedy on us." Eltiana replied. "I may only be down here for the zeal crystals, but if I'm going to fight, I want a little to show for it."


"I'll compensate everyone in potions." Sava conceded.


Eltiana's eyes lit up. "That's more like it. One bundle of spellhearts, coming up!"


Not including the Undead Abomination fighting the basilisk and the one that had already been turned to stone, there were only three left. The number of raptors, both living and dead, had been cut in half. Once these Abominations were out of the picture, we could dominate the battlefield.


I pulled out my steel sword, opting to slay the first abomination with a quick blow. Yorik had already crippled one of them so I turned to the remaining Abomination, which was waving its hands through the air trying to grab Eltiana.


The purple-haired elf was far too nimble to be caught though, and the Abomination's flailing only exposed it to more thrown daggers or Assyrus's repeated blows to its ankles.


Grrrrrrhhhhhh!


The creature groaned, and I watched under mage sight as black gas flowed out of its mouth into the air around us.


"Poison gas!" Eltiana shouted. "I'll be fine, but you two need to stay back!"


Unwilling to let the points for this kill go, I used a trick I'd learned recently and called on the Stone Obelisks I'd summoned just on the other side of the chamber. They made hefty projectiles when coupled with my self-created Earth Spike spell. I worked my magic through that familiar route and a shard of earth flew at the Undead Abomination. The Stone Obelisks sank deep into the undead monster's flesh, but the monster continued to screech all the same.


It took three more of the pillars and a considerable number of daggers to bring it down but when it died, I confirmed that they'd been added to the points awaiting addition to my total after this battle.


The last Undead Abomination was already on its last legs by the time I got to it. All it took was a single punch while using Fists of Stone and my enhanced right arm to cave in its skull.


"Well that was ea—” Before I could finish speaking, I was thrown to the side by a sudden jolting force.


The bloody-jawed raptor stood where I'd just been, blood coating the tip of its horn as its sinister glowing red eyes held a hungry gleam.


I touched my side and felt blood there, but not as much as I'd expect from a deep puncture wound. My body was stronger than any human’s, and what would have killed me a few months ago was now nothing more than a scratch.


“Theo!” Melise shouted in alarm.


“Watch out, this thing is a mutant Skeletal Raptor! It looks like it’s already reached the mage acolyte level!” Illiel shouted.


“And that’s as high as it will ever get!” Assyrus shouted, bashing it in the side with her club. The skeletal raptor looked at the Waterbeetle elf with the closest expression resembling a sneer as it could muster. In her heavy armor and wielding a club, Assyrus just looked clumsy.


That was the skeletal raptor’s last mistake, though. Assyrus was clumsy in everyday life, but not in battle. In this single moment, she was as elegant as Eltiana as she jumped over the skeletal raptor’s barbed tail, ignoring the weight of the waterbeetle shell armor on her body as she dashed in and slammed her shoulder into the monster.


Thrown off its feet but otherwise unharmed, the raptor tried to stand up again. Only it found it couldn’t when Yorik’s foot pushed the monster back towards the ground.


Like a scavenger sensing a ripe meal, Sava reached into the skeleton’s body and plucked the glowing spellheart it had used to reach mage acolyte from between the gaps in the monster’s exposed rib cage.


The mutant skeletal raptor screamed as its bones yellowed and turned brittle before cracking under their own weight before going still.


Sava hefted the spellheart and held a light potion up to it. “A mutant nature spellheart with death zeal fused to it. How curious. This is a rare prize.”



***


The living Green Barbed-Tooth raptors were fully occupied fighting off the Skeletal Raptors. They’d been heavily outnumbered to start with, and the mutant Skeletal Raptor had been the kiss of death for their line, having killed several of them before turning its attention to us. With the surviving Skeletal Raptors feasting on the corpse of the last living Barbed-Tooth Raptor, we only had to worry about the rapidly concluding battle between the remaining Undead Abomination and the Stone Watcher Basilisk.


That had been a long and bitter fight. With the Basilisk already worn to exhaustion from previous battles, it was only barely a match for the remaining Undead Abomination. With a lethargic flick of its horn, it skewered the Undead Abomination one last time. Already petrified, the Undead Abomination crumbled into a pile of fist-sized stones that tumbled across the room.


The basilisk was on its last legs. It crawled across the ground on its belly. Its tail dangled by strands of tissue and both of its front legs were crippled. Were it not an elf-devouring dungeon monster without an ounce of pity in its body, I might have felt sorry for it.


“When the clam and the sandpiper fight, the fisherman benefits.” Nela said. When we all looked at her quizzically, she shrugged. “Famous parable in the east.” She mumbled something about us being uncultured before handing me her spear. “You should deal the final blow, Theo.”


I took Nela’s spear, though it looked unwieldy with long red tassels streaming like sunbeams from the tip, it was surprisingly agile in my hands. The golden spear pierced through the basilisk’s skull like a sunbeam melting away the morning frost.




Battle Won! (+600 points)

Undead Abominations slain! Mutant Skeletal Raptor slain! Stone Watcher Basilisk slain! (+500 points)

Enemies slain by followers! (+200 points)




Total Points: 4085




I scrolled through my rewards, disappointed to note that this basilisk wasn’t worth the whopping 850 points the previous kill had been. The Wanderer’s system must have calculated its wounded and pathetic state or given me a bonus because of how much weaker I’d been back then. And it seemed the scale of the battle also affected my point reward. Still, I’d have plenty of points to dump into defenses, even without converting zeal crystals to points.


[Theo! Theo! Don’t forget to grab the dungeon core!] Mac prodded me in my head.


I climbed the steps over a mountain of raptor corpses and broken bones to reach the throne at the top. Running my fingers over the dusty red velvet, I plucked the dungeon core from its perch. Now that I held the spherical stone in my hands, I could tell it was no ordinary rock. I could feel tiny vibrations inside, like a hundred infinitesimally small gears clicking away.


Unwilling to hold a malevolent magical entity in my hands for long, I stuffed it into my Dimensional Storage. It would be instantly transported to the physical room aboard The Wanderer where all my stuff was stored. From there, Mac could do whatever he pleased with it.


The throne room around us rumbled and groaned, but it didn’t start collapsing on us like I’d initially feared.


“Theo look!” Eltiana shouted from behind the throne. “This room looks familiar, doesn’t it?”


Just behind the room was a swampy sunken chamber filled with chest-deep water. The water was filled with iron which would wipe away any zeal used in the room. Thus, the only way across the room was to pull the lever on the other side of the chamber. It was a simple but clever method Dean had devised to ensure that no wandering elf could stumble on the riches he left for me.


I waded through the watery muck and pulled the lever, leading my elves across. The following obstacles proved trivially easy to us now that we were all mage acolytes.


“I don’t get it,” Illiel began, “we took the dungeon core, and yet the zeal here is clearly still part of a dungeon.”


“The founding ancestor predicted that the dungeon beneath the Hearthwood was not one entity, but multiple dungeons forced into cooperating, likely under the control of a more powerful dungeon deeper below.” Assyrus replied. “That explains why there would be such a vast area populated by what most of the world would consider low-ranked monsters.”


“If this is still a dungeon, then you three will have to sit this one out.” Nela looked at Ghessa, Atilla, and Ullua. “With the eight of us, we’re pushing it. If this deeper dungeon has creatures like the Crimson Eye Observer we’re about to face, we don’t want to anger it.”


“You girls can be our reinforcements.” I added. “If one of us goes down, we’ll be counting on you to drag her to safety and pump her full of vitality potions.”


“Understood, patriarch.” Atilla bowed and stepped aside. Ullua and Ghessa soon joined her, though neither looked happy about it.


“When we exit these doors, we’ll have enough zeal crystals to push the entire clan to mage acolyte.” We all braced ourselves for the coming fight and the monster we knew was lurking behind the rickety wooden door before us.










CHAPTER SEVEN










WE ALL WINCED as the worn and rickety wooden door creaked open. We gingerly treaded into the room in single file with shifty feet and wide eyes.


"Be very, very quiet." Eltiana whispered. We all knew the power of the late true mage creature we were trying to assassinate and the dangers of awakening it. Before, we’d struggled just to escape from it. Would our new power really be enough to slay it?


Our prize glimmered around us, begging to be taken. Zeal crystals by the thousands glistened in the light of Sava's light potions, reflecting around the room and casting misshapen reflections around us like a house of mirrors.


All the zeal in the air lent the room a sickly-sweet smell, tinged with something like sulfur that I couldn't remember from our last trip here. I was all too aware of my breathing and the beating of my heart as the girls clutched their new weapons and armor. Just minutes before, Sava, Eltiana, and Nela had produced mirrored jackets that we threw over our armor. As sunlight cultivators, the Songstone naturally had ways with mitigating the ferocity of light-aspect attacks. Nela was even confident that she could block a direct hit once, though she wasn't willing to test that theory for curiosity’s sake.


So Yorik took point. She was the only one in the group who we knew could take a direct hit from the Crimson Eye Observer we were hunting and survive. She'd done so last time and though taking such a blow hurt, she was prepared to bear such pain again for the prosperity of the Hearthwood Clan.


"Hush." Eltiana ushered Sava. "We'll collect zeal crystals later. After this room is safe."


Sava pouted as she shoved a handful of tiny crystals into her bag of holding, but she stood up and made no further move to collect more.


I felt the hairs on my arm stand on end. It was cold in this room, which was an unusual change. With so many celestial bodies floating over this planet, I hadn't felt a chilly night since coming to this world. The crisp biting air nipped at my skin as the sounds of our footfalls echoed like tiny clicks against the stone floor of the chamber.


Nela's eyes shifted to a corner of the room, having taken on the golden glow of her Farsight spell the moment we entered the chamber. Without saying a word, she pointed towards a distant corner of the chamber that was crowded with pillars of zeal crystals frozen together like stalactites and stalagmites.


Eltiana nodded in response to Nela’s unspoken words. The purple-haired elf drifted across the chamber, silent with each step. The rest of us spread out around the area Nela had indicated, prepared to back up the elf assassin the moment something went wrong.


If things went as we hoped, the Crimson Eye Observer would never wake from this sleep. If the poison failed to kill the monster immediately, we'd flee the room and hide elsewhere in the dungeon until the monster was dead, then come back later for the zeal crystals. Considering the sheer amount of Cursed Venom Concoction Hero's Bane was capable of injecting, Sava doubted even a true mage level monster could survive a surprise attack. But we’d been wrong before. Kysalian had proved remarkably resistant to the iron bolt we'd shot her with, and nobody in my group understood what a creature at this level was capable of.


With feathered footfalls, Eltiana swept across the room until she was hovering over a mass of crimson flesh I hardly recognized. Without its many eyes and waving appendages open, the Crimson Eye Observer looked more like a puddle of misshapen, boneless flesh than any deadly monster.


Eltiana took one last look back at me, and I nodded. I'd been tempted to kill the monster myself for the points it would yield, but it wasn't worth the risk. I was no trained assassin, and the rearguard was as close as the girls allowed me to get to the monster.


In a swift and practiced motion, Eltiana wrapped her hands around the hilt of Hero's Bane, bracing herself for one clean stroke. A hand on the pommel, Eltiana twisted her hips and thrust with all the power her slight frame could muster as she jabbed the blade towards the Observer's shut eyelid.


When the blade sunk hilt-deep into the monster, the enchantment on the handle would inject enough Cursed Venom Concoction to kill fifty mage acolyte elves and leave a hundred more bedridden for a year. If anything could kill a monster of this level, this could.


Hero's Bane never landed.


The instant before Eltiana's blow struck true, the Crimson Eye Observer opened its eye.


Without a moment to scream or shout, the chamber filled with bright red light as a fountain of energy poured out the observer's pupil and into the room. Onto Eltiana.


The scent of burning hair and smoke filled the room. When it cleared a moment later, it left behind only a single boot. No enchanted weapon loaded with poison, no leather-clad assassin, no Eltiana.


"Eltiana!" Assyrus shouted with a panicked fury I'd never heard from her before. "No. No! NO!!!”


"It didn't work!" Nela shouted. "Time to fall back!"


Assyrus didn't hear or listen. She jumped into action, shield and club in hand. Already, the Crimson Eye Observer was charging a second laser beam. Assyrus lifted her shield, enchanted and stolen from Sharian, up to her side. The blue coloration of a Waterbeetle spread across her body, coating her head to toe in the Waterbeetle Defensive Technique.


The Crimson Eye Observer's second attack struck Assyrus' shield with the fury of an erupting volcano. Though it was only light, it must have carried some force aspects with it as well because Assyrus' shield shattered under the might of the attack. Enchanted or not, it wasn't built to withstand the power of a late true mage. The reflective coat Assyrus wore over her armor vaporized in the next instant, followed by the scale armor made of Waterbeetle shells. The shells shimmered and glowed as they reflected the power they were struck with back out in a burst of energy, each of which danced around the room as fist-sized streaks of deadly light. The shells of these beetles were the pride of the Waterbeetle tribe, and their most valuable treasure. But even these prized shells could not withstand the ferocity of the attack Assyrus was enduring, and they began to blacken and burn. Beneath, Assyrus' bare skin sizzled and cooked.


Nobody was willing to stand by and watch their comrade die. As Assyrus endured the attack, Yorik leaped through the air with her hammer raised high. With a roar of fury, she brought it down against the monster's fleshy form. Like a rubber ball, the hammer collided with the Crimson Eye Observer and bounced it off the nearest wall. The Observer righted itself a moment later and glared at Yorik with a single-eyed glare.


The blow had cut off the attack against Assyrus but had left Yorik as the next target. Having been given a moment to close the distance and activate their own spells, Nela and Melise attacked the monster from either side. Melise cupped a tiny pinpoint of starlight in her palm, and Nela struck out with her spear.


Before either blow could land, two smaller eyes emerged from the sides of the monster's bulbous form and smaller crimson beams flashed. Nela ducked just in time to avoid the blow, but Melise took the hit to the stomach.


Unlike the blast from the large central eye, these little eyes didn't have nearly as much attack power. Between Melise's armor and the reflective material she'd thrown over it she'd mitigated most of the blow, but she still bent over as she clutched her stomach in pain. Sava appeared beside her, thrusting a vitality potion into her mouth.


Ghessa, Ullua, and Atilla heard the commotion and moved to rush into the chamber but found themselves blocked out by the abrupt collapse of a massive pile of zeal crystals.


With our path of escape cut off, we had to throw everything we had at the monster. I cast Quicksilver Thought and felt my mind speed up as I wracked my brain for ideas. The fight would be over by the time I got Stone Obelisks� set up. Fists of Stone would require me to close the distance. The Observer was already floating, so Earthshatter wouldn't do anything against it. I could use Twisted Step to help avoid the monster's attacks, but would a heartwielder-level spell even be effective against a true mage monster? I’d started throwing small Earth Spikes, but without taking the time to build a Stone Obelisk, they weren’t very effective and the Crimson Eye Observer vaporized the attacks using its peripheral eyes without concern.


The fight raged around me and I was feeling useless as I saw my girls throw everything they had at the enemy before us. Sava produced what looked like a bamboo shoot from her bag of holding and channeled nature magic into it until it shot out like a living spear towards the Crimson Eye Observer, until it met the beam of one of the lesser eyes. Bit by bit, it burned the living spear to ashes until Sava had to teleport away or be burned herself.


Illiel clutched at her temples feverishly, attempting some trick of mind magic. The Crimson Eye Observer fired a beam of light into an area devoid of anyone. It realized its mistake a moment later and narrowed its massive eyelid at Illiel's shivering form.


Before it could strike, Yorik attacked the monster from behind again with her hammer. Sava was back with Melise and Assyrus, caring for them both.


Unable to stand it any longer, I pulled my steel sword from my Dimensional Storage. I'd killed two Undead Abominations with the blade, and it was already full to bursting with death zeal. Using it now could corrupt my meridians with the wrong aspects of zeal and set me back months of work.


But that wouldn't matter if we died here today. The dark death energy burned my hand as I wielded the sword, and in response I flooded my entire arm with earth zeal to keep the death zeal at bay.


"Sava!" I shouted. "Get away from those zeal crystals and get everyone out of here! I'll buy us time!"


Matching the full power of two mage acolyte level undead with my own wasn't something I could keep up with for long, but I grinned viciously as I held the sword aloft. The Crimson Eye Observer flicked one of its lesser eyes towards me. Using a trick that I'd learned before, I blocked the beam of energy with the flat of my blade, where it was absorbed into the weapon.


The chaotic mix of zeal burned even more fiercely against my palm now that it was charged with even greater quantities of zeal. The conflicting aspects made the energy the sword contained unstable, and I feared it might explode in my hand.


Realizing its initial attack had been deflected, the Crimson Eye Observer turned its main eye towards me.


Bzzzzzzzzt!


It shot a crimson ray of light towards my body, but I held my steel sword aloft. It quivered and shook in my hand. The death zeal and whatever aspects the Crimson Eye Observer cultivated fought over my blade, and its physical form shifted under mage sight between a weapon adorned with skulls and black smoke and a crimson blade shining with a dark and malevolent light.


The power was growing to become too much for me to bear. I felt something give way and the tip of the steel sword snapped off, skidding to the earth some distance away.


I had no abilities to close the distance between me and the monster, so I used nothing but the raw strength of my body to throw the sword.


My aim was true, but this Crimson Eye Observer was more agile than its bulbous form would suggest. It twisted on the spot, sacrificing the eyestalks on its left side to avoid a deadly blow. It hissed a crackly screaming growl as its wounded flesh bubbled and writhed. My sword continued its flight until it bounced off the opposite wall and clattered to the ground.


But I wasn't finished with the monster yet. I'd predicted that my attack might not finish it, so I'd used the moment of pain my thrown weapon had inflicted to close the distance between us using just the power of my Blackgorge Fiendbody, my Heart of the Mountain endurance enhancement spell, and my power as a mage acolyte.


Fists of Stone!


Bare-knuckled and fueled by anger, I punched the monster's central eye with my fists. It felt wet and slimy against my fingers, giving way under the force of my blow before it bounced back into shape.


Undeterred, I punched the monster again and again. My attacks only made the monster angrier.


Its main eye illuminated with the same bright crimson glow. This time I didn't have my steel sword to absorb the attack. So instead, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled free the explosive box we'd recovered from the Undead Abomination.


I threw it between me and the monster, curling myself into a ball as the beam of light struck the box of explosive force magic.


A concussive wave shot out from the box as it detonated, tossing me across the chamber. I felt zeal crystals stab through my back as I groaned in pain. I hadn't been entirely sure I'd survive that explosion. Looking down at my bleeding and ruined body, I wasn't sure I had.


"Theo!" Sava shouted as she rushed over to me. She pulled out of vitality potion, only to drop it again as she remembered such potions didn't work on me, being a chaka already flooded with the life zeal that was in the bottle.


"Is it dead?" I whispered, my voice coming out wet and sickly. I tasted iron in my mouth, and Sava pulled back to avoid the blood dripping from my mouth.


I was answered a moment later when a battered and bruised Crimson Eye Observer emerged from the pile of debris in the opposite corner of the room.


I met its gaze and felt my stomach drop. I'd been too ambitious. Another miscalculation on my part. If I left a soul behind, Sava and the others might be able to revive me using the resurrection tree. But I wasn't an elf, and I couldn't be sure it would work. Or if I'd even be me when I was reborn.


The Crimson Eye Observer's main eye lit with the same malevolent glow. I closed my own eyes, wondering what I'd see when I opened them again.


I expected being disintegrated to be excruciatingly painful. To my surprise, I felt nothing.


When I opened my eyes again, I realized I was still in the crystal chamber, still covered in my own blood.


Across the room, the Crimson Eye Observer struggled with a blade plunged into the back of its body. None of its tentacles were long enough to extract what I now recognized as the hilt of Hero's Bane. The magic on the handle flared brighter and brighter, pumping more Cursed Venom Concoction into the monster’s misshapen form. A message flashed across my vision.




Battle almost won. (+300 points)




The Crimson Eye Observer's eyelid opened wide and the whites of its eye turned bloodshot, reddening throughout as more poison coursed through it.


“Your explosion blew open a side chamber.” Sava said. “Nela says we can hide there until the monster dies from the poison.” She grabbed me by the leg and dragged me out of the room. I felt the jagged points of zeal crystals digging deeper into my flesh as the dying screams of a monster lulled me to sleep.










CHAPTER EIGHT










I AWOKE STILL lying on the ground, a foul and acrid stench assaulting my ears as the sound of trickling water drizzled somewhere nearby. Then the pain came.


"Ugh. Everything hurts." I groaned. Something warm and soft touched my head then.


"He's awake!" Sava said from somewhere above me.


I realized the only part of me not lying on the cold hard ground was my head, which rested comfortably between Sava’s thighs.


“Theo, that was a beautiful distraction." The familiar silhouette of the leather clad assassin said as she knelt at my side. "That monster couldn't see or hear me amid that explosion. I was able to use the force of the blow to skewer it as it was thrown backwards, otherwise I don't think I would have been strong enough to stick Hero's Bane so deep."


"Eltiana?" I coughed as I struggled to pull myself to a seated position, but Sava ushered me back down. "Thought you were dead?"


"Nope!" Eltiana chirped. "I was clinging amongst the stalactites on the ceiling. I jumped out of the way in the nick of time and decided my best move was to catch the monster by surprise while it was fighting you all."


"Could have jumped in sooner." A grumpy voiced echoed throughout the small chamber. It was Assyrus, who had red eyes and a grumpy, embarrassed expression on her face.


"I never knew you cared so much!" Eltiana grinned. Assyrus' face went red, and she grumbled something under her breath.


"So, where are we?" I asked the gathering group.


"We're in a side chamber." Illiel explained. "I think the dungeon walled it off because what was in here was too dangerous and emitting too much zeal for it to claim."


"Dangerous?" I asked in alarm. "Is it safe to keep sitting here?"


"There's nothing living besides us in this room if that's what you're worried about. The greatest challenge here is to keep the death zeal from contaminating our cultivation bases.”


"Speaking of," Melise interrupted, "You should refrain from using zeal at all, Theo. That last trick of yours forced zeal of multiple conflicting aspects into your body. Don't call on any power for now. I'll show you a technique to cleanse your cultivation later, but you’ll be on the sidelines for several months while we clean you up."


"Several months!" I couldn't afford to sit back and watch others fight for that long. Not with a war coming to the Hearthwood any day now.


"You're lucky it isn't years." Melise shot back in the firmest tone I'd heard from her. "Because when you mess with zeal the way you've been, this is the consequence."


If I were standing, I would have hung my head. "Still, there must be something I can do?"


Yorik coughed. "Blackgorge Fiendbody. Should still work fine."


I brightened at that thought. I wouldn't be helpless while I healed.


"So, if there's nothing living in this room," I asked, "why would it be so dangerous that the dungeon sealed it off?"


"You mean you haven't smelled it?" Sava asked, looking into the distance.


Now that she mentioned it, I again noticed the acrid stench that had assaulted my nose when I'd first woken up. It bore undertones of waste and decay. Under mage sight, I could see faint wafting clouds of the black smoke I associated with death zeal. Only now those clouds were so thick and voluminous they filled what I could see of the entire chamber.


Sava lifted her light potion, and I noticed a gigantic looming shape towering over us in the center of the room. My heart jumped at the sight of fangs the size of my forearm and scales as big as my hand.


"A dragon corpse." Illiel answered in excitement.


"This is a rare find." Eltiana said. "Perhaps even more valuable than the zeal crystals in the other room to the right buyer."


In life, its hide must have been a deep red. Though it had been sitting here for who knew how long, rot and fungus had only barely been able to touch the corpse of the massive monster. It had four monstrous legs as thick as boulders and when its wings unfolded, they could have left the entire town of Hearthwood in shade. Its claws gleamed like polished spears and the horns that adorned its head looked like they could smash through our town walls like breaking twigs. A few loose scales had fallen to the ground. Each was carved with runes and shimmering under the light of Sava's potion.


"That's one big lizard." I chuckled weakly as I gazed up at the dead creature with everyone else. I didn't feel as bad as I thought I would have, considering the blow I'd taken. "How long was I sleeping for?"


Sava shrugged. None of them had any way to tell time.


[About eighteen hours.] Mac said into my mind. [You're looking rather healthy for nearly dying. Though, you should scrap those clothes before you stop by the medical bay. They’re shredded to the point of uselessness anyway. I know you humans have weird fashion sense, but they look positively barbaric.]


"Less than a day." And yet the bleeding had already stopped, hoping Malla wouldn’t mind the fact that I’d already ruined the clothes she’d just made for me. I was as sore as I'd expect from getting tossed against a wall by an explosion, but otherwise I felt whole.


I felt inside myself, searching for the Sutra of the Living Earth. Usually, it flowed through my body like a tendril of power, having a semblance of its own intelligence. Now that tendril coiled around like an angry serpent, hissing wildly, and lashing out at anything around it. My Blackgorge Fiendbody tried to heal a hole in my leg where I'd been stabbed through by a sharp zeal crystal only for the Sutra to gobble up the earth zeal before it could help heal me.


Frowning, I concentrated on making a barrier. I'd picked up this trick to constrain zeal using the power of my will when I advanced to the rank of Stone Skin orc under Yorik's guidance. Using the same technique, I visualized and created several layers of earth zeal around my lower abdomen. When I had a strong enough barrier built up, I constricted the entire thing. Trapped in my dantian, the Sutra of the Living Earth wouldn't be able to interfere with my healing, which I hoped would speed up my recovery.


I was proven right with another hour of rest. I soon felt well enough to stand, so Sava and Melise let me join the others in poking at the dragon corpse.



***


"This must have been a battle like no other." Sava said as I hobbled closer to the dragon.


"What makes you say that?" I asked her.


"Look at the wounds. Most nations could only hope to take a monster like this down by throwing an entire army at it. Weaker elves fighting a monster of this power would mean tens of thousands of tiny wounds." Sava explained. "But that isn't the case. Despite how thick these scales are, and whatever magical defenses the dragon had in life, a single strike of terrifying power was enough to bring it down." She stepped closer to the skull. I almost hesitated to follow with how fearsome the dead glazed eyes of the dragon were when coupled with that massive body as sturdy as a battleship.


"This," Sava continued, "must have been the killing blow." She pointed at a mighty crack through the dragon's skull, splitting it clean in two. The crack carried down into the bone, splitting that as easily as the flesh. Whatever had chopped this dragon's skull, it had cut through the dense crest of horns and armored skin like paper.


"What rank would you say it takes to fight something like this? Wizard realm?"


Sava shrugged. "Higher than wizard. Probably higher than sorcerer beyond that. Whoever struck this blow knows more about the secrets of cultivation than the entire Heartwood combined."


"Axe blow." Yorik said, peering at the wound. She seemed even more interested in the dragon corpse than the elves.


"I only know of one axe-wielding demigod to visit the Heartwood since the collapse of the sixth golden age." Illiel said.


"Dean the Destroyer!" Nela answered excitedly.


"Huh? You mean Dean did this?" I gestured to the massive beast whose shoulders towered as tall as one of the ancient gargantuan trees overhead. I inspected the monster's skull. It was as big as a boat and it looked like the cavity was wide enough for a person to go exploring inside the dragon itself. To my surprise, I realize one of the girls had already ventured inside and was digging her way deeper with a pair of daggers.


"Everybody!" Eltiana’s voice rang out ahead of me. "I found something! Come look!"


[Do not go in there, Theo. I'm warning you!] Mac shouted in panic. [If you do, I'm turning off our connection until you thoroughly wash yourself. And who knows what disaster might befall you without my wisdom and oversight to guide you?]


Sava jumped onto the head without hesitation. Hiking up the hem of her dress, she jumped down the hole between the dragon's eyes.


"The death zeal is even denser down here." I remarked as I tried to join them. My wounds had made my joints stiff and my movements clumsy. I stumbled on my way over the dragon's nose and nearly plunged headfirst into a nostril. Yorik caught me and guided me towards the right hole, following from behind as I jumped in.


The inside of the dragon had quite a bit of room in it. Looking back at our entrance, I realized the axe blow had continued onward inside the dragon's body. Everything it touched had been vaporized, leaving an empty tunnel inside the body from skull to tail that was devoid of flesh, blood, or bone.


"I have to admit, this is the most disgusting thing I've ever done." I remarked, surprised to see I was the squeamish one of the group.


[Gross! Vile! Rotten! I can't look! You’re polluting my scanner data!] Mac continued to look, despite his own protests.


The tunnel of flesh was disturbing to look at, untouched by the passage of time. Blood still dripped down the edges and the flesh felt warm and humid. I switched to mage sight, hoping that seeing the world in shades of zeal would make this a more pleasant experience. It wasn't.


Until I activated mage sight, I didn’t truly understand what nauseating quantities of zeal were present inside the dragon corpse. I feared death zeal would have leaked into my dantian and corrupted it further had I not already sealed it off from the world.


"This would be paradise for a necromancer." Sava said. "Every breath in here would be equal to years of bitter meditation elsewhere in the Hearthwood."


With death zeal in such high concentrations, it no longer appeared as billowing smokey waves. It was more like blobs of ink drawn on the world in thick twisting patches. They were absorbing the light around them until they looked like little voids in the world.


With sudden insight, I realized they looked identical to the white blobs of vitality I often produced with the help of the girls. Sava had explained that vitality was also known as life zeal. Perhaps death zeal was similar? Or maybe it was a different facet of the same thing?


"By the ancestors!" I heard Sava gasp. "Are those what I think they are!?"


"That's right!" Eltiana laughed joyfully. "Dragon eggs!" The two elves grinned wildly and embraced.


"Are they dangerous?" I asked hesitantly. "Will dragons like this monster hatch out of them?"


"No, that's not possible." Sava answered. "They're still inside this dragon's body, so they aren't fully developed. However, they are developed enough to brew a certain simple potion." She turned to Sava. "I never would have thought someone else in the Hearthwood would have read about the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.”


"Did I just hear somebody mention the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir?” Illiel said, sounding more fearful than excited. "That is a heaven-defying potion. A mage acolyte known to possess some would be taking their life in their hands. Any wandering true mage would kill them for it in an instant given its value in zeal crystals."


"And for good reason." Eltiana agreed. "Such potions are one of the few ways to awaken the memories of the reborn."


"Like past lives?" I raised my eyebrows. "So, if Yulli took one of these, she could become a true mage again?" I felt a little excitement in my voice. If we could raise a few true mages, it would force the Corpse Collector Company to retreat.


"Potentially, if she managed to fully awaken her memories." Eltiana hacked at a yellowish sack of flesh along the side of the tunnel. Despite swinging her knife with all her might against a flimsy-looking strand of flesh, her blows left no mark. "How much do you know about the World of Fire and Fury?"


"This is the first I've heard of the place.” I admitted.


"That's the name of the dragon home world. They practice a unique form of magic called Bloodline Origin Awakening. They stimulate the power of their ancestors hidden in their bloodline, gradually growing closer and closer to the power of the Origin Dragon. To stimulate their power, they can either wait patiently for many thousands of years… or test themselves in battle. The more ferocious the fight, the more likely they are to awaken their ancestral power and rise to a new level of strength."


"Sounds like dragons aren't good neighbors."


Eltiana frowned at her knife, unsatisfied with its sharpness as she switched it for another. "Had this dragon lived, it would have been an apocalyptic calamity for the entire continent. And if it brought over others from the World of Fire and Fury? That would be a disaster for our entire world. Probably the orcs and dwarves as well. Dragons love to fight, and those that are strong enough can fly through the void, no planetary alignment needed.”


"So, by drinking a potion made from dragon eggs elves can use the dragon's magic and recover some of their past power and memories!" I said once I realized what Eltiana was getting at.


"Exactly!" Eltiana said. “These potions are worth far more than their weight in zeal crystals. Occasionally a famous elf will die without having her soul destroyed. For them, being able to return to their old level of strength, even if it takes a great deal of time and effort, is a prize beyond price. I can’t even name what these things are worth. You simply cannot buy them. The children of powerful cultivators can also use them to help them reach the rank their parents' bloodlines paved for them a lot sooner, which means powerful clans will barter for or steal them before they ever see an open market."


I frowned. "I suppose we can't sell them then. That would draw the wrong sort of attention to the Hearthwood."


We took turns hacking at the egg sacks, taking breaks as often as we could. The elves didn’t know my trick for sealing off their cultivation, so they couldn’t endure the dense death zeal inside the corpse for long. Mostly, it was Yorik and I hacking away at those egg sacks. After several hours of labored work, we finally worked all six of the eggs free and got them into my dimensional storage. Mac whined piteously the entire time about having half-formed fleshy dragon eggs in the dimensional storage, but he quickly set to cleaning them up and organizing them once they were aboard The Wanderer.


“Now for the big question." I said. "Who gets the potions?”


Assyrus shrugged. "They'd be wasted on me. My parents were only heartwielders for their entire lives, and as far as I know I have no exceptional ancestors."


"My mother is a powerful sorcerer, and very talented with ice magic." Illiel said. "My father was a mage acolyte. Between the two of them, I should at least reach true mage one day. But I’ve never wanted to master ice magic, and I fear without walking my mother's path I'll never attain those heights. Even with an elixir, I don't think I could overcome my deficient talent.”


"Well they certainly won’t be of any use to me." I said. "My parents were human and couldn't even cultivate. The same is true for anyone in my family history as far back as you can go."


"I... might be able to use one." Melise said. "My mother was adopted into the Songstone Clan for being the child of a powerful cultivator from the Fateweaver Society. She never advanced to the wizard realm as the elders hoped, but I might have inherited some of her potential power."


"So Melise could use one. Five left."


“Hold on.” Sava interjected. “Six eggs does not mean six potions. Any alchemist who claims a perfect success rate for brewing potions is a liar. The Alchemist’s Laboratory is a better setup than most alchemist’s have, but I won’t promise more than one potion. And that’s an excellent success rate, mind you.”


“We won’t expect the impossible from you, Sava.” I replied. “Maybe I’m biased, but I think you’re a damned good alchemist, and getting better all the time. What’s excellent for others might not push your limits.” I turned back to the rest of the girls. “Now, if Sava manages to brew a second potion, who gets it?”


"Me." Yorik said.


We all looked at her in surprise.


"Works for orcs too." Yorik explained simply.


Before anyone could voice a word of protest, I spoke again. “Four left. I think the next should go to Sava herself.”


"What? Me?" Sava glanced in my direction. "I've lived a couple lives in the Riverweed tribe, never amounting to anything of note. I don't like to talk about it, but I've always heard I tended to die collecting herbs in the woods or over some foolish brewing accident. As far as I know, this is the first time I've ever made it to mage acolyte."


"Really? Congratulations! You've walked a step further along the path set for us by the ancestors." Eltiana clapped Sava on the back.


“Everyone,” I asked. “Give me a minute alone with Sava. I want to talk about some things she may want to keep private.”


The rest of the girls shuffled away, casting curious glances over their shoulders as I spoke to Sava and she avoided my gaze.


"I don't think that's true. Remember what I’ve said of the time just before I arrived on this world?" And then I retold the story of going with Sam, Dean, and Mac to the brothel populated by elves. About the green-haired elf named Savitania. The elf who, by Dean's records, died in this forest on their way out."


"So, you see," I said as I finished my story. "You might have once been at the wizard realm."


Sava grimaced. "It's a stretch. I've heard from Melise your friend Sam made a name for himself as The Fateweaver, but he could have been talking about any Riverweed elf. It could have been Katiana, Malla, Dulla, Atilla, or one of the countless other lost Riverweed souls still wandering the forest after the slaughter by Matriarch Red Serpent."


"Maybe," I took her hand in my own, "but I still choose to believe that it was you I met back then."


"I wouldn't want to waste such a valuable potion on your hope." Sava toyed with a strand of hair. "Besides, if the Riverweed tribe began from the death of a wizard realm elf, the soul probably fragmented or withered to a shadow of its former self. Most of the memories are probably lost to time."


"If that's the case, the potion is a prize I'm willing to gamble.” I said to Sava. “Sure, it’s valuable, but it’s also dangerous to possess and we don’t have any way to sell it. In my eyes, we’re better off using them quickly.” After a long moment, Sava finally nodded.


“Okay.” She said softly. “I’ll take one if that’s what you want.”


“We should also give one to Yulli.” I added.


Sava nodded. “She might be able to recover her previous strength as a true mage within a few months, considering how quickly she was revived." Sava said. Then her brows furrowed as she remembered something. “Don’t you remember what happened before? If she becomes who she was back then, won't she try to seize control again?"


“Consider it motivation.” I cryptically replied.


“Motivation?”


“To reach true mage yourself before she does. I have complete confidence that the Hearthwood Clan in a few months will be unrecognizable to us now. Just like how the current Hearthwood Clan is unrecognizable to the feuding tribes of a few months ago.”


“So… if I reach true mage it won’t matter any more.” Sava twirled a finger around her green locks. “And if I don’t, Yulli will emerge as a true mage to protect us from the Corpse Collector Company. Either way, the Hearthwood Clan gets a true mage.”


“And either way the Hearthwood is safe. But between you and me,” I pulled Sava closer, “I really hope it’s you.”


Sava’s eyes sharpened and I sensed her resolve harden like tempered knives. “I hope you’re planning a special reward for me when I succeed.”


I grinned. “We’ll throw a banquet in your honor. And maybe something else too.”


Sava strode away, chin tilted up as she planned what would doubtlessly be a hellacious training regimen.


Now, I just had to give a similar speech to the rest of the girls.










CHAPTER NINE










AFTER CLAIMING THE dragon eggs, we’d hoped to head back through the natural cave formations that led to the Crimson Eye Observer’s chamber. We’d need to go through there to leave because we had discovered no exits through this chamber other than a small trail of water leaking through a crack in the wall.


“The water that leaves this chamber is full of death zeal.” Sava said. “It probably flows into the river where it finds the corpses of animals and fish. I wouldn’t be surprised if this corpse is ultimately the source of all the undead and we’ve been plagued with recently. Look here.” Sava gestured to one of the dragon’s scales. “Diagram magic. After the dragon was killed, somebody carved these symbols into the corpse to preserve it. At some point, the scales started falling off and the corpse’s death zeal could leak out.”


“So, we need to get rid of this corpse if we want to get rid of the undead in the forest overhead.” I said. “It took us ages just to remove a few dragon eggs though. Even if we chopped the dragon up, it would take months to transport them out, even with my dimensional storage. And that’s assuming we can even cut through those scales.”


“I’d recommend against cutting the corpse up. Isolated and sealed within its own skin as it is, this corpse can only leak death zeal. If we were to cut it up and move it every piece would be a potential new Undead Abomination. Or maybe something worse.” Sava shook her head. “Ideally, we’d sell the entire thing to a powerful necromancer. They’d take it away and pay us for the privilege. If that fails, we can always offer it up as a gift to someone powerful and hope we can make a friend in a high place.”


“We’ll have to do some work inside to make sure nobody suspects we took the dragon eggs. I don’t want that coming back to bite us.”


After a few minutes spent destroying any remaining trace of the dragon eggs, Eltiana returned.


“Any news? Can we go back there?” Melise asked hopefully.


The presence of so much death zeal, along with sleeping in the shadow of a gigantic rotting corpse, had brought our moods down. We all longed to see the sun again. I’d gotten word through Mac that Ghessa, Ullua, and Atilla had returned to the surface and were vigilantly keeping an eye on the Corpse Collector Company. Everything was all right up above, but we couldn’t rely on it staying that way.


“I’m afraid it’s not quite dead yet.” Eltiana shrugged helplessly. “Another day or so.”


We all groaned in response, but there was no helping it. None of us wanted to fight that Crimson Eye Observer again, even if it was near death.


“We’re lucky we have several bags of holding among us.” Nela said. “We’ve got enough food to last a month between us, even if Theo doesn’t use his Dimensional Storage to bring in more food from the surface.”


I’d tried sneaking Melise through my Dimensional Storage, hoping she could disappear from here and appear aboard The Wanderer. Sadly, that hadn’t worked. The Dimensional Storage didn’t accept sentient things.


With nothing to do and more time than I’d ever had since coming to this world, I began toying with the scales Sava and I had been examining minutes ago. Each scale had been carved with a small cluster of circular diagrams of varying geometric shapes. The designs carried an ancient aura to them, like they were something that didn’t belong in this current age. Scrawled around, between, and inside the shapes were a series of runes and scripts that reminded me of the enchanted weapons our group wielded.


“Curious about Diagram Magic?” Illiel said, noticing my intense study.


“So, this differs from enchantment?” I asked.


Illiel nodded. “Enchantment. Warding. Restrictions. It’s all descended from the Diagram Magic. Like the elvish path to power of Spirit Arts, or the orcish Body Refinement, or the draconic Bloodline Origin magic. They’re all paths to power developed by different species among the Ten Thousand Worlds. Every system is as vast and potent as our own and the subject of much study by famous scholars. I only know a little of each, but Diagram Magic is particularly famous. Its derivative powers are present on almost every world.


“Though we do not know the creators of Diagram Magic, the elves during the second golden age figured out how to simplify their magic system into a few fields of study. This led to creating enchantments and magic treasures of our own. Though we can’t claim that our abilities hold a candle to the original creators of the magic system, we’ve still been able to make great use of the concepts we’ve developed by copying aspects of their magic.”




New room unlocked! Drafter’s Study now available for construction. Cost: 500 points.




A grin split my face from cheek to cheek.


[Just got that blueprint in! I’m not sure what you did, but I know you’ve been waiting for that notification, so I forwarded it to you.]


“Good. Perfect!” A new crafting room! “Build it for me, please.”




Drafter’s Study now under construction.

Total Points: 3885




Illiel looked at me quizzically. Still smiling, I gave her a warm embrace. “I should have chatted with you like this sooner! Who knows what additional prizes lurk in that head of yours!”


“Happy to be of service, Theo. Though I’m not really sure what I did that was so wonderful.” Illiel blushed.


“Nonsense, you’ve helped me in so many ways since founding the Hearthwood Clan! I have no idea how to set up a tax system, and I hear you’ve been involved in city planning as well. Helping me unlock something I’ve been wanting for a long time now is just the tip of the iceberg. You deserve a reward.”


“Well… if you’re handing out rewards, I’d be more useful if I was stronger.” Illiel replied shyly.


My grin widened. “Say no more.” And then I planted my lips against hers.


When I came up for air, I noticed somebody else nearby leaning in so closely I bumped my head on her face.


“Nela!” I was startled at her intent gaze as she watched Illiel and I kiss.


“Don’t mind me, please continue.” Nela said, not moving an inch as she stared unblinkingly at the two of us. “There isn’t much to do stuck in this cave.” She explained.


I hadn’t forgotten we weren’t alone in the chamber, but every elf in here had been with me in the past so there was hardly anything left to be embarrassed about. Still, Nela’s intense stare bore into the back of my head while I trailed kisses down the side of Illiel’s neck. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Nela fidgeting in place as one of her hands unconsciously loosened the strips of leather binding her armor around her shoulders.


Illiel trembled under my caresses as I stroked her neck and collar bone. Finally, I turned to Nela and asked, “Would you like to help me, Nela?”


Like boulders balanced on the peak of a mountain, Nela’s armor tumbled off her body with a thunderous clang, leaving only a tight silk shirt concealing her bare skin beneath it.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” I chuckled, pushing Illiel’s arms back. “Now help me with our friend here.”


Nela tore at Illiel’s clothes, pulling them up and over her head with ease. I continued to explore Illiel’s mouth with my tongue as Nela stripped her bare.


Illiel, meanwhile worked at my belt. Of all the girls, she and Sava were the only ones who’d figured out the trick to undoing the latch. She deftly plucked at the cheap brass fitting and popped it open before reaching into my trousers for a handful of the growing python lurking within.


I ran my fingers up and down Illiel’s perky ass. Nela finished stripping the mind mage moments before and was now warming Illiel up by cupping the elf’s breasts and squeezing them while she toyed with her nipples.


Illiel’s hand tugged around the shaft of my cock. I could feel my member harden in her grip. Nela moved her ministrations lower and flicked her finger back and forth between Illiel’s lower opening. The sticky wetness there showed that Illiel didn’t need any further preparations to be ready for me.


Before that, Illiel dropped to her knees so she was at head height with my groin. I pulled my shirt off while she ran her tongue up and down my hardening shaft. Nela pulled Illiel’s hair back, binding it in a short ponytail before pushing Illiel’s mouth against my cock with her hand until we buried most of my shaft in the bookish elf’s throat.


Somebody snorted at the sight and I saw Sava walking up from behind. “That’s a rather inefficient method for extracting vitality.” Sava criticized. “Using your mouth on the head is only half the battle. You need to work the shaft and massage the vitality free at the source. Let me demonstrate.” Sava leaned over my shoulder and reached down to help.


“Ladies,” I chuckled with a half-hearted protest. “I can only take so much at a time here. You don’t want to make me a quick shot, do you? Why don’t you play with each other and wait your turn?”


“Orders received Theo!” Melise said, grabbing Sava and Nela. “Get over here Assyrus!”


“Oh, I don’t know.” Assyrus said. “Chief Wisdom never showed me these kinds of techniques…”


“Really?” Melise asked? “But this is an important part of the training process for a good master-and-disciple relationship in the outside world! These are need-to-know skills.”


Assyrus furrowed her brows. “Is everyone outside the Hearthwood really so lusty?”


“Quite.” Nela laughed. “Half the political intrigue in the queendom is about who has the most talented fingers.”


“Out in the more developed regions of the world,” Melise said, “It’s important to be able to gain favor with other clans and important people through whatever means you can. Why, if you were good enough at this, I’m certain Eltiana would want you to come along with her on diplomatic missions.”


“Really?” Assyrus blinked in surprise, sounding more eager to see the outside world than I expected of her. “All right then, I’m a quick learner. Please instruct me, Melise.”


If Melise wasn’t such a soft-hearted people-pleaser she’d be a terrifying negotiator. I wasn’t sure how much of what she said about the outside world was truthful, but she had Assyrus reaching down her skirt and intent on obeying the instructions Melise was whispering in her ear.


I had my hands full with Sava and Illiel. Yorik had been watching in the background and quickly concluded that I would be exerting myself significantly within the next few hours if things continued as they were.


“You are wounded. Try this.” Yorik said as she hoisted Illiel in the air. “Warlord’s Thousand-Strong Army position. Easy on the body.” She held Illiel at the height of my waist with one arm. Sava had been straddling Illiel’s stomach, so she was lifted in the air alongside Illiel.


Yorik pushed Sava back until her own crotch was pressed against Illiel’s face. “You there, green hair! Lean in.” Yorik guided Sava’s head with her free hand until her face touched mine. Soon the three of us were connected in a floating triangle of lust.


“Why is it called the Thousand-Strong Army position?” I asked Yorik.


Yorik tore her gaze away from Sava’s large, bouncing breasts to meet my gaze. “Helps sire a thousand new warriors.” She explained. “Made for going all day and night.”


I exploded into Illiel, but that didn’t mark the end of our cavorting. I found in that moment of intimacy with my warm seed and vitality inside Illiel’s body I could use a bit of magic inside her. That meant I could protect her cultivation from the oppressive might of the death zeal emanating from the Dragon Corpse.


“The pressure is gone!” Illiel exclaimed. “I no longer need to fight to keep the death zeal away from me!”


“That’s a trick Yorik taught me.” I explained. “If we’re going to be waiting here much longer, I’ll need to do the same for everybody.”


With that aim in mind, I quickly went from having nothing to do but sit around to being very, very busy. Illiel and Sava switched positions and I realized a patriarch’s work is never done.










CHAPTER TEN










SOMETIME LATER, ELTIANA poked her head around the corner. "What have you all been up to? And why does everyone look so exhausted? Sitting around waiting can’t be that tiring.”


The girls glanced at each other. "Nothing much." I answered for them. “I was just showing them a trick to protect their cultivations from all the death zeal in the room. Any news?"


"Yes!" Eltiana shouted joyfully. "Great news. The Crimson Eye Observer finally died! It's safe to harvest zeal crystals!


We all let out a cheer as we dusted ourselves off. We were as eager to get out of this damp, dreary room and start filling our pockets with zeal crystals.


"Wonderful! Let's go."


This was my first time traveling through the cave network that led back to the dungeon, since I had been unconscious the first time. I was astonished at how windy and long these tunnels were. "With a few barricades in the right places, you could fight off an army in here." I remarked.


Yorik grunted in agreement. "Elves wouldn't stand a chance. Even earth mages, if in a dungeon."


"You may be onto something Yorik." I murmured as I stroked my chin. If only there was a way to sink the entire town of Hearthwood beneath the ground. Then we wouldn't have to worry about elves flying over my walls and attacking from the sky. The earth around us would be our walls!


"Alright, less talking and more mining!" Sava bounced giddily on her toes as she pulled pickaxes and shovels from her bag of holding.


"I've never mined myself, but this is the technique I always saw the miners using." Nela held a pickaxe in both hands and lunged forward, smashing her tool down on a pile of zeal crystals so forcefully that they exploded in all directions. "I suppose you can be a little gentler than that." She rubbed her flushed red cheek as she bent over and scraped all the zeal crystals into a pile and dumped them into her bag of holding.


Though the tribal chiefs of the Hearthwood were leaders amongst their people, they weren't above getting their hands dirty. If even Nela was willing to get on her knees and pick zeal crystals off the ground, the rest girls had no qualms about being miners for a few hours. These crystals could be used by heartwielders to amplify their spellhearts and push them closer to mage acolyte. Though not quite as heaven-defyingly powerful for mage acolytes, they were still immensely useful in refining regions of the body and bringing mage acolytes closer to true mage.


"Ha! To think I was so excited about one little bag before!" Sava giggled as she dumped an entire shovelful of zeal crystals into her bag of holding. They glimmered with a rainbow light under the illumination of Sava's potion and the light emitted by the nexus seal at the far edge of the room.


"Your friend's letter said there were seven of these seals, right?" Eltiana asked me.


"Dean did say he placed seven seals on the Devilbeast Wilds to weaken them to the point that they became the Hearthwood Forest." I replied. "Though whether those other six seals had their overflow energy used to generate zeal crystals like this one or not, I can't say."


"It's too soon to be thinking of future riches!" Melise said, huffing under the load of a massive bag of zeal crystals as she hauled them over to Nela's bag of holding. "We haven’t even gotten to enjoy these."


"Melise is right." Assyrus agreed. "Less talking, more shoveling!"


With great gusto, we cleared the cavern out until only Sava and Eltiana were scrambling around picking tiny specks of broken crystals off the corners of the room.


"I thought there'd be more..." Sava whined.


"Your bag of holding is already stuffed full!" I laughed. "What are you going to do with any more, stuff them in your cheeks like a squirrel?"


Sava pouted and stashed another zeal crystal somewhere behind her ear while she competed with Eltiana to scour the room clean.


"Too bad we can't open the nexus seal." Illiel said. "The increased zeal concentration would boost the entire Hearthwood's zeal concentrations. That would allow rarer, more powerful plants and animals to grow and mature. It would also make meditating to condense additional zeal far more effective."


"Sadly, we need a group of friendly true mages for that." I shrugged. "Someday we'll pop it open. I doubt we'll get many new crystals, considering this load we dug up accumulated over the course of who knows how many years. We'll have to make what we got today last. How long do you think these will stretch, Illiel?"


Illiel adjusted her spectacles. “Guessing roughly, the number of zeal crystals we've harvested today is around a hundred thousand, though many of them are small and weak. They should be sufficient to last us seven hundred years at our current rate of consumption. However," Illiel shot a glance at the rest of us, "our consumption of zeal crystals is growing exponentially as our people grow stronger and more numerous. If we continue our current growth rate, the zeal crystals we've acquired may not even last ten years. Especially if we expand Theo's bloodline as aggressively as we plan."


"Ten years." I muttered. "We'll just have to find something even better by then. Oh, and one more thing," I gave all the girls a pointed look, "I know we already talked about this, but before we reach the surface, remember not to breathe a word about the dragon corpse. Or the dragon eggs. Things could go very badly for us if knowledge of us having such valuable prizes got into the wrong hands."


"Not to worry, Theo! Hidden Serpents take secrets to the grave!" Eltiana replied. "But, do I have permission to use the dragon corpse as a bargaining chip? I think it might be the final piece I need to negotiate with some powers in the outside world."


"Fine. But leave the specifics about the location out of it. We want to get rid of the dragon corpse, but we want to get a good price for it too. Until then we'll just have to treat the undead attacks as practical combat training for our people."


"That sounds like an agreeable plan." Nela said. The other girls all made affirmative motions and we all jointly decided to keep the exact record of events of today a secret.



***


After finally freeing ourselves of the dark confines of the dungeon beneath the town of Hearthwood, I suddenly found my companions rapidly deserting me.


“I have to check for progress on the walls.” Assyrus said.


“There are potions to brew and underlings to oversee.” Sava waved goodbye.


“Drills.” Yorik said simply, wandering off to scold some elves training on the walls.


“I’m teaching some heartwielders how to prepare their bodies and spirits for mage acolyte.” Melise said as she departed.


“I need to get my people settled.” Nela said.


“Those zeal crystals won’t tally themselves.” Illiel headed towards Castle Mac.


“Huh.” I said to myself. “I guess I’m on my own. Not really sure what I should do.”


[Ahem!] Mac said.


Before Mac had the opportunity to assign me some portion of floor to scrub, I racked my brain for my to-do list.


“Right! The Drafter’s Study. I’m sure you’ve been hard at work on that Mac. I’m eager to see the fruits of your labor.”


[Well, yes, but there’s this western portion of the walls that—]


“On to the Drafter’s Study!”



***


Castle Mac was no longer the plain, unadorned tower of gray stone that it had once been. Mac had long since taken charge of decorating it, and the elves had no small share of input as well. Now, it was made of bleached white stone, seamless and perfectly smooth. The four corners towered up over the rest of the castle, and its rough square shape was now elegantly rounded at the edges. Now, it looked less blocky and more like a natural rock formation that jutted out of the ground and towered over everything else in the area.


That wasn't to mean it was disordered or messy. From the towering arches to the stained windows to the parapets above, every aspect of the fortress was geometrically flawless. It was wider now, probably containing some auxiliary rooms the elves had wanted. The castle now sprawled to the sides as well as above, cradling the town of Hearthwood in its embrace like a mother holding her child.


"I'm back home, Mac!”


[I see that. Please dust off your shoes before heading in. This is far too much castle for me to maintain with my cleaning drone. If only I had a few additional bodies…]


"Maybe someday.” I said cheerily as I found myself staring down an unfamiliar room. We'd long since buried The Wanderer among the non-magical chambers in the castle so it would draw less attention. The entrance chamber I was in now had no less than five different paths leading in different directions, with two spiral staircases leading up and one more leading down. I didn’t know where any led and was already lost the moment I stepped inside my own castle. "So, where’s the ship?"


[Left staircase. Keep left until you reach the western tower. Your official bedroom is up there, and The Wanderer’s Command Center is currently disguised as your shoe closet.]


I admired the recent expansions as I made my way through the castle, unfamiliar with the layout of my own home with how quickly it was evolving. While still relatively small, nobody would deny this was now a real castle. Of course, I could scarcely imagine how grand the true fortresses of this world were. Earth magic made construction so much faster and easier that I believed somebody with a few hundred years to work could build a fortress that spanned across entire countries.


"Fill me in, Mac. What have you been up to while you've been gone? Not including this castle."


[I've been printing an average of 50 Macmarks a day. That's about what it takes to pay the elves for their work. I'm following the plan you laid out and injecting money into the local economy. Though the strangest thing has started happening...]


"What? What's gone wrong?" I asked, suddenly worried.


[Some elves haven't wanted to physically possess their money. They just wanted to keep it on file with me. They trade amongst themselves simply by moving the money I have on record from one account to another!]


The tension between my eyebrows relaxed. "Ha! So, you've become a banker!"


[Despite my best efforts...] Mac grumbled. [Really, I hate to soil my hands with such things. Who knows what this money's being used for?] Mac made a shivering sound [You can't clean something that's metaphysically dirty, Theo!]


My bedroom was a rather plain room, with only a desk and a truly massive bed. It looked completely untouched and probably hadn't ever been used. I know I'd never slept here before. Why use a normal bed when relaxing in my Personal Chamber's aboard The Wanderer made me feel far more refreshed than any normal room could make me?


I opened the door off to the side of the room by the window. There was no way anything bigger than a few square meters of closet could exist in so small a space, and yet when I opened the door an entire sprawling spaceship was waiting for me.


"Ah, now it’s good to be back home for real." I breathed the fresh clean air inside the ship, marveling at how crisp it was despite being indoors. Even from the Command Center, the clean scent from the Hydroponic Farm reached my nose and made my stomach rumble.


[Notice the new door ahead and to the right? The Drafter's Study awaits you.]


I followed Mac's guidance and quickly found myself in an unfamiliar room. The new chamber I was in reminded me of the Alchemist’s Laboratory, but it was roughly circular. The floors were solid planks of wood, and I suspected the walls were as well, though I could hardly see them with how many shelves lined the outer edge of the room. There were only a few items present as starting materials for any work I might do here.


The main feature of the room was a rounded bronze table with grooves cut into it. One set of groves made a pentagon, while the other made a circle around the pentagon. The center of the table was blank but glaring at the table I could faintly see impressions of chalk and ink, as though a hundred other lines had been drawn over the years before being hastily cleaned off before my arrival.


Three magical lights, likely holding the same fluid Sava used as a light potion, dangled from the ceiling, illuminating the workbench and casting the rest of the room in a dull yellow glow. Besides the lights, a simple sundial sat in the corner, covered by a thin layer of dust.


I gazed at the sight before me and took it all in. This was the chamber where I'd build a secret weapon that would crush the Corpse Collector Company and bring victory to the Hearthwood Clan!


Only there was one small problem.


"Mac, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do in here."



***


[I was wondering when you'd say that.]




Introduction to the magic system of the Drafters (Cost: 800 points)




"Eight hundred points!" I exclaimed. "Mac..."


[Trust me, Theo, it's quite worth it. Besides, you're a rich man now. What was expensive before is no longer so. Every mage acolyte enemy slain gives you at least 50 points. You're not fighting slimes anymore, scavenging a little here and there. Not to mention the huge haul of zeal crystals you looted earlier today. You’ve actually got quite the stockpile built up.]




Current points: 3085




"Huh. I didn’t realize I was that loaded. I suppose this is what they call lifestyle inflation. I make more points, but the things I want also cost more." I considered that and realized Mac was right. I had more points to work with than ever now. What was beyond reach before wasn't such a big expense anymore. "Alright Mac, you've convinced me. Buy it."




Drafter's knowledge packet now downloading...




I grabbed the lip of the bronze table for balance while a sharp pain stabbed into the back of my head. I was an old hat at this by now, and I tried to prepare myself. Except unlike before, the pain didn't go away after an instant of sharp piercing intensity. Instead it dug into my skull like a needle sinking deeper, pushing through my head with a heat and pressure that sent me toppling to the floor, despite my Blackgorge Fiendbody.


"By the ancestors!" I cursed after elvish tradition. "That hurt."


[Oh, did I forget to mention that?] Mac said. [This knowledge pack contains more information than everything you downloaded on earth put together. Given the data input limitations of your fleshy brain, it's natural to experience a little... discomfort.]


"Is this about you still not having real arms?" I said, wiggling my fingers at the small camera in the corner of the room. "Jealous much?"


[My cleaning droid is a bit primitive compared to what I'm used to.] Mac grumbled. [But you may be able to rectify that in the future. While this world lacks the ability to construct the intricate silicon latticework my kind needs, I’ve identified descriptions of comparable vessels among the files I’ve read. I’ve even found one compatible design you could build now. Constructed right, it might even be enough to threaten a monster of the wizard realm like the Shadowblade Beast if built in sufficient number.]


"Oh?" My eyebrows went up. "You mean I could make something compatible with you using the Drafter's Study?"


[Exact—Oh, it seems I wasn't supposed to know that.] Mac's voice trembled. [I'm going to have to check out for a bit. It seems The Wanderer is a tad upset with me.]


Free of Mac's company, I stared at the empty, silent room and let out a small sigh. Nothing to do but get to work.


Like all knowledge implants given by The Wanderer, there was no feeling of coldness. No sense of reaching into a database of unfamiliar thoughts. The Wanderer's knowledge implants worked exactly as though I'd learned the information through years of hard study, integrating entirely with my own mind as if they had always been there. I shuddered to think about what The Wanderer could do to my head if it wasn't on my side.


Time to start with something simple. I reached under the bronze table, triggering a tiny hidden latch I hadn't realized was there until knowledge of it was implanted directly into my brain. Pulling the latch, a small drawer popped open, revealing what appeared to be ordinary paper, ink, and a quill. Perfectly standard stationery for a medieval monk.


But it was not ordinary paper, I knew. Nor were the ink or quill mundane writing implements. The paper was an extremely thin parchment pulled from the skin of an unborn hydra. The ink was made from vampire blood, and the quill had been pulled from the tail of a three-colored phoenix. All were precious items from creatures with incredible healing skills. By using them together, I could turn these humble slips of paper into a life-saving talisman. I counted the slips of paper. Exactly twelve pages.


As though I'd practiced for years, I placed the delicate parchment on the table and smoothed it under my fingers, feeling the cool smooth material in a way that was entirely foreign to me but felt so familiar.


"The first step is to draw three concentric circles, one to contain each stage of the spell for the talisman." I said to the empty chamber.


With a steadiness they'd never had before, my hand dipped the quill into the inkwell, gliding across the page three times. I twisted my shoulder and arm the way my mind told me to and in three smooth motions three perfect circles appeared on the page before me.


"Well that's the most magical thing I've ever seen." I remarked aloud. "I never was much of an artist before."


The ingredient for the center most circle was most important. These healing talismans would have been incredibly difficult for anyone else to make, but not me. The main ingredient was vitality. Specifically, the vitality that came from the blood of a human.


Reaching for another drawer, I pulled out a silver knife and pricked my finger before dripping a drop of blood into the center most circle.


With the primary power source in the talisman prepared, I needed a trigger. I reached into a drawer and withdrew a small scale from a creature called an Undying Lizard. When hurt, these creatures would experience an incredible surge of magic through their scales, making their armor virtually impenetrable for an instant. In my talisman, when the wielder was hurt, the scale would trigger the release of the vitality hidden within. The other two circles were filled with standard drawings, or at least that's what my memories told me as I drew a seemingly random series of squares that was supposed to bind the talisman to an owner and a group of arcs that would guide zeal into the paper to keep the talisman physically strong against all types of weather and wear.


I was beginning to get lost in my thoughts again as my hand moved without me. Moments before finishing the final stroke, my hand slipped the tiniest bit, making a line that should have been straight turn wavy. My eyes went wide as something in the back of the head shouted that I'd just ruined the entire drawing. I reached for a cloth by my knees, hoping to dab up the ink before it took to the parchment. In my haste I knocked the the inkwell over, which sent vampire blood splashing across the page. I was quick enough to save most of the ink, but not fast enough to avoid spilling ink on the talisman.


"Damn it!" I cursed. "Sorry Mac." I glanced up to the camera. Spilled ink? Mac would surely throw a fit.


Except I didn't hear anything. Not a single word from the normally chatty AI.


Shrugging as I buried the growing bud of worry, I tossed the paper aside. It was useless for Drafting, but Sava might still be able to use it as an ingredient for a potion. I did save the Undying Lizard scale, though.


In the end, it took me three more attempts to finish creating a working talisman without making any mistakes. I had the impression that this success rate was something to be proud of, so I could only sigh at the lost ingredients and hold my working Healing Talisman to the light.




Congratulations on crafting your first talisman! (+500 points)




With my dantian still sealed, I could only reach for the zeal of my Blackgorge Fiendbody to add the zeal that would empower the talisman. The power of my Blackgorge Fiendbody came slowly and steadily, unlike the power of my elvish cultivation. It was no wonder orcs preferred using techniques over casting spells. Orcs likely had a difficult time producing that sudden burst of zeal needed for spellcraft, and I’d only ever seen Yorik use spells with her spellheart, never with her body. After a minute of drawing power out, my first creation as a Drafter was complete. Given my surplus of vitality, this type of healing wouldn’t work on me, so I could only give it to one of the girls. If Melise had one of these, she might have been able to survive getting stabbed by the Four Tailed Shadowblade Beast. The Corpse Collector Captain would have died by our hands during our previous encounter if she hadn’t had a similar talisman that allowed her to teleport to safety. This strip of paper could save a life at an important moment, and I wanted my clan to have as many as they could.


I had eight pieces of paper left. The Healing Talisman was the only blueprint The Wanderer had provided me that called for parchment made from unborn hydra skin, so I didn’t plan on being stingy. While we already had Sava's healing potions, they required somebody to rush in and apply them, or be conscious enough to consume them. The talisman didn't need any of that. The moment their bearer was wounded the healing mechanisms inside them would trigger.


Hoping these things would be as useful as I thought they’d be, I decided to make the rest of the pieces of paper into healing talismans. I knew Assyrus, Yorik, and Nela would all want to be on the front lines. Or perhaps I should consider Ullua, Ghessa, and Atilla, who I couldn’t revive using the resurrection tree once killed? I could use the resurrection tree on the girls The Wanderer had recognized as my companions, but if the others died we could only perform a much slower, imperfect resurrection where the killed elf needed to cultivate their way back up and would lose their memories in the process. Right now, the Hearthwood Clan needed every mage acolyte it had.


I suddenly realized I could have dozens of these things and it still wouldn’t be enough, so I got back to work. Of the remaining eight pieces of paper, I managed to make three additional working healing talismans with plans for many more.



***


While having healing talismans would help preserve our lives, no amount of healing or defensive spells would win this war for us. To do that, we needed weapons.


I reached into my dimensional storage. I'd managed to salvage seven bolts and three spears from the previous fight with the Corpse Collector Company to rescue Nela, Yorik, and the rest. These would serve as the raw materials for my new and improved secret weapon.


I had to head back into the Smith's Workshop to grab the tools needed to chisel iron. I didn't want to have metal shavings floating around the Drafter's Study anyhow, since I might someday have elves in this room. Having iron around could be dangerous to them, so I tried to keep everything contained in the Smith's Workshop.


With the proper tools in hand, I carved a set of circles into the heads of the iron bolts. The spears were a little easier being larger, but my newfound steady hands were able to carve into iron with accuracy and precision. It also helped that my plan for these items was simpler than the healing talismans.


Perhaps it was because of my previous stunt where I nearly killed myself by throwing an exploding box at the Crimson Eye Observer, but The Wanderer had seen fit to gift me with the recipe for an explosive device.


By combining a large amount of force zeal with a trigger mechanism, I could make these iron weapons destroy themselves catastrophically. Ordinarily, such a weapon would only be of slight danger to elves with their incredible agility and ready access to healing magics. But these weapons were made of iron, so if they self-destructed, they'd throw iron shrapnel in all directions like a grenade.


I didn't have force zeal at hand, but the vambraces I'd gotten from Sharian's stash had force in them. All I had to do was extract it.


I fiddled with the vambraces, trying to coax the tiniest bit of force zeal out of them. Since I wasn't a force-aspect cultivator, I was back to moving one particle of force zeal at a time instead of the veritable river of earth zeal I'd grown accustomed to manipulating.


Still, that was enough. Instead of slowly filling the energy circle with force zeal as would have been more efficient, I'd use a zeal crystal. I just needed to add enough particles of force zeal that the pure zeal of a zeal crystal could take on the force aspect. I was stretching my supply thin using so much zeal crystal energy, but we had no force cultivators at hand, and I had to make do with what I had.


To my delight, while playing around with the vambraces I’d figured out how to activate them. They were sensitive to force zeal input from the outside, and as soon as they detected a powerful incoming blow, they activated of their own accord. Activating them created a half-shell of force magic like an invisible tower shield. Previously, they'd been almost entirely depleted of energy, so I used a pair of zeal crystals to replenish their power. Considering my dantian was out of commission for a while, these could come in handy in an emergency.


The explosive blueprint was simpler than the healing talisman and only required two circles to be fully functional. After filling one with energy, all I had to do was prepare the second to explode. I couldn't use an Undying Lizard scale for this, but I didn't need to. I finally got to use some traditional elvish enchantments.


In comparing the vambraces to my diagram magic, I was struck by the differences between the flowing enchanted script and the diagrams I was using. While Diagram magic held zeal in unique and specific patterns, the script was more like asking the magic to behave in a certain way. I wasn't entirely sure how it worked, though it felt like cheating compared to Diagram magic. Like instead of performing the enchantment myself, I was asking a higher power to bestow the enchantment upon this item as described.


Still, my Drafting knowledge packet contained enough information for me to mimic the elvish script describing trigger mechanism on my vambraces. Hopefully, once the weapons struck something hard enough, the force zeal I'd stored inside would detonate and blow the iron tip apart.


I wrapped my ten new weapons in strips of thin cloth and delicately pulled them into my Dimensional Storage. I'd never seen anything degrade or explode while in there and had long since decided it was the safest place for this type of weapon until they were needed.


Only moments after I finished, I heard a knock on the door. This chamber wasn't dangerous to elves, unlike the Smith's Workshop, so I didn’t feel bad popping it open.


Behind it was a messy green-haired kid I really wish I'd been spending more time with.


"Segolas! My son!" I exclaimed. "Here to spend some quality bonding time with your Dad?"


The corners of Segolas's mouth tugged into an excited grin. “That’s right! I’m going to join you on the front lines!”


"I see." I didn’t want to dampen the kid’s enthusiasm by breaking the news that he most certainly would not be fighting on the front lines with me. I scanned his cultivation to get a feel for his current level of power and was pleased to see he’d progressed significantly.




Segolas Hearthwood (Level 3)




"You've bonded a spellheart!" I exclaimed. "And already reached the third layer of zeal accumulation. Congratulations!" I scrutinized him further to see exactly what aspect he’d bonded with.




Death-aspect cultivator. Bonded to a top-grade death spellheart sourced from a mage acolyte-level undead abomination.




The kid had managed to succeed where his father couldn’t.


"Heartwielder is nothing." Segolas shrugged off my praise. "This is not where I'll stop. Nor is mage acolyte."


"Ah, the ambition of youth." I smiled, sounding a bit too much like an old man for my liking. "Keep up the good work, son. So, if you didn't come here to chat with your Dad..."


"There's a messenger here." Segolas' eyes shimmered with an eager light. "From the Ironwood and Myriad Hues of Flame tribes. They say the Corpse Collector Company is on the move, and they're moving to resist them. We have to help their tribes fight these invaders!”


A pit dropped in my stomach. Damn. Mac was supposed to warn me the moment the Corpse Collector Company made a move. That must have meant he really was in trouble with the ship's AI.


I sighed, dampening Segolas' enthusiasm. "Alright, let me see this messenger."










CHAPTER ELEVEN










SEGOLAS LED ME out of The Wanderer to a side room in the castle where the same Ironwood tribe messenger was standing surrounded by my girls. More surprising, there was an elf who had the look of the Myriad Hues of Flame Tribe on her.


"Hello, patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan." the Ironwood messenger twitched nervously, eyes on the ground.


"I'll take my leave." Segolas inclined his head and made to leave, but I held up my hand.


"Stay a little, Segolas. I don't have many opportunities to spend time with you."


"Very well, father." Segolas replied hesitantly.


"Good. So," I turned to the Ironwood messenger, "you're back. My son tells me you're planning to attack the Corpse Collector Company."


"That's right." The Ironwood messenger inclined her head. "And we're here to ask the other tribes of the Hearthwood to abide to the agreement for our ongoing military alliance."


"Not just request!" The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe elf protested. "We supported the formation of this... Hearthwood Clan. Now we need you to protect us."


The new elf appeared to be plagued by the same needy arrogance as the previous messenger.


I fixed the orange-haired elf with a steely glare. "I was under the impression that the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe had cast aside any connection to the Hearthwood?"


The messenger squirmed under my gaze, casting her eyes to the ground. "That... well... the previous messenger spoke her own words and did not represent our tribe!"


I smelled something fishy in the air. This was a poorly thought out plot that might catch the naïve and good-intentioned unaware.


What were my options, though? Refuse to fight and watch two of the strongest tribes of the Hearthwood be wiped out. Two tribes who were my allies, at least in name. Or we could go and fight with them, and likely lose with them.


I felt Segolas' gaze at my back. I could feel his eagerness to fight in the lift of his chin and the sharpness in his eyes.


"So tell me, what are your chiefs’ plans for confronting the Corpse Collector Company?" I tilted my head as I looked both messengers over.


"We have to gather together with the other chiefs," the Ironwood messenger glanced to Nela, Sava, Assyrus, and Eltiana, who were all watching the exchange, "and decide on strategy—“


"We'll crush them in a direct head-to-head confrontation!" The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe messenger answered easily.


That was a fools' strategy. A sure way to lose your people and their respect.


I frowned for a moment, considering my options. Finally, I gave the orange-haired messenger a mischievous grin. "Alright. I'm in."



***


Segolas escorted the messengers out of the room, and I was immediately met with a wave of protests from my girls. 


"A direct confrontation!" Sava shouted. "You can't be serious, Theo! We'll be slaughtered."


"They outnumber us five to one." Assyrus added.


"My people aren't really meant for battle formations." Eltiana said.


“Everyone. Don't worry. I have a plan." Then I pulled out the crossbow bolts and the spear tips and showed them how they worked.


Sava inspected the enchanted equipment and gave a hum of approval. "These things look like they'll be quite effective, if they work as you claim."


"If the Corpse Collectors are gathered in the field to wipe out our army in one climactic battle, these just might do the trick." Eltiana admitted.


"They just might." I gave the girls an indifferent shrug. "Now, where's Illiel? I've got an important task for her."


"Here I am." The bookish elf appeared from the door to the chamber just behind me.


"Illiel! You'll have the most important job. You know the Elementary Cultivation Concealment technique I used to fool everyone into thinking I was just a heartwielder?"


Illiel nodded. "Thank you for that. I hope to use it to make enemies think I'm just a first-layer frost cultivator."


"Good. I had something similar in mind. But I need you to modify the spell so that you can use it on a few of our mage acolytes."


Illiel froze. "You know, that's surprisingly like a trick the Cult of the Unblinking Eye uses. Sneaking in a bunch of powerful elves like that won them more than a few wars."


"I just don't want to show our cards to everyone." I shrugged. "Even our allies. Cast it before we head out."



***


Yorik needed half an hour to summon all her recruits. She'd been drilling the heartwielders hard for the past month, and they were starting to resemble a real military regiment. I used the time to load up my crossbows and distribute the healing talismans to Melise, Ullua, Atilla, and Ghessa. I judged those four as most likely to die with my plan, so I did everything I could to prevent such a fate. I had to quickly fill in Nela, Sava, Assyrus, and Eltiana with a rough idea of my plan.


Before long Yorik equipped and assembled our army. At this point, they numbered just over a hundred. Despite this, they only represented a secondary force. Most of our military power rested in the fourteen mage acolytes we were bringing along.


"Is this wise?" Yorik questioned me.


"No," I smiled back, "it's clever. Just follow my lead."


Yorik nodded. “The war party assembles, chief."


"Father!" Segolas shouted, armed to the teeth in some spare Songstone mage acolyte armor, coupled with three Ironwood swords, spears, and a whole host of potions. Likely taken from his mother's collection. "When are we departing?"


I looked my son up and down.




Segolas Hearthwood (Level 4)




It had only been a few hours, but he'd already advanced a layer. He must have been saving a potion to help him break through. Behind him the girls who'd taken to following him around stood protectively, equally armed for battle. To one side was Yulli, and to the other was Matriarch Red Serpent. Eltiana’s mother, Conadur, and Wisdom followed close behind.


"Ladies." I nodded to the group, watching Yulli's eyes carefully. They still bore a blissful innocence to them. I searched her for that battle-hardened sharpness I’d seen in the old Yulli who’d been killed, but I found only curiosity at my gaze and adoration for my son in her eyes.


"I'm sorry son, but you're not coming. None of you are." I shook my head at Segolas’ question.


Segolas clenched his jaw. "You don't have to protect me, father. I can fight to protect this clan as well. Everyone else is going, I should get to go too!”


Someday, you will." I conceded. "But not today. Let's go Yorik."


"You'll need my help, father!" Segolas shouted. "I’m stronger than you know!"


I turned and headed into the dungeon as I ignored Segolas' protests. Behind me I could hear him throwing his spear to the ground and growling in anger. I sighed and shook my head. Fatherhood certainly wasn't easy.



***


I led our small army through the dungeon below the forest. Mac had worked the hardest on civilizing the road between our base and the old Waterbeetle tribe, and we didn't run into a single raptor or other dungeon monster traveling through it. Not that we'd heard much of anything since I'd grabbed the old dungeon core.


After an uneventful march, we emerged as a group on the other side to find two other tribes waiting for us.


Both the Ironwood tribe and the Myriad Hues of Flame Tribe had arrived already.


The moment I emerged, I saw Arwena's mature figure, matched by hair tinged with strands of silvery gray, marching towards me. She was a peak heartwielder now, though that was weak for a tribal chief. She must have won the loyalty of her clan’s two mage acolytes through means other than overwhelming strength. Otherwise, one of those mage acolytes would have certainly seized power.


"Theo, patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan." She nodded curtly. "I hear you've agreed to chief Firebrand's ridiculous plan of a frontal charge against the Corpse Collector Company. I must urge you to reconsider! Even with all our forces combined, the Corpse Collector Company outnumbers us at least five to one! And they have far more mage acolytes."


I glanced over at the gathered forces. The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe had mustered the largest force, though I only noticed three mage acolytes between them. Only one of them was a mid mage acolyte, with the rest still at the early stages. The Ironwood tribe was in an even poorer position with only two mage acolytes, both in the early stages. Both tribes had more heartwielders than us though, and under the effects of the Cultivation Concealment technique it appeared like I’d brought the weakest force.


"Chiefs of the Hearthwood!" I heard an unfamiliar voice, accompanied by the harsh galloping of hooves. An elf with a head of neatly braided orange hair sat upon the back of a Stonehoof Unicorn. I couldn't hope but notice it looked the same as those the Corpse Collector Companies officer's rode. Without glancing at me, she locked eyes with Nela, only sparing a moment for Assyrus, Sava, and Eltiana. “I, Chief Firebrand, have arrived.”


Chief Firebrand gazed down at us imperiously and smirked when she realized she had the largest and strongest force. Only Nela, Sava, and Assyrus appeared as mage acolytes thanks to Illiel’s spell.


“It appears I have the greatest portion of our combined strength.” Chief Firebrand said. “So, naturally I’ll take command.”


“And the rest of us are supposed to just march to your tune?” Nela replied, rolling her eyes at Chief Firebrand's display of bravado. The latter grimaced and glared at Nela, but bit back her words when she noticed Nela’s apparent strength was on par with her own.


We’d only had time to conceal the mage acolytes, so our many heartwielders still stood tall and proud amongst the gathered crowd.


Amongst the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe and the Ironwood tribe, the average warrior was a fifth layer heartwielder. But for my force? Every warrior was at the eighth or ninth layer. 


Chief Firebrand must have noticed the unexpected strength of our troops and her eyes went out of focus for a moment.


"I see. Perhaps my messenger’s story wasn't so ridiculous after all. Still, I count only three mage acolytes among you, not the 'legions upon legions' the silly girl claimed."


"A pity." I smirked. "I'd be happy with a few thousand mage acolytes. That would make this war much easier."


"That it would!" Chief Firebrand straightened the collar of her shirt, which was of far better make than any I'd seen in the heartwood before. “I’ve decided to give the… Hearthwood Clan, the honor of the vanguard.” She spat out the name of our clan, as if she couldn’t stand such arrogance. “With such a name, you surely won’t refuse to hold the front line? After all, only cowards hide. True warriors face their enemies in the field!”


“How could we pass up such an offer?” I gave Chief Firebrand a small smile. "It would be an honor to fight on the front lines with all my warriors."


I watched Chief Firebrand's grin widen. Then I waved over my warriors. Ghessa, Attila, Ullua, Katiana, Illiel, Melise, and Yorik. A strong force under normal circumstances. But now they were all concealed as heartwielders, as was I. And we weren’t disguised as particularly strong ones either. I'd asked Illiel to set our group at around the fifth layer of zeal accumulation, which matched the rank of our allies’ soldiers perfectly.


"Hmm. I heard a rumor the male that the rest of the tribal chiefs have raised up had managed to reach mage acolyte. It seems the rumor was wrong." Chief Firebrand glanced me up and down and tsked in disappointment.


"Cultivation is harder than I'd thought, and I hardly have the patience for it." I shrugged. "Well, how do you like it? This is my personal guard."


Chief Firebrand looked at the five elves and an orc, glancing between us and the hundred elves waiting behind. "What about the rest?"


"Oh, those aren't my troops." I replied. "Those belong to the other chiefs of the Hearthwood."


"And we," Sava hissed, "will naturally not be riding in the vanguard."


"What? You mean you're abandoning..." Chief Firebrand looked between Sava, Eltiana, Assyrus, Nela, and me. None of the girls met her gaze.


"Ha! Don't worry, Chief Firebrand! I've long heard about your tribe's prowess with fire magic. And I'd heard you'd reached mid mage acolyte! Very impressive. I can't wait to see what you can do leading the vanguard with me!"


"What?" Chief Firebrand glanced back at me. "The vanguard? Impossible. My people throw fire from a distance, we're lousy fighters in close quarters. We really need to be positioned behind your forces..."


"Nonsense." Chief Arwena spat. "What was that you said to us earlier? Oh yes, only cowards hide. True warriors face their enemies in the field! You aren't telling me the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe is full of cowards, are you?"


"I hate to say it," Sava began, "but a few of our people are questioning the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe's loyalty to the Hearthwood, and we are fighting in the name of our alliance. The death of Chief Mosi was rather unexpected after all..."


"That's right." Assyrus added. "You should prove your people's mettle by serving on the front lines!"


"As for strategy," Eltiana shrugged. "We're charging the enemy head-on."


"Well... but..." Chief Firebrand glanced at the assembled chiefs. She clearly hadn't expected things to go this way. She glanced over her right shoulder at one of the two other mage acolytes among her group. That acolyte was biting her lip, wide eyed as she shook her head furiously. I followed her gaze and realized she was looking between the Myriad Hues of Flame warriors and our own.


Most of the orange-haired elves looked even less eager to fight than Chief Firebrand's subordinate. I even caught a few resentful glances cast towards Chief Firebrand herself, though they were quickly hidden to those limited to physical senses.


Which only meant their thoughts were clear as day to a mind mage like Illiel. I spared her a glance, and she flashed me a smile. She'd seen everything and was busy memorizing every face. Chief Firebrand would have brought all her most loyal followers for this battle, though I doubted all of them were as loyal as she thought.


"Well then!" I cheered, breaking the tension. "Let's see your brilliant battle plan in action! I'm sure this story will be retold throughout the Hearthwood for generations!"


Chief Firebrand met my gaze, brows furrowed as she realized how quickly everyone had turned against her. Her fingers twitched, and I watched them closely for any sign of gathering zeal. Would she attack me?


Chief Firebrand met my eyes and saw no fear there. Then she glanced behind me and saw the other chiefs of the Hearthwood, glaring her down.


“Fine.” Chief Firebrand huffed. “My people will naturally join you in the vanguard.” She hissed out through clenched teeth.










CHAPTER TWELVE










WE MARCHED THROUGH the rough-cut dirt path under the looming trees in regiments six abreast. It was Yorik's idea, and by the time anyone thought to protest every elf had already been rounded up and brow-beaten into marching in step, regardless of their original tribe. Yorik didn't even need illusion magic to hide her power, since she was was a heartwielder in truth.


"Here's your list." Illiel shuffled a folded piece of paper into my hands.


I gave it a quick glance. Except for Chief Firebrand's name, the rest of the names meant nothing to me. Chief Firebrand tried to have her own people move separately, but Nela and Sava did an excellent job of keeping her busy while Yorik rounded her people up and set them marching.


I accessed my own mind spellheart. My earth magic was still out of commission until I could cleanse the roiling mess of zeal in my dantian from fighting the Crimson Eye Observer, so I'd been focusing on heightening my connection with mind magic.


I'd managed break apart the spell of Tim, the only other human I'd met on this world, to raise my mind spellheart to the 9th layer, but I still hadn't really been working on improving it beyond that. So, I took a tip from Illiel and tried to feel the minds and emotions of the elves around me.


Almost like scent, sensations and emotions drifted to me on yellow spectral threads drifting through the air. I breathed in the dry air and smelled determination and eagerness. Between the crunch of dry leaves, I heard eagerness in jittery pants and jumpy steps. Between each gust of cool air, I sensed trepidation in trembling arms and shaky breaths.


"I see them." Nela said, blinking away her Farsight spell. "The Corpse Collector Company is just past the tree line ahead."


"What are they doing now?" I asked.


"It looks like they're setting up camp."


"Ah." I was pleasantly surprised. "I suppose this counts as an ambush then. Yorik?"


The orc nodded to me and bellowed. "Halt!"


I noticed the Hearthwood Clan regiment came to an instant stop, while the Ironwood and the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe stumbled and tripped over each other before finally halting. At Yorik's direction, the group quickly spread out, with the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe front and center.


"There!" I raised my Ironwood sword overhead towards the Corpse Collector Company. "Over the horizon lies our foe! They come from beyond the forest, ravenous and hungry! They long to come into your homes. To take your wealth, your friends, and your family! They want to destroy us for their own selfish interest! And they will, unless you stop them! Blunt your hearts and steady your minds! Join me in battle for the Hearthwood Clan! Charge!"


“What!? No, hold the line—” Chief Firebrand shouted, trying to get her people under control.


"Illiel, do it." I said. Back when I'd first met Yorik, I watched her send an entire group of heartwielders stumbling over themselves with a mass confusion spell. As a mage acolyte, Illiel was naturally far more adept.


Like a wave, the confusion spell spilled over the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe, even spilling over to a few members of the Ironwood tribe. Yorik, noticeably, had positioned herself between the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe and the Hearthwood Clan forces. No traces of the confusion spell leaked past her to infect our own troops.


As we repositioned, Ghessa, Ullua, Melise, and Atilla had moved themselves around the Myriad Hues of Flame forces. When the panic spell hit, Illiel released the Cultivation Concealment magic.


Addled as the Myriad Hues of Flame heartwielders were, Illiel was skilled enough to leave them enough of their wits to know a mage acolyte when they felt one. Stirred into a sudden maddened frenzy, they could only charge across the forest at the Corpse Collector Company ahead.


Whoever oversaw placing sentries for the Corpse Collector company needed better training, because the Corpse Collector Company was caught entirely by surprise by the sight of a hundred heartwielders running across the field, herded by my mage acolytes behind them. The Ironwood tribe followed them, along with my own forces from the Hearthwood Clan.


"Stop this! You two!" Chief Firebrand shouted at her two mage acolytes. Given their cultivation, they were unaffected by Illiel's confusion spell. Suddenly left behind by their own forces.


"So," Nela stepped up from behind me, golden armor glinting in the sunlight as the red tassels on her spear danced in the wind. “I’m curious to see how you've sold out the Hearthwood? I imagine you were supposed to stand behind us during the battle and bombard our rear line with fire magic?"


At that very moment, I heard a sound like a dinging bell from Chief Firebrand's saddlebag. She reached in and tore free a piece of square wood laden with elvish enchantment scripts. The moment she touched the enchanted wooden cube, I heard enormous bellow crackle through the air.


"Chief Firebrand!" The voice spat, lacking any respect at all. "What is this!? You were supposed to line the Hearthwood armies up so we could wipe them out all at once! Why is your clan attacking our rear guard!?"


"C-captain Kollian," Chief Firebrand stuttered. "I couldn't stop them! I'm trying to contain the situation now."


"Backwoods trash." the voice from the cube sneered before going silent.


Chief Firebrand's voice went silent as her eyes hardened and she turned towards me. "This was all your fault! Everything was going so well! I'm going to kill you, chaka or not!" Two tongues of flame swirled in Chief Firebrand's palm, one orange and another blue. They twisted around each other, shifting and shuddering as two entirely different aspects of fire were forced together. She dug her heels into the sides of her Stonehoof Unicorn as she rushed towards me.


"I don't think so." Nela said, and she leaped through the air, spear overhead. Golden light glided along the edge of her weapon, flying in an arc that soared through the air and nearly knocked Chief Firebrand from her mount.


"Late mage acolyte!" Chief Firebrand hissed, having noticed Nela's power for the first time. "Damn. I should have known you outsiders would have had a few surprises. Here I'd thought I stood at the peak of the Hearthwood now that the previous generation of chiefs are dead."


Chief Firebrand steadied herself, grabbing her reins. "No matter. The Sakaku Clan didn't leave me entirely without defenses." And then she reached into a bag of holding at her waist and withdrew a blood-red pill as big as my thumb and gulped it down. Immediately, the amount of fire zeal in her body multiplied tenfold.


"Why did you betray your home?" Nela asked.


"Ha! You dare ask me that, outsider? What's one invader compared to another?" She glared down at Nela. "Let's see how well you fight while protecting the male behind you! Girls! kill him!" She pointed a finger at me, and the two remaining mage acolytes charged me with hostile expressions.




Myriad Hues of Flame warrior (early mage acolyte, level 10)




Corpse Collector warrior (disguised as a Myriad Hues of Flame warrior) (early mage acolyte, level 11)




I took a quick glance at the two mage acolytes coming for me and nearly laughed. Nela tossed me a quick glance, and I flashed her a grin. Without wasting a moment, she turned back to her fight with Chief Firebrand and unleashed a ray of golden light towards her enemy.


"Surrender now," the disguised Corpse Collector warrior demanded, "and we'll make sure the Corpse Collectors trade you to a wealthy family."


The real Myriad Hues of Flame acolyte looked at her companion with distaste. “I can save your life, but only if you throw down your weapon and flee with me now.”


I rolled my eyes. "Funny. I was just about to ask the two of you to surrender to me."


I still had my ironwood sword in hand, and I'd been practicing with it. I couldn't use earth spells for this fight, but the rest of my body still worked fine, as did my mind spellheart. That would be more than enough to deal with these two.


The real Myriad Hues of Flame acolyte pointed her sword at me and sighed. A moment later, a flower of flowing orange flame blossomed at the tip of her sword. It sailed through the air and crashed into the ground with a sudden rush of air and heat. If she was trying to intimidate me, she’d have to do better than that.


Twisted Step.


Quicksilver Thought.


Currently, I couldn’t use earth magic, but these two mind magic spells alone gave me an advantage in physical combat. Mage acolytes were all-around faster than heartwielders, but with my Blackgorge Fiendbody and the innate vitality of a chaka they still wouldn’t be able to keep up with me.


I watched the eyes of both widen. The disguised Corpse Collector spat out a curse. “Enough of this. I’ll just have to use a weapon with a bit more bite to it.”


And then she withdrew a sewing needle as long as my arm and as thick around as my finger. I made an incredulous face and my eyebrows quirked up.


“Going to knit me a sweater?” I joked.


“Hardly.” Then she released the needle from her hand. It hovered in the air, just like a miniature version of my flying sword. “Hold him still, Verisa. I’ll poke him full of holes.” The needle began to illuminate with a sparkling blue glow under mage sight, and I knew it was powering up. Seeing as it was clearly enchanted, I was quite interested to know what kind of weapon it was.


The real Myriad Hues of Flame acolyte grit her teeth and steadied her sword. “Things shouldn’t have turned out this way.” She muttered under her breath.


Then she leaped in to attack me with an overhead thrust. Twisted Step left her a fraction of a second behind as I tilted my shoulder and avoided the blow. In return, I flipped the flat of my sword over and slapped the flat of my blade against the elf’s side.


That blow was enough to send her sprawling, and under Quicksilver Thought I only needed a moment to recall the list Illiel had handed me. No, I didn’t remember seeing the name Verisa on it.


“Verisa.” I said, and the girl looked up at me in surprise, as though the other elf hadn’t just shouted her name a moment ago. “What is her name?” I jerked my head towards my other attacker.


“T-Tevarin.” She stuttered.


“Definitely on Illiel’s list.” I murmured to myself. Without wasting another moment, I dashed towards Tevarin, the Corpse Collector elf disguised as one of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe.


Shortly after I decided to deal with Tevarin first, she abandoned her efforts to channel further power into her flying needle and made do with what she had. It split the air with a thunderous hiss, flying with great speed towards my body.


A normal mage acolyte would have been helpless against something so small moving so fast. I was not a normal mage acolyte. With enhanced reaction time from Quicksilver Thought and my Blackgorge Fiendbody combined, I swept the flat of my ironwood sword through the air and knocked the needle aside. As I did, blue sparks flew from the weapon and I had to toss my sword aside for fear of being electrocuted.


“By the World of Howls and Screams, you’re a fast one.” Then she withdrew three more needles. “But you won’t be fast enough.”


Fortunately, I didn’t just carry one sword in my dimensional storage. A moment later I had a new ironwood blade in hand. I dashed forward, and the rest of the needles flew towards me. They swerved at me from all directions, with the previous needle coming at me from behind.


I jumped over them and flipped through the air to land behind Verisa, who was just now standing up. The needles followed me, but I put Verisa between me and them. Would Tevarin attack her ally?


She would, it turned out. And without an instant of hesitation. All four of the needles rushed in from my previous location, seemingly intent on skewering me by traveling right through Verisa’s body. Each of the four needles sparked with electric light as they flew across the ground.


Verisa’s eyes widened. She slapped her palms together and closed her eyes, concentrating on a spell. “Flame barrier. Flame barrier. Flame barrier!” She chanted as three layers of wavy lines of flame hovered over her skin. They reminded me of one of Yulli’s old techniques, though this one was far less refined.


Verisa trembled, apparently not confident in her defensive spells ability to resist the oncoming attack. So I figured I’d lend her a hand.


Not being a force cultivator, triggering the shield mechanism in my vambraces took me a moment of concentration. I had to scout the surroundings for a particle of force zeal under mage sight, grab it, and then throw it into the vambrace to activate the enchantment it held.


A tiny particle of force zeal drifted in the air where I’d struck the first needle with my sword. I called it over and used it to activate my left vambrace. When the needles struck, they didn’t hit Verisa’s flame barrier but my force shield.


Tevarin hadn’t released all her needles’ power during her previous attacks. Now that she thought she’d struck home she decided to electrocute the two of us to death and unleashed a massive wave of arcing blue lightening. The miniature thunderstorm continued raging on the other side of my shield, roiling dirt and leaves into a cloud as it tore into the ground around us.


When the storm was over the four needles fell to the ground.


“Ha!” Tevarin laughed to herself. “I guess chakas aren’t so tough after all.”


She didn’t get out another word. With the dust in the air and the fading sizzling sounds of burned leaves, she never heard me dash behind her. When I severed her head from her neck her body dispersed into a fountain of glowing blue light and an azure wisp floated in the air before fleeing off into the forest.



***


Nela and Chief Firebrand were evenly matched. Nela had higher cultivation, but Chief Firebrand had a mount and whatever enhancement that blood-red pill had provided her.


Both were looking enervated. A few of Nela’s red tassels had been burned off and her armor was scuffed. The Stonehoof Unicorn Chief Firebrand had been riding was dead and Chief Firebrand was now fighting on foot, wielding a rod of burning wood as pulses of fire clashed with Nela’s golden arcs of sunlight.


I intended to tip their match in Nela’s favor, so I gathered up the four now-lifeless lightning needles into my dimensional storage and bounded in Chief Firebrand’s direction.


“Ashes and dust.” Chief Firebrand said as she grasped the burning part of her weapon. Her flesh sizzled and blackened and her face went pale. Suddenly, the dry tinder around us lit as if it had been doused in pitch. The explosion of fire forced me to pull back and duck behind a tree.


When the conflagration finally subsided to a normal wildfire, Chief Firebrand was looking ragged and worn. She staggered to one side, clutching at her waist as she coughed up a mouthful of blood and leaned on her burning rod with her good hand for support.


I climbed up the tree I’d been hiding behind, traveling up its side as nimbly as a squirrel with the strength in my fingers. After reaching the top, I ran along a low-hanging branch and gazed down at the battle happening below me.


Nela was far closer than I had been and had been forced to endure the most of the blast. Thankfully, her armor was not for show. Though it had new scratches and the shining plate was covered in black soot Nela was unburned. A shimmering corona of golden light slowly gutted out as the inferno created by Chief Firebrand’s spell subsided.


Whatever she’d done to survive the attack, it had worn her out. Nela sagged, leaning on her spear as she tried to catch her breath. Weary and exhausted, she hauled her spear forward.


“Star Dragon’s Descent!” She huffed weakly, unleashing a burst of golden light out of the tip of her spear at Chief Firebrand. It wasn’t nearly as potent as what I’d witnessed from Nela in the past, but Chief Firebrand still had trouble holding it off.


Having been so greatly weakened by the prolonged fight and with all her attention fixed on Nela, Chief Firebrand didn’t notice at all as I jumped out of the trees above her and landed sword down, splitting her in half with a single stroke.


Chief Firebrand didn’t even have the chance to realize she’d been killed before her physical body burst apart into motes of light just like the other elf moments before. Her spirit shed her consciousness, memories, and skills as the wisp born from her death drifted through the air as a ball of glowing orange light.


Nela staggered towards the location of Chief Firebrand’s death and sleepily reached into her bag of holding. She pulled out a soul jar and sucked the floating soul into it, along with most of the lesser motes of light. Then she pulled out one of Sava’s vitality potions and downed the entire vial in one go.


Siting on the ground underneath Chief Firebrand’s previous location was a shriveled and shrunken blood-red pill. I picked that pill up and threw it in my Dimensional Storage. Sava might be interested in such a pill.



***


Nela’s eye flickered with a weak golden light as she gazed at the main battle in the distance. “We’ve lost the advantage of surprise. As you’d predicted, the enemy is forming ranks and quickly forcing our troops back. With their numbers, our forces will be completely encircled and exterminated if the fight continues as it is.”


“Then it’s time to enact the second part of our plan.” I agreed and quickly took off in the direction of the main conflict.


Nela stayed behind to recover, but I broke into a sprint, running through the trees.


"Yorik!" I yelled. "Now's the time!"


Yorik cast a glance over her shoulder and nodded as she withdrew a horn from where it was slung over her shoulder. After bashing a Corpse Collector elf aside with her free hand, she blew three loud and clear notes on the horn.


That signal meant only one thing. Retreat.


The elves of the Hearthwood had drilled under Yorik for this. Their retreat was dignified and organized, minimizing injuries and carrying the wounded as they fought and withdrew.


Seeing the most powerful third of their forces withdrawing, the Ironwood and the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe, who had long since regained their senses after being released from Illiel's confusion spell, started routing in panicked haste.


As I'd hoped, the Corpse Collector Company sensed blood. Now that they'd finally grouped up and organized their battle line they were quickly falling into tight, well-organized formations. They rushed even tighter and closer now as they charged in pursuit of the fleeing Ironwood and Myriad Hues of Flame tribe.


"Sometimes," I sighed, "you need to sacrifice a few pawns." I gave Yorik a second nod, and a single high-pitched note from Yorik’s horn rang through the air. "To clear the board.”


Across the battlefield, I could see Sava and Illiel pulling their iron-tipped crossbows free. They were the best shots, so I'd given them three arrows each to fire into the densest groups of Corpse Collector elves, with one spare for me.


I pulled a crossbow from my dimensional storage. Already cocked and loaded, the enchanted iron bolt gleamed malevolently under the scattered sunlight beneath the towering trees. I aimed for the densest group of enemies who were busy chasing down the surviving Ironwood tribe warriors. A twitch of my finger later and the projectile flew at the enemy. Its small size and silent flight concealing its deadly payload.


It struck the ground, and for a moment nothing happened. I imagined the nearby elves chuckling at my poor aim as the projectile fell harmlessly amongst them. Then the enchantment activated. Tiny shards of iron sprayed out in all directions, slicing through the Corpse Collector elves. Most of them relied on defensive magic more than armor, which held a distinct disadvantage against the flying shards of iron.


A few near the epicenter of the blast were killed instantly. Many more were hit with tiny little flecks. These didn't kill them, but pinpoints of purple blossomed on their skin as they fell to the ground and clawed at their own skin and faces.


That explosion was the first of seven, and my other enchanted bolts quickly left their crossbows as Sava and Illiel fired into the largest groups. The self-destruction of the magical arrows cut swathes through the Corpse Collector army, and soon Yorik, Ghessa, and Atilla joined in by throwing three enchanted spears. With even larger tips, these weapons devastated the gathered groups of enemies, shattering their ranks. With each explosion, a dozen elves were killed or hurt badly enough that they wouldn’t survive without immediate treatment. Three times that number were wounded and left bleeding on the ground. Their fate would depend on the efforts of their comrades, and the Corpse Collector’s reputation suggested they were an ‘every elf for themselves’ kind of organization.


The sudden series of explosions came so quickly and so abruptly that by the time the Corpse Collector officers were able to order their soldiers to spread out into a loose formation, we'd already used all our enchanted weaponry.


They cut off their pursuit as they reorganized, giving the Hearthwood Clan soldiers and the surviving members of the allied tribes the time they needed to fall back into the forest. A few quick turns through the familiar wooded terrain and our entire force, now half as numerous, disappeared among the trees.


"How many would you say we got there, Mac?" I asked aloud.


Still no response.


Instead Illiel, who had fallen back towards my position after firing her bolts, answered. "I'd say we took out around a hundred. Perhaps three hundred more wounded beyond the ability to heal while in the forest. They'll have to return home. We killed another hundred in the attack before they rallied."


I grimaced. "Five hundred gone out of two thousand. And how many did we lose?"


"From the Hearthwood Clan? Only a handful. Yorik trained them well, and they're all strong enough to match the average Corpse Collector on even terms. The Ironwood clan lost nearly half their fighting force, and the Myriad Hues of Flame? Well... I don't think they'll be able to field an army before the wisps we rescued manifest again.”


I nodded. "The odds are still stacked against us, but not as badly as they were. A shame, though. I suspect Arwena is rather cross with me."


"Given her losses, she has no choice but to beg shelter from us." Illiel shrugged. "So, I suppose it doesn't matter if she likes you or not. Her people will end up in the Hearthwood Clan, regardless. Their survival and future will be completely in your hands.”


"An unfortunate sacrifice." I agreed as the very elf we spoke of stared me down across the field with haunted eyes as she hustled to hide behind the line formed by the Hearthwood Clan soldiers. "To repay the Ironwood tribe, I'll ensure any of their members who survived are treated well."


"And what of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe?" Illiel asked.


"I'll promise the same." I said. "For those not on your list. I have a new candidate picked out to lead them. I'll send Ghessa and Atilla with her later to go back to their tribal headquarters and move their noncombatants back to the town of Hearthwood. I'm sure Arwena will do the same with the Ironwood clan on her own."


"And like that," Sava said as she approached from behind, "the Hearthwood forest is united into a single clan. Just as you'd envisioned."


"Trust me," I said with a sigh, "this wasn't how I envisioned it."


"Well done chief!" Yorik jogged up to me. "Only the weak elves died, but we killed many strong enemies!" Blood dripped from her hammer and I waved my hand as I absorbed it into my Dimensional Storage.


While I had no followers to revive, I'd kept collecting crystalized blood just so I'd have a stockpile in case something happened. Every bit counted and I’d collected another handful today.


"And I didn't even need to use your healing talisman!" Melise said as she ran up, waving the piece of paper in the air.


I was just about to celebrate our victory when I checked my implant for a victory notification and the appropriate bestowal of points. But nothing happened.


I felt a sinking feeling in my gut and glanced around, from Yorik's victorious grin, to Sava's stern commitment, to Illiel's furrowed brows.


Melise let out a small breath of air and the happy grin fell from her face. Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth and a fist sized rod of steel emerged from her belly as the paper she'd been waving fell from her hand.



***


As the iron-tipped tail sprouted from Melise's stomach for the second time, I realized where I'd gone wrong. Without Mac, there was nobody to warn me about a certain wizard-realm monster with a hunger for iron. It howled into the air, sharp and piercing as it licked Melise's blood off its tail.


"You!" I snarled as I heaved the ironwood sword in my hand at its face. "There's your iron, the field over there! Go fetch it!"


The Four-Tailed Shadowblade beast chortled hideously as it withdrew its tail from Melise's stomach.


"Huuuuuuman. I. Am. No. Foooool. I smeeeell iroooon on you. Alwaaaays mooore. Hoooow?" The Shadowblade hissed between pointed teeth.


"I'm fresh out." I replied, glancing to my left and right as Sava and Yorik both took combat stances.


Sava flashed through the air, appearing between Melise and the Shadowblade Beast. Melise's body hadn't burst apart, and I realized she hadn't died yet. Sparks of vitality shimmered on the ground next to her, trailing from the Healing Talisman she’d tucked into the inside of her clothes. Sava pulled Melise back and suddenly the talisman exploded in a fountain of energy which quickly worked to close up the wound on Melise's stomach. She wouldn't be standing, but it looked like she'd survive this time. I breathed a sigh of relief.


"Is that your plan? Threaten me until I give you the secret to making iron?" My skin felt hot and my teeth ground against each other. "Well you're not the only one who can play that game!" I had the Orb of Devouring, left behind by Dean. "Your soul is tied to the orb Dean left for me. I can make life rather unpleasant for you!"


The Shadowblade turned its silted eyes towards me and glared maliciously. "Traaaaaade. My souuuul. Iron. Your frieeends."


"You're mistaken if you think this is a negotiation." I glared back at the monster, my heart trembling. Could I break the orb faster than the Shadowblade could strike? I was inhumanly fast now, but this monster was on another level entirely. I looked into the monster’s eyes and sensed it was waiting for me to pull the orb free. Between the two of us, it thought it was faster.


"It will beeeee." The Shadowblade hissed, chuckling to itself in a biting, monstrous voice.


And just as quickly as it came, the Shadowblade Beast disappeared.


In its place stood a battalion of Corpse Collector soldiers.


"Damn!" I cursed. "The monster gave away our position intentionally!" I'd been thinking of the Shadowblade Beast like an ordinary monster and forgotten it was as intelligent as any other sentient creature. It could plan and scheme as well as anyone else, and I'd just fallen for its trap.


"Line!" Yorik bellowed into the air. The Hearthwood Clan soldiers rallied at the sound of her familiar voice, weapons facing the rapidly gathering enemy.


"This isn't good." I said. "We don't have the element of surprise, and I don't have any tricks this time."


"Then we'll just have to fight them off with valor and the might of our blades." Ghessa shouted, sword held aloft.


The captain of the Corpse Collector Company appeared as the soldiers around her parted. She was looking battered and worn, and there were veins of purple trailing across her face. She'd wrapped that half of herself in strips of bandages that had visible enchantments glowing across them, but they still inched across her face in a way that must have been excruciatingly painful.


"Nela!" shouted a voice by the captain’s side. "You left me so soon last time we didn't get to finish playing my favorite game!" Sharian said. Though she no longer bore any signs of injury, she still cradled her sword arm like it pained her.


"Leave the Hearthwood while you still can, Sharian!" Nela shouted in reply. "Next time you'll be the prisoner, I swear it!"


"Kill them all!" Sharian pointed at our gathered group and the Corpse Collectors started marching.


"Capture them!" The captain corrected. "Slaves sell better than corpses."


"Arwena!" I shouted. "Get your people out of here. The Myriad Hues of Flame survivors, too. You'll only break up our line."


Arwena gave me a conflicted nod and without saying another word gathered up her people and had them fleeing into the forest behind us. Arwena herself took Melise’s unconscious body in her arms and ran back towards the Waterbeetle encampment where our armies had met.


"Circle around and grab them." The captain commanded, and a group of Corpse Collector soldiers broke off in pursuit.


“Left flank, engage!" Yorik shouted, and a platoon of Hearthwood elves split off to meet them.


A moment later, the real battle began.


"Unleash the fire sticks!" A group of elves at the front of the Corpse Collector line unveiled the enchanted rods of bronze I'd seen before. The lights adorning their sides lit up and realizing what was coming I shouted, “Loose formation!"


Our elves spread out just in time to avoid the volley of magical projectiles shot from the handheld bronze rods. A few unfortunates were hit by tiny spellhearts, which burst into puffs of fire and force in small explosions left and right.


"Ha! You're not the only ones with explosive magic!" Sharian chortled. "Reload and fire at them again!"


Yorik and I surveyed the damage. Over twenty of our people had been wounded in that blast alone. We couldn’t take another hit like that.


"Charge!" Yorik shouted, instantly realizing we had to close the gap between us and the enemy or be forced to endure another explosive attack from the Corpse Collector's enchanted weapons.


The two sides clashed in a mass of ironwood and flesh. My people were better armed, but already outnumbered three to one. More Corpse Collectors arrived with each passing moment, and it was only a matter of time before we were completely overwhelmed. I had faith in Yorik's training, but how far could we push my newly drilled soldiers before they broke ranks and fled? Without some trick or weapon, we couldn't overcome this disadvantage in numbers.


The heartwielders cleared the area wherever two mage acolytes met. Assyrus, Sava, Eltiana, Ghessa, Ullua, Atilla, and Yorik all quickly found themselves face to face with Corpse Collector mage acolytes. This, I’d been told, was how battles were fought on this world and those like it. The most powerful experts fought conservatively against each other as the lower ranks raged against each other. When one side’s most powerful cultivators achieved victory, the weaker members of the losing side would be slaughtered. As a result, the most powerful cultivators fought slowly and carefully, hoping for a decisive victory among the lower ranks before they staked everything on their own battle.


Nela found herself fighting against Sharian again. Illiel had managed to slip unnoticed, and I hoped she could keep my people alive with some mind magic if any of them got into a bad situation.


I had my eyes on the captain herself. If I could kill Captain Kollian, would this invasion stop? Unlikely, but I planned to try until a familiar voice cautioned me otherwise.


[Theo!] Mac's voice shouted in my head. [Focus your forces on the center left!]


"Mac! You're back!" I cheered. "I could have used you a few minutes ago!"


[I rushed to your aid the millisecond The Wanderer let me. Now quick, I've calculated a plan that should maximize the survival rate of your soldiers.]


"To me!" I yelled, rushing into the fray with my blade in hand and changed my plans. Elves gathered around me and as a group we forced our way into the center left. Left to her own devices, Captain Kollian would tear my people apart. I could only hope that one of the girls defeated their opponents quickly and moved to stop her. Instead of targeting the captain myself, I chose a weak first-region mage acolyte as my target in the direction Mac had indicated.


Six Corpse Collector heartwielders rushed me, and two died with a swing of my sword. Another lost her life against a heartwielder by my side, and two more fled in terror, realizing they were facing a mage acolyte. I didn't even have time to watch them burst apart into motes of light as the mage acolyte officer I was targeting charged me riding atop her Stonehoof Unicorn.


Without earth magic, I had to leap through the air over the unicorn and land behind it. I slashed at the unicorn’s rump until it bucked and tossed the officer riding it to the ground. As she fell, I scored a devastating slash with my sword across her back, making her cry out in pain and fall limply to the ground. She fumbled for a pouch at her waist and tried to stand.


The elf didn't even make it to her feet before three of my heartwielders swarmed her, stabbing her with their weapons before she could recover. Rats might flee from a cat, but if they find one weak and wounded, they’re perfectly willing to bite.


Urrrrrrrrrrrgnnnnn.


A familiar low groan rang throughout the forest, behind the Corpse Collector line. "Is that the sound of an Undead Abomination?"


[Yes! Several of them!]


I grinned. "What luck!"


[Not luck. Segolas!]


After taking the arm of an enemy mage acolyte, I finally had the chance to spot our timely undead allies. Five Undead Abominations marched in unison, trailed by three squadrons of neatly organized skeletons. The undead marched in an orderly formation identical to the one Yorik had drilled into the Hearthwood soldiers, and the Undead Abominations stood in a tightly packed formation I'd never seen from them before.


In the center, riding on the head of the largest Undead Abomination, sat my son Segolas.


"For the Hearthwood Clan!" he shouted, and the small army of undead he'd brought with him charged the rear of the Corpse Collector line, exactly where I was currently fighting.


I wasn’t sure what trick Segolas had used to bring five Undead Abominations under his control, but most of the skeletons were only third or fourth layer heartwielders. Despite being at a disadvantage in terms of power, they worked together and coordinated in a way I’d never seen from undead before.


Every elf on the Corpse Collector line was fighting at least three skeletons, and the Undead Abominations helped keep the mage acolyte level officers at bay. Pinching the Corpse Collector line between my forces and Segolas forced Captain Kollian to reorganize her troops. Nela and Sharian were still locked in battle, and Nela was holding her own much better than their previous confrontation.


“You’re faster than before, Nela.” Sharian swept her sword in a circle around her and met nothing but air.


“You beat me last time.” Nela replied. “But this time I’ll beat you.”


The rest of my girls had won several confrontations with Corpse Collector officers, but more reinforcements poured in with each passing moment, and with them more mage acolytes. Segolas’ surprise attack had won us the advantage for the moment, but this wouldn’t last.


“Unless you’ve got an idea Mac,” I said, “we’re going to have to make a run for it.”


[Rally everyone towards your location. As many as you can get. There’s a portion of the upper dungeon quite close to the surface. If I work some potent earth magic, I can bring it to the surface, and you can escape through the tunnels.]


That was all I needed to hear. “To me! Elves of the Hearthwood! Rally to me!”


Ghessa, Atilla, Ullua, Assyrus, and Eltiana abandoned their fights. Nela couldn’t break away so quickly, so Sava and Yorik jumped in to lend a hand. Illiel waved her hands and a whole host of enemy heartwielders took on a dazed and confused expression.


That bought my remaining warriors the time they needed to run towards my position, and I was honored by the trust they showed me. They had no way of knowing Mac had arranged an escape for them here, and I was amazed that none of them tried to flee into the forest.


[The dungeon doesn’t extend all the way to the surface!] Mac warned. [I’m going to need you to break through the last layer of earth by hand.]


I nodded, reaching into my Dimensional Storage and pulling out a shovel. The elves around me looked on with bewildered expressions at the sight of me shoveling dirt aside in the middle of the battlefield. Without the use of my dantian I couldn’t simply use informal magic to move it aside.


Without asking questions, Yorik joined me in shoveling. I passed her an extra shovel, and we dug at a frantic pace until we finally broke through to an empty space beneath us.


[Stand back. The ground you’re standing on will collapse in a moment.]


The earth in front of my feet crumbled and soon a hole appeared. Dirt and rocks tumbled down into the dark cavern below and a few of my soldiers were pulled inside.


“Everyone, in the hole now! Go!”


Yorik jumped down first, leading the way as elves followed suit. Soon only my mage acolytes were left holding back the enemy as they formed a tighter circle around our retreating people.


“Segolas! Into the tunnel, now!” I shouted at my son, who was still riding an Undead Abomination. I noticed now that he wasn’t alone either. Yulli and Matriarch Red Serpent were with him.


“My undead won’t fit!” He complained.


“Go!” I bellowed. Reluctantly, both he and the two elves with him jumped down from the Undead Abomination and into the tunnels. Now masterless, the three Undead Abominations who survived this long raged against the Corpse Collector soldiers who surrounded them before being subdued by the mage acolytes among the Corpse Collectors.


Nela was the last to break free of her fight and jump through the hole, joining me as we retreated into the depths.


“Mac! We have one little problem.” I shouted into my mind implant as I jumped into the dungeon below. “How do we keep them from following us?”


[I’ll take care of it! Just run left! That’s where everyone else went.]


We quickly caught up to Segolas and the elves he was with. He only had his group of five, so I threw Yulli and Segolas over my shoulders while Nela took the rest, letting us sprint through the tunnels at mage acolyte speeds. Nela used a simple sunlight spell to light the way as we ran.


As fast as we were traveling, we heard footsteps just behind us the entire way. Like the pounding feet of a colossus, the sound of the Corpse Collector’s marching in unison shook the surrounding tunnels.


“Mac!”


[They aren’t yet within my influence yet. Run until you see white tile.]


I grunted and continued to run. As promised, the rough unhewn stone eventually transitioned to smooth and square ceramic tiles.


[Perfection! Now watch and observe as I, as they say, take out the trash.]


The walls rumbled and shook nearly tossing me from my feet as I ran.


“What's happening!?” Nela yelled over the cacophonous earthquake.


“It’s Mac!” I shouted in reply “He's collapsing the tunnels!”


From then on all we heard were the screams and shouts as the pursuing Corpse Collectors were buried alive.




Battle won!

Victory: (+1250 points)

Enemies slain: (+800 points)

Enemies slain by followers: (+450 points)

30 Blood Crystals acquired from slain elves.

Total points: 6085










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










THANKS TO THE distorted distance through the dungeon, we were able to meet up with the rest of our army back at the Town of Hearthwood very quickly. Upon emerging to the surface, the first thing I heard were the cries of the wounded.


"Ahhh! My leg!" One elf cried.


"We need more bandages!"


"I can't breathe! I can't breathe!"


"Where's my arm? Who took my arm!?"


I winced at the bloody sight before me. Elves from across the tribes of the Hearthwood lay bleeding together on hastily arranged blankets and tents. Piles of exhausted Vitality potions rested on the ground, likely having saved many lives in the process.


Sava issued orders from the center of the mess of wounded, so I approached her.


"We should get the wounded to the Medical Bay. If anything can save them, that can." I said.


Sava grimaced. "The worst of the wounded are already being hauled there. There are only two beds, and the room can only fix one elf at a time. As soon as Melise is stabilized, we'll need Mac saving as many of our people as we can.”


[She is correct.] Mac added in my head. [I'm currently patching up one elf and can see a line of elves eagerly awaiting my services going out the door. Well, maybe not eagerly. They're all unconscious and bleeding. But the point is I'm getting to them as soon as I can.]


I nodded. "Is there anything I can do?"


Sava waved me off. "Stand in the center there. As a chaka, you naturally give off vitality. We've already used all of our Blood Vitality Potions, so your natural vitality radiation is the best we can do now."


So, for the next few hours, that's where I found myself. Sitting among the dying and wounded, hearing their screams and their pain.


I'd always wanted to unite the Heartwood. I'd pictured it as a glorious moment of cooperation and teamwork as everyone came together to make the Hearthwood a better place to live. I'd pictured an end to petty conflicts between tribes. I would usher in an era of peace and productivity to bring in a golden age of plenty with food and water for all, building a happy home for me, my women, and our descendants.


Had I reached too far? Was this the price of my arrogance?


Were the elves better off before I found them? Small, provincial, and entirely unbothered by the affairs of the outside world? Would they have been better off without me?


I tried to shake the gloomy thoughts from my head, but my grim surroundings made that impossible. No. The Sakaku Clan had set their eyes on this forest long before I awoke. Had I not been here, the elves would likely have been slaughtered by Yulli, then slaughtered by Matriarch Red Serpent, then slaughtered by the Corpse Collectors, then the Sakaku Clan and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye after that, if any even remained alive at that point.


I was on the right path. I had to believe that, or everything I'd worked for thus far would be worth nothing.


Something clicked then, and I was overcome with a sense of inspiration, as though coming to a sudden realization set me in resonance with the world. I felt the zeal in my body pulse, and soon an aching in my head pulsed in time with it. The Sutra of the Living Earth roared in my dantian and I felt it grow stronger. The conflicting zeals of force, fire, and death that I'd contaminated myself with were cowed by the rising power of the earth magic.


The Sutra of the Living Earth raged against the contaminates that had crippled and confused it. I hastily undid the shell of zeal sealing my dantian and immediately began choking on something hard and brittle.


My eyes bulged as my throat constricted and I coughed a mass of bile and fluids on the ground. The fluids quickly drained into the earth or evaporated into the air, dispersing into vitality that aided the healing of the wounded elves around me.


Left behind was a peculiar spellheart, red, black, and violet clumped together in unnatural ways.


"Three spellhearts fused together." I muttered to myself as I examined my dantian. While not completely freed of foreign zeal, the pressure in my gut had eased somewhat, and the Sutra of the Living Earth responded to my will once again. I no longer needed the shell of earth zeal to constrain it to my dantian, and it could roam freely around my body.


After a bit of hesitation, I pulled the strange spellheart into my dimensional storage. These were the very contaminates that plagued me moments ago. My resolve had rallied the Sutra of the Living Earth to overcome these lesser powers and drive most of them out until only a small trace of them remained. This would shave months off my recovery time.


Sava was interested in unusual spellhearts, and this certainly fit that description. I’d have to show it to her in the hopes she could explain what just happened.


Having made progress, I could finally smile again. It helped that most of the surrounding elves had been treated or already passed away. Those who died had their souls harvested and were immediately brought to the nursery to minimize the degradation of their souls. A massive number of zeal crystals were consumed to accelerate their reincarnation into new bodies and I had no doubt Eltiana would bring out that needle of hers again to have me contribute.


I could have asked Mac, Sava, or anyone else for the death toll, but instead decided to just call a meeting the following morning. Elves healed fast, especially with the help of magic. Those who could be saved would have been saved by then, and it would give me a few hours to brace myself for our losses.



***


Without even realizing it, I’d fallen asleep on the ground and my exhausted body had slept through the night under a bright starry sky. When I awoke, the ten thousand worlds still sparkled above me. They continued their slow and graceful path even now, twisting and spinning around each other in chaotic and completely unpredictable orbits. They orbited each other in a complex interconnected pattern that made me shake my head and think the only way so many planets travel so closely together without colliding would be if somebody designed them that way. The giant partially constructed Dyson sphere that wrapped around the largest sun in the sky made me realize that in all likelihood, someone had done exactly that.


When I blinked the fuzziness from my eyes I realized I was lying alone on the ground. The wounded had been moved elsewhere, leaving only me snoozing under the morning light. I looked around to find the Heartwood already bustling. Bleary-eyed elves stumbled around sleeplessly, most of them having stayed awake the entire night to take care of the wounded.


I found that they were just now returning to their normal tasks after a hurried and bustling night. Dulla was tanning a raptor hide with a bucket of potions, and Malla was sewing something under the light of dawn. I heard Yorik drilling troops in the distance, though their voices were subdued and there were far fewer of them now. Yorik wouldn't let them have a break even after fighting a battle. I chuckled to myself. Given another year or two to train and grow strong, that last battle might have gone very differently.


So I soon found myself stumbling around the town of Hearthwood, marveling at all the new structures that had gone up since I'd last had the chance to inspect the place.


The walls had long since been finished, and I'd given Mac standing orders to use points to integrate the physical work the elves did into The Wanderer's defensive network.


New buildings had gone up, and I wondered who'd been able to make so many new stone buildings. Nearly all the ground-bound new structures had the characteristic flawless shape of something built with earth magic. Either we'd gotten quite a few new earth-aspect heartwielders, or one of the existing ones had finally managed to reach mage acolyte.


I was struck by the realization that I wouldn't be needed making buildings or walls anymore. Nor was I needed for healing or otherwise working. For the first time in what felt like ages, I actually had time to myself! I smiled, wondering if I should spend it crafting, cultivating, reading, or practicing.


Then I remembered Segolas. I'd barely seen him since he manifested. He was my son, but I hardly knew the kid.


Resolving to rectify this today, I set off in search of Segolas to have some quality father-son bonding time.


"Excuse me." I tapped an elf on the shoulder. "You wouldn't happen to know where my son is? Dark green hair. About this tall." I held my hand up to my shoulder.


"You mean the young master? Segolas?" The elf smiled fondly, as if thinking of her own child. "He should be in his room. I hear his mother forbade him from leaving the castle."


"Thanks!" I nodded to the elf and quickly departed in the direction of Castle Mac. Since when had people started calling Segolas young master?


"Mac?" I asked once I'd reached the castle. "Where is Segolas' room?"


Mac tsked at me. [You mean to say you don't even know where your own son's room is?]


"Yeah yeah. I've been an absentee father. It’s only been a week since he was born!"


[Western tower. It’s just down the hall from your own room. By the way, I've been shifting The Wanderer around the castle while we've got elves using the medical bay. No need to let anyone know more than they need to.]


"I would have started worrying if I looked in my shoe closet and couldn’t find my spaceship."


Following Mac's directions, I quickly found a door of lavish wood concealing a room I'd ignored every time I'd passed it before. After confirming with Mac that this was Segolas' room, I rapped my knuckles on the door.


"Segolas?" I said as I knocked. "You in there, son? It's your father."


I heard rustling sheets as somebody got out of bed, coupled with a distinctly feminine whisper.


“—have to get this." I heard Segolas whisper in reply.


Then my son cracked open the door. Shirtless from the waist up, the kid looked like a young athlete of modest bulk. Like the body I'd quickly been developing since coming to this world, but a bit smaller and less muscular.


"So, you come to tell me how reckless I was too?" Segolas glared at me through half-lidded eyes.


“I’ll leave that kind of talk to your mother.” I said, realizing Sava was right to try and beat some caution into the reckless kid. I didn’t want to encourage that kind of behavior, but I also wanted to connect with the kid before I did any scolding.


So I only chuckled and pushed the door a little wider. Yulli lay in the massive sprawling bed, concealed only by thin sheets. Matriarch Red Serpent sat similarly undressed and curled on the floor. Also present were Eltiana’s mother, Assyrus’ teacher, the Riverweed’s old chief, and the previous chief of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe. Each of them was now reincarnated as a fresh-faced young woman, and all of them lounged around the room in similarly relaxed states.


I shook my head as my suspicions were confirmed. "Honestly, your mother calls this a punishment?" I snorted.


"What do you want, father?” Segolas asked defensively.


"I just wanted to congratulate you son." I soothed. "You did a good job back there. I was really impressed with your undead army, and your fearless attack. That took guts."


Segolas' expression changed and his brows lifted. "Thanks Dad. That... that means a lot. I thought you were going to chew me out for risking my life like that."


“You did risk your life back there.” I said. “And that was pretty dumb. You were lucky this time and things worked out, so I won’t bother getting mad as long as you promise to be more careful in the future.”


“In the future,” Segolas replied, “I’ll be a lot stronger than I am now.”


I clapped my son on the shoulder and grinned. “I’m sure you will be. Anyway, I wanted to spend some quality time with you."


"Segolas!" one of the elves behind the door said. "Conadur and Yulli keep tickling me! I need you to even the odds!"


I rolled my eyes and Segolas turned, clearly eager to return to whatever he'd been up to before.


"I see you're busy today." I snorted. "Go ahead. But one of these days we'll have to do some training together."


Segolas nodded, closing the door to the sound of a chorus of giggling.


I stood behind the slab of wood for a while, thinking to myself. I wasn't sure if that had gone well or not.



***


It was Mac who finally interrupted my train of thought.


[Back on earth, I was able to watch a lot of father-son interactions.] Mac began. [Based on how that conversation went, you're not the best Dad in the world.]


"Gee thanks, Mac." I sagged against the wall.


[But you're not the worst either.]


A small smile returned to my face, and I took a deep breath. "Then I suppose I'd best get some practice in. After all, I hear there are a few more eggs cooking in the incubator. I'll need to pick up these skills, eventually."


[That you will.] Mac said as he guided me towards the center antechamber of the castle where Mac had temporarily moved the entrance to the Wanderer while the elves were using the medical bay. [But to have a family you must first secure your home. Have you given thought to what will happen now?]


I grimaced. "Alright, I suppose I'll have to brace myself for this news sooner or later. I take it we don't have enough people to fight the Corpse Collectors off?"


[Before your ambush and attack with exploding iron weaponry, you did not have enough warriors to defeat them.] Mac said. [That hasn't changed. In fact, the Corpse Collectors have brought in additional reinforcements from the outside. Nela says she's spotted more than a few black-haired elves among them.]


"Force cultivators from the Sakaku Clan, probably."


[Precisely. She concluded that they were present specifically to stop you from pulling a trick with exploding iron weaponry again.]


"Drat. There goes my plan to thin them out any further.”


[Worse, though you killed about 500 in battle, and I trapped or killed around an additional 700 by collapsing the tunnels, the Corpse Collectors still far outnumber you. Based on my scanner readings at the edge of the forest, they've brought in about an extra thousand soldiers.]


"So, we're in an even worse position than when we started."


[And many of the new soldiers are equipped with flying swords or other mobile aerial weaponry.]


I sagged against the walls. "So, we're screwed. Is that what you’re saying?"


[Not at all. I'm simply suggesting that traditional defenses will not be enough to protect us. We need to do as you'd planned when we were preparing to hide from the Shadowblade Beast, should it ever return. Flee into the dungeon below.]


"And abandon everything we've built on the surface? Sure, the hydroponic farm supports a lot of elves now, but we still need food and water from above ground to supplement it."


[I'm not saying it's a perfect solution. I don't know how well the elves would do living completely underground for years. Just know that I've been looking into sinking the entire town of Hearthwood under the earth and into the dungeon to wait out the coming calamity. It's an option.]


"I'll bring it up at the clan meeting tonight." I agreed.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










I SPENT THE rest of the day alternating between gathering up iron particles for later smith work and cultivating mind magic. I didn't make any progress on the latter front, but I felt myself edging closer to the mage acolyte realm in mind magic. I wasn't entirely certain how progression as a double mage acolyte worked, but Illiel had said higher-ranking members of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye often did it, so it must be possible.


When the sun was finally setting, I'd had a quiet day to myself with a lot to think about. It wasn't until the clan meeting just after sunset that I saw my council again.


"So.” Sava began. "I think we should start this meeting with the bad news. We lost a lot."


"How many is a lot?" Melise asked with trepidation.


"Down forty fighters." Yorik grunted unhappily.


"Forty out of a hundred." Eltiana remarked. "That's nearly half."


"And I'm afraid that Yorik's fighters had the lowest casualty rate, other than the mage acolytes." Sava said grimly. "The Ironwood tribe survives, but only barely. I debated inviting chief Arwena to this meeting but decided I should leave that up to Theo. As for the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe? If they didn't still have a mage acolyte, they'd be relegated to the same level as the Claw Tamer tribe."


"I got numbers from Mac." I said. "Two hundred of ours lost total, mostly from the Myriad Hues and Ironwood tribes. We killed eight hundred of them."


Faces brightened around the table.


"Only twelve hundred left!" Assyrus slapped a palm to the table, sharing an aggressive grin with Yorik. "If we pull that trick a few more times with fewer losses—“


"Don't get too excited." I interrupted. "I also received some bad news. The Corpse Collectors brought in reinforcements from the outside. An extra thousand soldiers. Many of them force mages from the Sakaku Clan. My exploding iron weapons won't work with so many force mages around."


Nela furrowed her brows. "How did the Corpse Collectors summon an extra thousand members? My information is dated, but the two thousand they initially brought should have been their entire company.”


"The Sakaku Clan must be reinforcing them." Illiel said. "To great clans like the Sakaku, only true mages and above are truly valuable. They don't mind throwing a few hundred heartwielders and mage acolytes into the fire if it means they might get a few new true mages from those who survive.”


"How wasteful." I remarked. Yorik and the elves just shrugged, as if this was a natural approach to building a powerful clan.


"So, what do we do?" Eltiana asked. "Hit and run attacks?"


"Maybe." Sava agreed. "We can certainly make their stay in our forest a miserable experience."


"But we're still massively outnumbered." Illiel said. "I think we should stick with Yorik's plan. The one we discussed earlier."


"Will our defenses hold up to a prolonged siege?" Assyrus asked.


"No." I said. "But Mac's thought up a solution. We can sink the entire town beneath the ground and live in the dungeon."


"Live inside the dungeon?" Sava asked. "Underground?"


"I know. I remember my dirt hut." I waved my hands placatingly. "I know you said living underground is for animals, savages, and dwarves. And I know you love your treehouses in the Riverweed tribe, but—“


"It's fine, Theo." Sava pushed my hands down. "I have my opinions, but I'm not stupid. If this helps us survive, I'm willing to move underground. My magic will weaken without having growing plants around us, but maybe I can make mold and mushrooms work somehow."


I glanced around the table, expecting arguments.


Melise sighed resignedly. "I'll miss looking up at the sky at night."


"I might have to switch to a shorter spear." Nela remarked. "My current weapon's a bit too long for tight caverns."


"Survive and grow strong." Yorik said.


"Well then, it's all settled." I said, having found no disputes at all. "I'll tell Mac he's got our permission to sink the town."



***


The entire town took on a resigned atmosphere after we announced the news. We wanted to make something of the occasion, since few elves would be able to leave the town once we were under siege. Many of them knew they might not see the world above ground for years. Maybe even decades if we couldn't raise a true mage to break the siege.


"Ahh, I'll miss the sweet smell of the clean forest air." Sava said.


"You’ll see it again." I replied. "I'm sure we'll be able to sneak out and gather herbs. Maybe we’ll trade with Grotkins back in Queenshold on occasion."


"You're right." Sava admitted. "Queenshold is owned by the royal family. The Corpse Collector Company is not foolish enough to anger them. Not even the Sakaku Clan could insult the royal family and expect to survive."


"Then we'll have a safe place to buy more supplies, should we run out of anything here."


"We will," Sava said, "though with how many things you can make, craft, or grow aboard your strange box I doubt that we'll need anything."


"When's the sinking supposed to start?" Assyrus asked as she joined us on a newly created balcony hanging off the castle and overlooking the town. Beneath us, elves were gathered in little clusters carrying food and drink as they exchanged quiet conversation. It wasn't much of a festival given the gloomy atmosphere, but the elves who'd lived in the town were chatting freely with Ironwood elves and Myriad Hues of Flame survivors. There was a growing sense of solidarity among all those who’d come to the town of Hearthwood. The looming mutual threat had only served to strengthen that unity. Like crude iron being hammered into steel, the Hearthwood Clan I'd envisioned was being forged. The looming war was the fire, burning away that which wouldn't change. The Corpse Collectors were the anvil upon which the Hearthwood Clan would be crafted. And me? I’d have to play my part as the hammer.


We'd overcome the Corpse Collectors, and the Sakaku after them. We just needed time to grow strong. But would our enemies wait that long?


As I pondered the future, the other council members gathered on the balcony. Illiel, Eltiana, Yorik, Assyrus, Melise, and Nela all joined me. Nela even took the liberty of addressing the gathered crowd, giving a passionate speech about unity of purpose and what great fortune a powerful clan could bring to its members and their descendants and how everyone should work hard for the bright future ahead of us.


[Wonderful. Now that the pleasantries are concluded, I will begin!]


“Hold onto something! We're about to start sinking!" I shouted. Elves all around us clung to trees, buildings, and benches. Ullua even wrapped her arms around Ghessa, much to the latter’s embarrassment.


[I shall now begin using my almighty powers to begin sinking the town! Starting now!]


I looked around, feeling the faintest tremor through the castle walls.


"Is somebody's stomach grumbling or something?" I asked.


"No, the ground is sinking!" Eltiana said as she took her hands off the railing. “Slowly. The ground is sinking very, very slowly."


Elves bracing themselves beneath us looked around in confusion.


"Mac?" I sighed. "Are you sinking us yet?"


[Absolutely. We have now started sinking.]


"Is there a reason we're going so slowly?"


[If I went any faster, there'd be disasters everywhere! Have you seen the aftermath of an earthquake? Broken plates, spilled drinks, toppled trash cans. It's disastrous, I'm telling you.]


"We do have a hostile army out there, you know? Now that they've got flying swords, I imagine they’ll find us a lot quicker, even with Illiel’s wards concealing our location. I'd like to be beneath the ground by then."


[Fine.] Mac sighed. [I'd been sinking on an eight-week schedule, but I'll accelerate things so we're sealed underneath the earth by the end of the week.]


The moment Mac finished speaking, the rumbling increased to a dull vibration. Not nearly enough to justify the warning I'd just shouted, but at least now I didn't look like an idiot.


"Thanks, Mac."


With the underwhelming sinking of the town underway, conversations sprang up everywhere as elves dusted the dirt off themselves, got more food, and resumed their previous conversations.


"So, Illiel." Nela asked. "Just how long will those mind magic wards of yours conceal us from the Corpse Collector Company and their allies?"


Illiel grimaced. "Previously? The Corpse Collectors alone would never find us. However, I know that the Sakaku Clan has been pushing for some of their younger generation to become mind mages through the instruction of masters in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Against a few heartwielder-level mind mages, my wards can keep them at bay for at least a year. If they have a mage acolyte mind mage though, I'll likely only be able to hide us for six months, even with Yorik and Theo's help. Less if they sent more than one.”


"At the very least, we should be able to determine how much support the Cult of the Unblinking Eye has given the Sakaku Clan based on how quickly they find us here in the center of the Hearthwood."


"But we will have time to cultivate and prepare?" Melise said. Illiel nodded. "Good. Then I can help Theo clear out the remaining contamination in his dantian so he's back at full strength. He’s made remarkable progress, so that shouldn’t take more than a few more weeks before he’s in top shape. After that though," she turned to me, "I would like to use the Cultivation Chamber to master a new spell I've been trying to learn."


"You don't need my permission to do that, Melise. Everyone else has been using it freely. For you girls? My Cultivation Chamber is your Cultivation Chamber."


Melise smiled. "Thank you, but you misunderstand. I need access to the room’s full abilities. The spell I'm trying to master will take me months, maybe years of diligent practice to learn even its most basic level. I'd like to spend that time under time dilation."


Eyebrows lifted all around. "A spell that takes years of practice?" Eltiana said. "It must be some spell."


"It is." Melise said mysteriously. "I used to be the only mage acolyte here, you know. I may not have advanced past the second layer while you all have caught up to me, but I've prepared in other ways. If all goes well, I'll have a potent new weapon."


Nela's eyes went wide with sudden realization. “You're trying to master the Starfire Cru—”she was cut off by Melise sticking a hand over her mouth.


"Shh. You'll ruin the surprise!" Melise pouted, back to her usual self.


"Okay." Nela chuckled. "I must say though, I'm impressed. You have more ambition than I thought."



***


"So, Mac," I began after everyone else had taken their leave, "fill me in on the details. How are our new defenses going to work? And how are our existing defenses going to integrate with them?"


[Well, we've got seven Sturdy Sentry towers, manually built to save points and integrated with the defense network so we can repair them with points if need be. We’ll need to upgrade The Wanderer’s defenses if we want to add any more, but that’s an option with the points we’ve stockpiled. As for the existing Sturdy Sentry Towers? We could either move them underground to defend us there or keep them above ground to defend this area.]


I tapped my chin in thought. "I've got an idea. We can leave a couple crude sentry towers up on the surface. We’ll get the Corpse Collectors to think that's the extent of our defenses. Then they’ll overestimate themselves when they attack our real defenses. Maybe we’ll be able to inflict enough casualties to make them consider leaving, reinforcements or not.”


[Sneaky. I could make it work. The defenses in general will look different underground. More like highly defensible side chambers than towers like they are on the outside. More reminiscent to the dungeon rooms you’ve encountered than sentry towers. My predictions suggest that they'll be even more effective underground.]


"Good! Let it be done. So, is that how we're running the defenses? Underground chambers with defensible areas stationed all throughout?"


[I have the most brilliant of ideas, Theo! Imagine a few long, incredibly winding paths. Your people will have sneaky places to shoot from and attack the whole length of the passageway, while any invaders are forced to march in single file! They'll come marching in and we can cut them down bit by bit before they reach the main habitat chamber, I'm constructing out of the previous dungeon’s throne room.]


"Long winding path with defensive towers along the entire perimeter." I chuckled. "It's like a real-world tower defense game!"


[What?] Mac blustered. [Tower Defense, Attack of the Human Horde? My defensive structure had absolutely nothing to do with that silly game which I've never played.]


"Mac," I rolled my eyes. "I've seen your data files. I know you have thirty petabytes of data dedicated to old mobile games."


[Never in my life have I wasted a millisecond of processing time on such trivial activities. I spend my free processing time enjoying high-class entertainment, like watching musicals and fine dining.]


"You don't even eat, Mac."


[Well...] Mac fumbled for more excuses, which got lamer and lamer with each new attempt.


"Alright Mac," I chuckled. "Since you're the tower defense expert, I'll leave the exact layout of the defenses up to you. I’ll still want real choke points though. These passageways are only so long, and I don’t want anyone getting through to the main habitat chamber. But you've got my permission to use points for your tower defense project. Let's budget... say how many points do we have?"


Mac popped up a blue screen over my vision, displaying my full point total.




Total Points: 6085




"Wow! What an incredible haul!" I exclaimed.


[You've won several climactic battles recently. As you've already concluded, the enemy will be at our gates soon, and it does take time to construct rooms or buildings using points. If you wanted to buy or upgrade anything, now would be the time.


"Alright. I bet I could upgrade the crafting rooms, so we'll be well equipped for the war. I think we'll need more food with so many elves down here so upgrading the Hydroponic Farm is a must..." I trailed off, trying to figure out where our priorities should lie.


[Before you go spending points upgrading what we already have, let me make a recommendation. I discovered quite a few things interfacing with the dungeon core you obtained for me. There's a lot to know about being a dungeon, and I've picked up the blueprints for several valuable assets. Prime among them is a Monster Den. While I can't produce monsters directly, I can collect them and encourage their growth and development, as well as exert some limited control over them. There are a few living basilisks that were under the control of the previous dungeon that occupied this area, and now that the dungeon core that once influenced them is under my control, I have some indirect influence over them. But to truly possess them, I'll need to build a dedicated room. A Monster Den.]




Buy Monster Den? Cost: 200 points.




"I assume you'll need one for each type of monster?" I asked. "In that case, let's buy three of them. We've found so many uses for the Barbed-Tooth Raptors our economy might crash if they went extinct. We'll have to hunt down some slimes too, since that nutrient paste worked wonders for the elves who consumed it."




3 Monster Dens now under construction. -600 points.




[Additionally, I'd like to create a few obstacle rooms. Things like the series of stone pillars you had to jump across to get to the Crimson Eye Observer's lair. I can reuse the rooms constructed by the previous dungeon for free, but I would like to have more of them. They'll slow the enemy down so my towers... ahem... so the elves have longer to reposition and monitor them.]




Buy Obstacle Room? Cost: 200 points

3 Obstacle Rooms now under construction. -600 points.




"Anything else?"


[Actually, yes. I've already milked the old dungeon core for all the information it was good for. It's now valuable as auxiliary processing power for me. These dungeon cores don't work as well as quantum processors, but I must make do with what I have on this primitive world. Observe your wisest purchase yet!]




Buy Advanced Cleaning Drone?

The Advanced Cleaning Drone is a semi-autonomous machine capable of cleaning all types of spills, dry or wet. It is equipped with seven appendages capable of lifting up to two hundred kilograms each. It is equipped with superb pattern-recognition sensors that allow it to identify improperly folded sheets and mismatching curtains from up to ten kilometers away.

Cost: 4000 points.




"As enticing as that seems," I drawled, "I'm uncertain how effective it will be in battle. We need things that will help us fight for now."


[You just want this place to turn into a junkyard like our old home, don't you? Fine. I do have another option, though it�s not nearly as good.]




Buy Simulation Chamber?

The Simulation Chamber allows for artificial sensory input through all five mundane senses, projecting a false reality. Common uses include combat training, instructional aide, and suntanning.

Cost: 5000 points or 300 points and one dungeon core.




"This is perfect!" I smiled. I'd been worried about how being underground full time would affect the elves. Being able to visit the surface, if only virtually, would probably be healthy. Beyond that, being able to simulate a battle would provide excellent training for new troops. And if it could simulate alchemical experiments without consuming ingredients? I imagined we'd have to drag Sava out of the room for anyone else to get the chance to use it. This would quickly become one of the most favored rooms in the town of Hearthwood.


[Fine. We'll waste this dungeon core on the Simulation Chamber. But I expect to get my cleaning drone someday!]


"Sure thing, Mac. Right after we build that carwash."




Simulation Chamber now under construction. -300 points and one dungeon core.




“I also remember you mentioning another option a while ago. Training Grounds, was it?”


Mac immediately pulled up the prompt.




Buy Training Grounds?

This facility provides blunt weapons and dummies for melee, ranged, magical attacks, and an area for sparring. Also provides articulating dummies and training devices. All soldiers who train here will have increased morale, increased discipline, and an increased learning speed.

Cost: 600 points.




“I’m not entirely sure what that will look like, but Yorik is trying to drill an army. The faster that can be done, the better.”




Training Grounds now under construction. (-600 points)




“Now we can tackle base upgrades.” I said finally. “Give me the rundown. What do we have and what level are they?”


[Now that you have more than a handful of assets, I’ve taken the liberty of organizing them for you.]




Crafting Rooms

Alchemist’s Laboratory: Level 2

Drafter’s Study: Level 1

Smith’s Workshop: Level 2




Resource Gathering

Hydroponic Farm: Level 4

Mana Generator: Level 3




Combat Training

Cultivation Chamber: Level 2

Training Grounds: Level 1

Simulation Chamber: Level 1




Settlement Buildings

Throne Room: Level 1

Follower Reincarnation Chamber: Level 1

Personal Chambers: Level 4

Medical Bay: Level 2




Defensive Buildings

Defenses (containing sentry towers and town walls): Level 3

Ship Camouflage: Level 1




I browsed through the list before me, selecting each upgrade and picking out a few that would be immediately useful.




Upgrade Alchemist’s Laboratory to level 3? Doing so will allow you to create four-star potions.

Cost: 650 points.

Alchemist’s Laboratory now upgrading. (-650 points)




Sava would need the Alchemist’s Laboratory at level 3 if she was going to make the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir, a level 4 alchemical potion.




Upgrade Drafter’s Study to level 2? Doing so will give the users more tools and the ability to obtain rare and exotic components using points.

Cost: 450 points.

Drafter’s Study now upgrading. (-450 points)




I’d nearly run out of the materials I’d started with, and if I was to really put the room to use, I’d need things I just couldn’t obtain in the Hearthwood.




Upgrade Ship Camouflage to level 2? Doing so will allow The Wanderer’s rooms to be more easily accessible outside the ship through spatial twisting so rooms can be further away from the ship’s main body while still being fully accessible from the Control Center.

Cost: 400 points.

Ship Camouflage now upgrading. (-400 points)




Mac explained that enhancing this feature would allow him to further manipulate the distribution of rooms throughout the dungeon into a pattern that was more efficient for maximizing living space and our use of the safe areas of the dungeon.




Upgrade Hydroponic Farm to level 5? Doing so will boost food output to levels sufficient to feed 600 elves or boost the magical qualities of the food the farm produces.

Cost: 2000 points. Using Solar Essence Peach Trees will reduce this cost to 1250.

Hydroponic Farm now upgrading. (-1250 points)




We’d need more food, and the better the food was, the stronger my elves would get. We didn’t have anywhere near 600 people yet, but we might someday. Even if we didn’t, food that helped my clan advance faster would be just as precious.




Upgrade Cultivation Chamber? Doing so will increase passive time dilation rate to 4.0x and enable the learning of abilities suitable for true mages.

Cost: 800 points.

Cultivation Chamber now upgrading. (-800 points)




Melise was going into seclusion, and that time dilation effect would give her, and anyone else, more time to cultivate before the Corpse Collectors attacked again.




Total Points: 435




“Where’d my incredible haul go?” I whimpered as I realized I’d blown through nearly six thousand points.


[All gone!] Mac announced. [You spent it, and to make matters worse, this is about all the mana generator can support at its current level. That means your next major purchase is going to have to be upgrading it. So really, you’re in the negatives right now.]










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










ONE OF THE first things I made time for while Mac sunk the settlement was paying a visit to our prisoner. I’d heard from Mac that her surgery had gone well and she was recovered enough that we’d have to start worrying about her trying to escape.


“So how she been?” I asked a Hidden Serpent tribe elf who was milling around the Medical Bay. Mac was the only one with real medical knowledge, but he still needed elf assistance to move patients around and care for them while they were injured. Also, more than a few elves had medical magic and abilities that vastly increased healing time without wasting Sava’s vitality potions.


“As well behaved as a patient can be.” The elf replied. “She woke up once to ask where she was, but she’s spent the rest of the time asleep. I suppose what’s true for cats is also true for her.”


I nodded as the elf departed and surveyed our prisoner once more.


Coral colored hair trailed down to her chin, flowing in waves that should have looked wild and unkempt, but somehow flowed smoothly into place. I couldn’t see if she had human ears beneath her hair, but at the top of her head two adorable fluffy ears twitched ever-so-slightly.


She wore matching gloves with the fingers cut open so she could still use her claws, and wore a large red handkerchief around her neck that matched the red ribbon tied to the end of her tail.


Her clothes were made from thick leather bound tightly in two pieces to cover her top and waist, leaving her midriff exposed. Presumably, this gap in her armor that left supple flesh exposed granted her greater maneuverability… somehow.


I prodded her on the shoulder. “I know you’re awake.”


The catgirl opened her eyes. “You’re surprisingly observant. I thought I was feigning sleep perfectly. There was no way to tell I was awake and listening.”


“That’s what I would have tried in your situation. So I took a guess and figured you would do that as well. Besides, it’s not like I needed to worry about being wrong. If you’d been asleep you wouldn’t have called me out on it.”


“Drat. It was a bluff.” The catgirl pouted as she tried to sit up. She winced as she did so, rubbing her bruised stomach.


“It was indeed.” I chuckled. “Now, I have a few questions for you. I’ve heard Eltiana has prepped a few rooms for keeping prisoners, and they range dramatically in quality. I might be persuaded to give you one of the better ones depending on how you answer my questions.”


Korra’s ears twitched and she ran the back of her hand against her cheek. “I do have a fondness for large fluffy beds.”


“That can be arranged. Tell me about yourself first. Who are you, and how did you come to join the Corpse Collector Company?”


Korra flexed her wrist back and forth, testing its strength. “There’s not much to tell. I was born among the lowest castes on the World of Tooth and Claw. A slave, if you want the honest truth, though I’ve mostly earned my freedom by now. I suppose I’m what you might call an indentured servant to my guild. Gods willing, that will change in a few years if I keep working hard.”


“That’s a surprisingly loyal attitude for someone in your situation.” I replied. “Can you tell me why?”


Korra smiled faintly, then changed the subject. “I know you’re not asking questions to get to know me. You want information on the company’s troops, our equipment, training, supplies, and weaknesses. Am I right?


“Just because I want one,” I replied, “doesn’t mean I can’t have both. But do go on.”


“No threats of torture? Horrific maiming? Enslavement? Offers for a quick death if I tell you everything I know?”


I frowned. “You do want that big fluffy bed, don’t you?”


The catgirl grinned, revealing two pointy canines. “No comfy places to sleep. You certainly know how to threaten a Felina. Certainly nothing like the humans I’ve heard about.”


I blinked. “What have you heard about humans?”


“Tyrants.” Korra replied. “Despotic monarchs that make the Lion Sultans look like playful kittens.” She shivered and shifted to the edge of the medical cot before swinging her legs over the edge and trying to stand. That seemed to be all she intended to say on the subject. While I was curious to hear more, I was more interested in protecting the Hearthwood for the moment, since that what Korra started speaking of next.


“I’ll tell you everything I can about the Corpse Collector Company,” Korra continued, “Even if you’re not going to threaten me properly.”


And so Korra told me about our enemies. Their numbers, their weapons, their usual tactics, their current plans. I had Mac compare everything she said with the data he’d gathered. She stretched a few truths here and there, while glossing over a few important details. I didn’t call her on anything now, but I filed it all away.


I asked Suzzu Calbird from the Claw Tamer tribe swing by and drop off a monster-taming tool that had caught my eye. As our conversation started winding down I was able to gift the catgirl with a thin band of red leather.


“You know, this feels kind of like a leash.” The catgirl pouted as she poked a finger under her new choker, which was attached to a rope in my hand.


“Sorry,” I said, “but you’re a slippery one. And it feels like a leash because it is one. I hear the Claw Tamer tribe uses them on Thunder Bears.”


“Cuffs would be more effective. I do have claws, you know.”


“Bears have a tough time walking in hand cuffs.”


I didn’t mention that the collar had magical properties meant to calm and relax the wearer. That was helpful for both angry bears and frightened prisoners.


Elves glanced at us curiously as I wandered through the halls of Castle Mac. Out of the corners of my eyes, I caught Korra blushing furiously at each passing glance while she struggled to keep her eyes stoically fixed on my back.


The trip took a lot longer than expected as I took us around the castle a few times and asked for directions from a few of the elves inside.


“Illiel!” I shouted upon seeing a familiar face. “Do you know where Eltiana is? She said she had a room prepared?”


Illiel pointed me up a hall and around the corner, glancing up at the leash in my hands curiously and the catgirl attached to it.


Illiel shifted her legs and twisted the pen in her fingers as she took in the sight before finally pointing me up the hall and directing me towards the stairs on the right. I thanked her and watched her cast furtive glances at us as I marched down the hall.


“I swear you’re getting lost on purpose.” Korra said. “How can a man not know how to get around his own castle?”


I chuckled. Truthfully, I was as lost as I seemed with the new additions to the castle. It was bigger than ever and the rooms had changed positions yet again. I wasn’t about to admit that though. “Consider this your first punishment for lying to me.”


Before Korra could respond, I spotted Eltiana waving from an open doorway.


“So here’s the middle prisoner room.” Eltiana explained. “It isn’t too good and it isn’t too bad. Just in the middle.”


“And the bed?” I asked.


“A thin layer of straw.” Eltiana said. “Nothing fancy, as you requested. And Malla assured me it would be easy to replace the straw with either feathers or rocks if you wished.”


“B-but… I answered all your questions?” Korra said.


“You only answered some of them truthfully.” I replied. “Don’t worry though, we’ve got plenty of time to get things right. I’m certain you’ll be sleeping on a feather mattress in a bedroom fit for a queen in no time.”


“That’s right. You won’t be sneaking away from us again.” Eltiana said, patting the bars over the open face of the room. They were made of many thin reeds, woven in and out of each other in a careful net that left no gaps larger than a children’s ball. “Woven riverweed strands look ordinary, but they’re incredibly difficult to cut. Don’t hold any hopes of getting free with those claws of yours.” Eltiana laughed lightly. “And you’ve got even less of a chance at wriggling your way through them! I tested the weave myself. Not even a cat could be flexible enough to worm through these!”


“I’m sure these measures will be perfectly adequate.” I said as I unhitched the leash from the catgirl’s collar. “In you go.” Korra stumbled inside and collapsed on the bed. “Don’t worry,” I said, “nothing bad will happen to you under my care. But if you want to improve your lot, you know the answers I’m looking for!”



***


The following month passed in a blur of diligent work. The village slowly sank and the walls rose up around us until they loomed overhead and sealed us off from the world under a giant dome of stone. Mac had reworked much of the previous dungeon’s throne room to turn it into our main habitat chamber. The bones, rough cave floor, and monster corpses had long since been removed and replaced with polished ceramic tiles. The walls, previously gloomy and lined with rocky gray stone, were now eggshell-white alabaster and adorned with magical artificial suns that illuminated the entire chamber as brightly as day.


But the chamber wasn’t just wall and tile. Contrary to my expectations, Mac had permitted a few neat circles of dirt around the bases of the Riverweed tribe’s trees. They were cut off at the top so they’d fit in the chamber and now only stood just over three stories tall. The towering peaks of the trees’ upper branches vanished into the stone ceiling above us. Despite the dramatic experience of being moved underground and having their upper halves cut off, the trees recovered quickly with the aid of Riverweed nature magic and soon Riverweed treehouses filled the upper layer of the large chamber while the Songstone and Waterbeetle tribes constructed structures beneath their branches. The Hidden Serpents only took a small side chamber for themselves to conduct secretive ninja-like affairs and were more inclined towards couch-surfing than construction. They quickly made themselves comfortable in all three tribes’ buildings and beds. I wasn’t sure what services they were exchanging for lodging, but I received no complaints about them so I didn’t ask.


The Claw Tamer tribe made themselves useful helping with work here and there and carved out a small piece of the chamber to build a tribal meeting hall, but mostly lived in a large housing complex the Songstone Clan constructed. The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe joined them there, but the Ironwood tribe pitched their tents in the far corner of the chamber.


“I’m surprised, Mac.” I said when I finally took a break from purging the remaining zeal contaminates from my dantian under Melise’s instruction. “How did Sava convince you to keep the trees? Aren’t you afraid of dead leaves? Squirrels? Rotting wood?”


Mac sighed. [They all came at me at once. Nela demanded sunlight for the Songstone cultivators. Sava needed her trees. Eltiana wanted a side chamber for her tribe. Assyrus wanted easy access to the nearby dungeon. Even that Ironwood tribe chief wanted access to river water!]


I chuckled. “They can be a bit overwhelming when their people need something. Now you know my pain!” I smiled into the distance. “But it’s for the best. It means they care for the people under them.”


[I suppose so. The increased oxygen production from these trees and the light should help the air stay fresh, at any rate. And they owe me one elf at my beck and call, keeping the place tidy at all hours!]


I sent a silent prayer for whoever was working a shift under Mac.


“Patriarch!” Ullua’s voice chimed from around the corner. “Melise left me strict instructions! I’m to pick up where she left off healing your spirit now that she’s secluded herself in the Cultivation Chamber.”


“Duty calls Mac. More meditation for me.” I said as I departed in Ullua’s direction.


Thanks to that moment of clarity and the unexpected breakthrough I’d made purging my body of the toxic zeal aspects corrupting it, Melise had determined fully cleansing my dantian would only take three months. The fact that I nearly finished in one had only enticed her to push me harder.


I was as eager to restore myself as she was, though I also wanted to repair my steel sword. Double-edged as it was, it was still a potent weapon that could kill things a step beyond my level if I were able to hit them with it.


I wanted to continue developing new weapons in the Smith’s Workshop. I also wanted to explore the many new ideas that had popped into my head for the Drafter’s Study. The anxiety caused by the looming threat of the Corpse Collector Company made it increasingly hard to sit still and meditate, and as I got closer to clearing the bad zeal from my dantian, the harder I found it to sit still.


Melise must have felt the rising pressure too. She’d since closed her doors and entered secluded cultivation to focus entirely on the spell she was trying to master, leaving Ullua, as the only other spirit healer in the Hearthwood Clan, to fixing me.


Spirit Healing wasn’t a gift or ability unto itself. They were simply elves a bit more interested in the fundamental theory behind cultivating zeal and how it interacted with the body. They had honed their skill at observing the inner workings of other’s zeal patterns, which was a difficult skill to master and not one that was very useful for personal progression. Any elf could become skilled in the art, though few chose to dedicate the time to do so. Most elves preferred to concentrate on either becoming strong or getting rich, and it was a testament to the selfless nature of Melise and Ullua that they’d chosen to devote time to a skill that only benefited others. In fact, having been granted mage sight early thanks to being a human, I’d realized I had a bit of the skill of a spirit healer, though none of the training.


My help no longer needed to build houses or walls, so my days were spent plucking individual particles of foreign zeal in my body with my mind and flinging them elsewhere. It was a painfully slow and tedious process, but it was slowly purging the death, fire, and force zeal that had contaminated my cultivation from misusing my steel sword. I pulled the occasional stray particle of mind zeal to my mind spellheart just to break the tedium, but that spellheart was already so large that it was more than ready to make me into a mage acolyte. If I spent a little more time polishing up its internal structure it would be as large and flawless as the earth spellheart I’d already fused to myself, so I went ahead and ironed out whatever kinks I could find.


I was not the only one whose days were completely occupied with growing stronger. Zeal crystals were a tremendous aid for any mage acolyte, and Sava had developed a few potions that could boost their usefulness in cultivation even further. She’d taken the spellheart recrystallization formula I’d shown her and derived a diverse portfolio of potions from it which were rapidly seeing use across the growing clan.


Unwilling to let us go without potions for the coming war, Sava collected raw materials from the clan stores and from me personally before secluding herself in the Alchemist’s Laboratory. Or at least, that was the story we told the rest of the clan, and doubtlessly Sava would emerge with as many potions as possible, but those potions weren’t her focus. Known only to my inner council, Sava was also preparing to brew the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.


She’d never brewed a four-star potion before, as the Hearthwood had no ingredients of that grade. But the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir was unique in that it only had one real ingredient. Sava just needed to refine that ingredient into a form that would work on elves. Given the recent upgrade, Mac had assured her it was possible to refine the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir with the tools at her disposal, so Sava swore she’d make as many elixirs as possible from the six eggs before shutting herself away from the world to concentrate.


Illiel felt she’d lingered too long at the first region of the mage acolyte realm and decided to focus on refining zeal crystals and reaching the next layer. She also wanted to make something of her frost spellheart, especially when spellheart enhancements were so freely available now. Sava had long since trained her tribesmen to be familiar with the technique and now everyone, including the Claw Tamer, Myriad Hues of Flame, and Ironwood tribes, were making full use of the technique’s transformative effects. Looking over the clan under mage sight, I no longer saw a single elf stuck at the first layer of zeal accumulation. Most had already reached the fifth or sixth layers of zeal accumulation, and quite a few were at the eighth. The number at the ninth had dropped after our army was decimated in the last confrontation, but those elves that survived had been tempered in blood and fire. Many of them practiced cultivation with renewed dedication, and Sava had been very free with the vitality potions, which were working as well as phoenix blood for the mage acolyte ascension ceremony. Each of them carried an internal drive and a fierceness in their eyes that held the resolve of a blooded warrior. I heard stories about one of those survivors ascending to mage acolyte nearly every other day.


There were a few hierarchy problems arising from these new advancements, with those who’d reached mage acolyte feeling they deserved officer positions, as was common among the elves of this world. Yorik was busy drilling those new mage acolytes back into submission and reorganizing the army given its new strength distribution.


Nela had ventured back to the cavern with the dragon corpse, apparently hoping for further prizes from the dead creature. She now spent entire days meditating before it, returning each night with a frustrated expression on her face.


“Dragons are brimming with fire and light. If I can harvest a portion of its aura, I’ll have paved the way to true mage for myself and the rest of the Songstone clan.” Nela explained.


Seeing as everyone else was training, Assyrus quickly followed suit. The Waterbeetle tribe was adept with their Waterbeetle Defensive Technique… and not much else. Dean had provided me with a wealth of spells and techniques across aspects, and I’d handed those over to Nela, Sava, and Illiel to copy and compile everything into separate volumes. I’d been primarily concerned with having the knowledge uploaded to The Wanderer so I could select from our full list of compatible magics, but the girls quickly found another use for the volumes.


From tribes to mighty empires, magic archives were one of the key ways organizations extracted extra work out of their members. Those who served their clan, tribe, queendom, or empire well were rewarded with the opportunity to learn new abilities. I remembered Sava mentioning the Riverweed tribe having such a system in place back when she’d left to buy a warding formation shortly after pulling me out of a river.


Combining Dean’s book with the carefully collected knowledge of the tribes of the Hearthwood had netted us the largest library the Hearthwood had ever seen. The survivors of the Claw Tamer, Ironwood, and Myriad Hues of Flame tribes were eager to contribute the salvaged contents of their own magic libraries to have access to our far superior collection where their abilities found places alongside the tribes and clan already present. As a result, we now had quite a hefty selection to choose from, and I planned to revisit the Cultivation Chamber when the girls were done with it to see if there was anything worth picking up.


The library was now larger than ever, and with its great expansion the Waterbeetle tribe’s deficiency in techniques and spells had been completely solved. Assyrus no longer had an excuse for not mastering an ability beyond the one fundamental to her tribe, so she set about browsing the library for an ability that would fill out her skill set.


Eltiana had left the Hearthwood entirely. One of her people had arranged a meeting between her and some power to the north.


“Is this about selling the dragon corpse, or about finding us allies?” I asked her before she left.


“Both, I suspect.” Eltiana replied. “Though I can make no guarantees for either. We’re just feeling each other out. Necromancers are, in general, a shady bunch. I’d rather use them to get in the good graces of a more reputable organization. Sadly, they’d need to be on the same level as the Sakaku Clan, which rules out most of the powers in this region.”


“Any help is better than none.” I nodded. “Though I don’t intend for anyone here to give up an ounce of freedom for aid.”


“I don’t intend to chain us to an unfavorable bargain. You needn’t worry about that.”


“Promise them favoritism when we’re a great and mighty clan that spans the continent!” I joked.


Eltiana rolled her eyes. “That’s what every charlatan promises. Rise to the heavens in a single bound! Only three Queensmarks and I’ll teach you a legendary spirit art!”


We shared a laugh, and she punched me in the shoulder.


“Get yourself fixed up while you have the chance.” Eltiana suggested. “Even if I can’t save the Hearthwood, I might be able to arrange an escape for a few of us.”


I gave her a pat. “It won’t come to that Eltiana. We’re stronger than they know.” I turned my gaze to the Hearthwood Clan in the distance. “And soon, we’ll be stronger than anyone can imagine.”


“I might have to borrow Segolas at some point.” Eltiana said. “One of the necromancers is looking for a disciple. When I mentioned we had a promising young male necromancer, her eyes lit up.”


“If the kid wants a teacher then this necromancer is welcome to come here.” I replied. “It would give me the chance to feel these friends of yours out.”


“I’ll ask her, though I think she’d rather have Segolas come to her. I won’t make Segolas do anything he doesn’t want to though.” Eltiana said as she threw on a traveling cloak. “Anyways, I’m not sure when I’ll be back. I know my people will be safe in your hands.”


And then she left. The rest of the girls had their own work, leaving me alone for the first time since Sava had pulled me out of the river.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










WHILE I HAD a few days to myself, I wasn’t alone for long. After all, I had an entire clan to manage now. Ullua quickly found me and set me back to work healing my dantian with such ferocity I wondered what Melise had said to motivate her. By the time Ullua finally let me have a real break, several more days had passed. The elves of the Hearthwood Clan were only now starting to settle into a routine again and the large underground chamber was looking lived in, despite Mac’s best efforts.


In the distance, I saw Malla humming to herself as she knit two pieces of raptor hide together under the slowly brightening overhead lights. Mac had been trying to imitate the world aboveground to make the elves feel more at home. That had been one of his better ideas. Thankfully, we’d quickly put a stop to his attempt at birdsongs.


[Have some free time?] Mac called as I walked through The Wanderer’s control center.


“I do.” I said, “For my son, Segolas. We’re supposed to meet in the Simulation Chamber for some father and son combat training.”


[How fatherly of you. While not as productive as helping me, you will get to enjoy my handiwork. You’ll notice I’ve spread The Wanderer out around the dungeon. While you can still access all rooms from the Command Center, barring the Smith’s Workshop, you can also now access all rooms by traveling throughout the dungeon.]


“I was wondering what was going on with all the vibrations.” I scratched my chin, suddenly realizing the implications. “You intend us to use The Wanderer to traverse the dungeon nearly instantaneously!”


[I was able to bend the rules a bit because as a dungeon I can already bend space a bit. If I combine that ability with The Wanderer’s I can bend space by much more than a bit.] Mac replied smugly. [I’m impressed you figured it out so quickly. Your squishy and unreliable meat-brain is indeed above average.]


“Gee thanks, Mac. You’re somewhat creative, for a lump of silicone.”


And so, I left The Wanderer, opting to take the long way around the settlement. I wanted to get a good look at our home and the defenses protecting us.



***


The central chamber was growing brighter by the minute as the artificial light from above simulated the exceptionally bright rays of the sky above ground. Leaves drifted slowly from the stunted trees crammed into the chamber. Before they so much as touched the ground, an elf ran by and snatched them out of the air. She had a terribly stressed expression on her face as she dashed around wildly, catching each falling leaf as she glanced in Mac’s direction out of the corner of her eyes.


I shook my head and continued, past the rapidly reorganizing village. I spotted an unfamiliar Ironwood elf trying to stitch together two raptor hides, but her needle was unable to penetrate the tough leather. She frowned and pulled out a wooden mallet, hammering on the ironwood needle until it eventually broke through. It appeared Malla was going to have competition in the tailoring business soon.


There was only one exit leading into and out of the central chamber, with the only other passageway leading towards the nexus room where we’d fought and killed the Crimson Eye Observer and the caves leading to the Dragon Corpse.


I took the path out and quickly ran into the first of Mac’s new rooms. Based on its appearance, I quickly identified it as one of the Obstacle Rooms Mac had requested. I hadn’t had any input in its design as I’d been fully occupied with cultivation lately. So, I was entirely unsurprised when I found the room to be a very slippery floor.


I was glad I’d been traveling alone. I hadn’t realized it was an Obstacle Room until I set one foot on the seemingly ordinary tile and flipped around, landing on my face after a full rotation through the air.


I tried to stand up then, but much to my embarrassment I stumbled and fell. Perhaps I had underestimated this slippery floor trap? After several additional failed attempts to climb to my feet, I finally gave up and called on the aid of my magic. Using the power of earth zeal from my dantian for the first time in what felt like ages was like finally getting to use an arm again after having it sealed in a cast for months.


I marveled then about how easily the earth zeal came to me. Ordinarily, being in a dungeon would stifle my magic, but Mac’s influence enhanced my control. It was like having a perpetually active Stone Obelisk!


Having resorted to cheating, I summoned a few pillars of earth and slid myself on my belly across the room until I was safely on the other side. It wasn’t a particularly dignified solution for the patriarch of a clan, but nobody was watching and it got the job done.


[I saw everything.] Mac assured me. [While I like your enthusiasm, there are easier ways to mop a floor than to use your shirt.]


Minutes later I came across the next room Mac had built. One of the Monster Dens he had also requested. Based on the sounds I was hearing, it was already occupied, and not just by monsters.


“Quick! Matriarch Sava demands more Thunder Bear milk!” An elven voice whispered.


“So then you fetch it! I’m not about to get maimed trying to milk a mage acolyte monster!” Another replied.


I poked my head around the corner to find two Claw Tamer tribe elves, both fourth layer heartwielders. One of them was Senti Calbird, one of the only two Claw Tamer elves I knew by name, though I only remembered her name because Mac popped it up over my vision as I looked at her.


“Senti!” I said as I turned the corner. The elf whose name I’d just spoken jumped to her feet from where she’d been leaning against the wall. Moments later, she dropped to her knees. She cast her gaze up with wide eyes before quickly planting her gaze on the floor.


“None of that now.” And I grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet. “I couldn't help but overhear you're trying to milk something called a Thunder Bear?”


But as soon as I asked, I received my answer in the form of an angry bellow just off to my right. With only a thin set of wooden stakes separating the elves from the monstrous mass of brown silver streaked fur, the elves cringed and shuddered at the sound of the roar. This was a creature of untamed rage and aggression, but it showed a hint of wisdom when I met its gaze with a glare of my own.


“Quiet down there, fluffy.”




Thunder Bear (early mage acolyte, level 10)




The roaring immediately cut short as the bear realized I was a true threat. It stood back a moment as it assessed my cultivation base. Having found I’d already refined two regions of my body as a mage acolyte, it realized I was two levels higher than it.


Nevertheless, something aggressive in its monstrous spirit must have convinced it that it could take me anyway. Maybe it was my lack of a weapon, the lingering effects from having a barrier over my dantian for so long interfering with its senses, or just the fact that I was smaller than it. Whatever it was, the monster wanted to fight, and I was inclined to stretch my limbs. I sensed the moment it hunched shoulders and curled into itself. Magical powers over the earth or not, I would have been in trouble had I been entirely reliant on spells and techniques to defend myself from its massive bulk.


Unfortunately for the bear I wasn’t someone it could overpower. I could feel the shock in its animalistic expression as I lowered my shoulder and pushed off against my back leg. It must have had two tons on me in weight, but the Blackgorge Fiendbody made up the difference.


We crashed into each other in a display of physical might. We held in place for a moment as I found myself with a face full of unwashed fur. I took the opportunity to reinforce my footing with a bit of earth zeal. The moment quickly passed, and we each pushed. To the bear’s shock and terror, its footing gave way while mine held true. Caught entirely unprepared, the bear was sent sprawling backwards onto the floor.


With a dazed and confused look in its eyes, it glanced over at me with a docile and fearful expression entirely at odds with its previous bestial howling.


“I don’t think she’ll give you any more trouble.” I announced to the two elves, who wasted no time in bowing and thanking me. They quickly set about fetching a vial of Thunder Bear milk before I left the chamber and departed the moment I was out of sight.


I smelled the next obstacle room before I saw it. The sharp and stinging stench of ammonia filled the air with such a sudden and pungent scent that I had to check my nose and make sure it hadn’t started bleeding.


“Good grief, Mac!” I said as I pinched my nose shut. “Is this room supposed to be a test of how long you can hold your breath?”


[It’s a bit more complicated than that.] Mac replied as I entered the room. [It’s a test of knowledge! There are three levers. One brings down a fountain of bleach, one a fountain of ammonia, and one a fountain of ordinary iron-laced water from outside. I’ve rigged the door to only open with diluted bleach, meaning intruders must realize from the mold I’ve left on the wall as a hint that the solution to their predicate is a five percent diluted bleach solution! And if they mix the ammonia and bleach together instead of with the water…] Mac chuckled darkly. [Then the entire chamber fills with toxic gas! A tragic way to learn a lesson, but if they never knew that ammonia and bleach make a deadly combination, they can only blame their ignorance for their fates.]


“I’m almost pitying the Corpse Collectors right now. Almost.” I said as I looked over the room and the three levers. Towards the door I’d just passed through there was an empty vial, waiting to be filled with the solution to Mac’s creation. I wondered how long it would take me to solve Mac’s puzzle if he hadn’t told me the answer.


The next room on my trip was another Monster Den, and like the last one, this den was also occupied by Claw Tamer tribe elves. These elves were also tending to a monster, but they weren’t tasked with anything so difficult as trying to milk a Thunder Bear. I recognized another of the elves as the Claw Tamer tribe’s leader.




Suzzu Calbird (Level 6)




“Scrub! Scrub faster! The great heavenly voice compels us to get this room clean enough to pull a frog apart and put it back together in!” Suzzu shouted from her hands and knees while furiously scrubbing the floor with a brush of her own.


The look in each elf’s eyes was a bit too enthusiastic for someone scrubbing floors. I had a sneaking suspicion, like the wiggling of a gnat on my skin. I only noticed it because of my sensitivity to mind magic.


There were three Claw Tamer tribe elves besides Suzzu, and each of them shared Suzzu’s sharp gaze and fanatical grin.


“Mac?” I asked. “Are you mind controlling the elves?”


[Me? What? I would never.] Mac began until he noticed my disbelieving expression. [Alright, I admit it. I’ve been mind-controlling the elves. And I must say, I’ve done a rather good job at it! You’re so quick to criticism and never to compliment…]


“What did you do to them Mac?” I asked, fearing that a clean-frenzy mind plague was about to spread throughout the Hearthwood.


[So glad you finally asked!] Mac replied. [The Monster Den is a form of slow, long term mind magic. Less intelligent dungeons might be forced to rely on them to subdue a creature over years, possibly decades. Eventually, if the difference in power between core and monster was great enough, the monster would do as its dungeon core commanded. I combined that functionality with some slight mind magic thanks to the spells you shared with me.]


“And now you’re forcing them to scrub floors?”


[Forcing them!? Why, of course not! That goes against my moral programming. I want to instill in them a love of scrubbing floors! To do that I only had to offer them five Macmarks per hour. That’s ten times what any heartwielder is getting elsewhere in town for menial labor, mind you.]


“Oh.” My expression softened. “So you’re just paying them well. What’s the mind magic for then?”


[To enhance their desire to work! I’ve influenced their minds to make them into proper ambitious go-getters! My mental influence is currently at work deep in their psyches, twisting their minds to give them the motivation to achieve their desires.] Mac gave me his best evil laugh. [I’m controlling their minds to give them the willpower to set goals for their own futures and the ability to meet those goals!]


“That’s actually… really compassionate of you, Mac. I never thought mass mind control would be a good thing, but in this specific case it meshes with my plans and should help lead to developing the Hearthwood Clan as a whole. Very well then, expand the scope of your brainwashing, Mac!”


[I’m just about finished with my testing in this room. Since you’ve given your permission, I’ll start doing the same with the other Monster Den rooms. I suspect the Claw Tamer tribe, given their fondness for toothy beasts, will serve as our willing guinea pigs. I’ve been comparing their rate of advancement to similar members in the Ironwood and Myriad Hues of Flame tribe and have found the mind control procedure has a statistically significant impact on cultivation rate. Applied to as many elves as I can reach, I suspect I’ll be able to increase the dedication and hardworking nature of my dungeon’s populace by thirty percent.]


“Good. We’ll need all the help we can get.”


Since entering the room and holding a full conversation with Mac, the Claw Tamer elves hadn’t taken notice of me at all. They were so focused on scrubbing those floors that they didn’t even bother looking up at the sound of my voice. Not wanting to disturb Mac’s brainwashing process, I took my leave and continued onward.


The next Obstacle Room was another Mac-flavored deadly contraption. It was a maze that slowly filled up with soap bubbles. If dungeon delvers didn’t find their way through quickly, they’d find themselves choking to death on lavender and chamomile bath bubbles. I avoided that room entirely.


The final Monster Den had no elves and housed the least dangerous creatures. The creatures, however, were a kind I recognized.


“Waterbeetles!” I exclaimed. “I thought they were all dead?”


[The Waterbeetle clan managed to preserve a few in secret.] Mac replied. [Though, they have great difficulty existing anywhere without at least a moderate quantity of water zeal. That’s not something the Hearthwood forest can provide outside a dungeon. As such, their population would never have recovered naturally. I built this room to optimize their proliferation and lure in those strong Waterbeetle elves for brainwashing. I’m already designing an extra large mop.]


“Assyrus will be excited to see this.”


[Well, I’m not quite ready to brainwash mage acolytes. My current process only works on heartwielders.]


“Then you’ll have to live with her gratitude alone.” I replied as I picked up a waterbeetle and inspected its egg-laden underbelly. Holding that creepy blue bug, I couldn’t help but see a prosperous future for both its kind and my elves.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










MY MOOD SOON turned sour as I was left waiting at the doorway to the Simulation Chamber. I tapped my foot impatiently as I waited for Segolas to arrive.


And then I waited.


And waited.


And waited.


Over an hour had passed since our scheduled meeting time, and I still saw no sign of Segolas. I leaned against the wall and with nothing better to do I started toying with the earth zeal around me.


I remembered the tiny clay figure I’d turned into an earth elemental the last time I’d messed around like this. After a few attempts, I replicated the feat. The Sutra of the Living Earth was quite adept at making these creatures, and I suspected the spirit art might have originated from a powerful earth elemental.


So I began the tedious process of weaving those elaborate loops and swirls of earth zeal. They took shape like tiny cogs filling a body of clay and mud. I made this one larger, about knee-high.


After I used informal magic to create a smaller version of the Sutra of the Living Earth inside the clay man’s body, I injected it with a load of earth zeal until it finally sprung to life.




Earth Elemental (Level 1)

Earth zeal structured in a self-sustaining cultivation art. If allowed to continue accumulating zeal, it will form a natural earth spellheart. This elemental is an artificial creation.




Like my previous creation, the moment it was made the little elemental immediately developed a will of its own and immediately turned hostile. The previous Earth Elemental had used its first moment of existence to flee into the forest, but this one was more aggressive.


It clumsily launched itself at me, demonstrating remarkably poor self-preservation instincts as it clung to my leg and bashed at me with its mitten-like hands of clay.


With a sigh, I bent down and pulled the tiny monster’s head off. If only there was some way to make these monsters fight for me instead of against me! Using spellhearts I could easily boost them to the realm of being a credible threat for a group of heartwielders and making one each hour I’d quickly help fill the gap in numbers between my Hearthwood Clan and the Corpse Collector army.


Then I remembered the Drafter’s Study. If there was a solution, it lay in that chamber.


“Playing with mud.” Assyrus’ voice broke my concentration. “What would your friend Mac say?”


“The same things he always says, I imagine.” I replied. “What are you doing here, Assyrus?”


“I was planning on using the Simulation Chamber you’re waiting next to. I’ve found it’s an excellent way to test out a spell in progress. I’ve got an ability I haven’t mastered to the point that I’m ready to use it against a real opponent, but I want to try it out, nonetheless.”


I waved her in. “Be my guest. I was planning to use the chamber with Segolas, but it appears he’s got better things to do than hang out with his old man.”


Assyrus frowned. “He’s a popular one, I’ll give him that. Why don’t you head in with me instead?”


I shrugged and agreed. “Sure. I’ve been wondering what this room would be like for ages. At least I’ll get to see inside it today, even if Segolas won’t be at my side.”


Assyrus laughed. “If it would make you happy, I can pretend for you.” She puffed out her chest and spoke in an imitation of Segolas’ voice. “I am the greatest elf prince alive! Evil Giant Rat, kneel before me or be destroyed!”


I grinned. “Is he really like that?”


“Oh yes, he is. He tones it down a bit when you’re nearby though. He likes being the alpha wolf. Or at least pretending he is.”


“Maybe that’s why he didn’t come.” I sighed. “If he doesn’t want to train with me then I can’t make him.”


And so Assyrus and I stepped into the Simulation Chamber.



***


We stepped past the seemingly plain wooden door I'd been leaning against for the past hour and entered a circular chamber. Strangely, the moment we entered we found ourselves standing in the center of the chamber, and the doorway we'd just passed through was nowhere to be found. I'd been a frequent user of simulation chambers back on earth, so the first thing I did was examined my fingers and check for any delay between thought and action. There was none that I could perceive, even with my heightened senses and speed of thought. Clearly, this Simulation Chamber was a level above what I'd used back on earth.


"Have you used this place before?" I asked Assyrus. She stood next to me, scrutinizing a weapon rack I hadn't noticed until now. She selected a plain ironwood sword and shield, like what she used in real combat.


Assyrus nodded. “You have to use one of the special weapons here." Assyrus explained as she picked up her weapons. "I'm not sure how it happens, but your real weapons disappear, along with your real clothes and any potions or enchantments you might be carrying. The only power the room lets you use is the power of your body and spirit. I suppose it puts everyone on an even playing field."


"I'd imagine our real bodies are standing frozen in an empty box.” I replied. "And these are likely just avatars made in their likeness. That's how these things usually work."


Assyrus scrutinized her own fingers, clenched around an ironwood sword. She shrugged and said, "I've heard of avatar spells before. Never thought I'd get to try one."


I picked a weapon of my own and felt a bit vulnerable when I realized I couldn't access my Dimensional Storage. I kept a lot of tricks in there that let me deal with enemies I ordinarily wouldn't be able to handle. The steel sword alone gave me a lot of confidence when it was by my side. I didn't have such luxuries now and found myself armed with an ordinary ironwood one handed spear. Given the wide-open field, I figured it would be safest to keep these unknown foes at a distance. I took a round shield in my left hand and slung an ironwood sword at my hip just in case.


Then I realized something was off. The seal I kept over my dantian while I recovered from the fight with the Crimson Eye Observer was gone. I’d been loosening the seal as I neared complete recovery, but I wasn’t confident enough to undo it completely yet. But then I felt my cultivation and realized I was in peak condition holding the maximum amount of zeal I could. Every part of my body felt limber and spry. Of course, this was a simulation! That meant I could use my magic as freely as I wanted! Maybe I wouldn’t need my toys after all.


"I'm ready. How do we get started?" I asked Assyrus.


"I'm ready as well." She replied, and the weapons rack vanished. "See there? Assyrus pointed in the distance, where one gate swung open. Out of it I saw a pair of glowing red eyes about knee-high.


When the monster stepped into the open, I recognized it immediately.




Stone-tusked Boar Puppet (Level 3)




"I recognize that thing!" I said. Though its features were wooden and clicked together like clogs on a wooden floor, it was the Stone-tusked boars I'd frequently encountered in the Hearthwood forest. They were one of the most common monsters found above ground, and at my level they proved no challenge at all. "Is that really all the Simulation Chamber is throwing at us?"


"We'll start seeing worse soon enough." Assyrus said, already hacking the head off the boar puppet. Instead of the fountain of blood that a living boar would have made upon decapitation, this one merely collapsed to the ground as its head rolled away. Its limbs and body fell into a tangled mass as if the invisible strings that had been controlling it had been cut. Moments later, the puppet's body vanished into white light.


The gate opened again, and this time there were two sets of knee-high eyes. "Oh good." Assyrus said. "One for each of us this time."


More simple monsters followed them. I saw Green Brush Beavers, also level 3, mixed in with Stone-tusked boars and even a found a puppet of a White-finned River Fish flopping around on the ground.


"So, they come at us in waves." I said, having figured out what we were facing. "Getting stronger each time?"


“Right. Opponents get stronger with each round." Assyrus replied. “We need to make it to round ten.”


“What happens at round ten?”


Assyrus shrugged. "That's what I'm hoping to find out!"


Given the difference in power between us and these monsters at the third layer of zeal accumulation and below, we had no trouble crushing everything that came at us, and Assyrus even caught me up on recent happenings while we waited for stronger opponents.


"So, about Segolas. You really think he's getting a bit full of himself?" I asked.


"I'm afraid so." Assyrus replied. "The ancient records left behind by the Waterbeetle tribe's founder has an entire section on his kind. She called them ‘arrogant young masters’ and warned all her descendants to steer clear of them. However, he certainly has the talent to back his attitude up. I've never heard of anyone progressing through the heartwielder ranks as fast as he has. Not counting you, of course.”


"I'll have to talk with Sava and see what we can do. It must be painful for elves with so little time to raise their children."


Assyrus shrugged. "The heavens have a vision for each of us. If we turn out badly this time, then we try again in the next life."


"I'd rather Segolas learn a valuable life lesson without dying. But what about the rest of the girls? I haven't seen anyone on the council around recently." I changed the subject, not really wanting to discuss my son’s apparent flaws any longer.


"Melise is still in studious cultivation in the Cultivation Chamber. She's been spending the last few weeks under accelerated time."


"That's right. It has been awhile, and I've noticed my points going down. I wonder how long it’s been for her, locked away in that little room." I said as I jammed my spear through a spiky magical hedgehog.


"Sava's still locked away in the Alchemists Laboratory. Word is she managed to successfully brew a you-know-what potion." Assyrus said.


I quirked my eyebrows. "She managed to successfully brew a Draconic Bloo—"


I cut my words off at Assyrus' alarmed expression. "This isn't a private show. We may have a few people watching."


"Ah." I said with realization. "I suppose we should show them how proper mage acolytes fight then, right? Anyone can wave around ironwood." And then I targeted two oncoming Stone-tusked boars with a single earth spike. As a mage acolyte, it was much stronger and the projectile much larger than it had been when I was a heartwielder. One earth spike pierced through a boar and impaled its wooden head, which flew on the spikes tip off the boar’s shoulders and soared backwards until it collided with a second boar. The second boar burst apart in a shower of splinters as the first boar head thudded into the ground amidst a pile of debris. I was now thankful the Simulation Chamber was tasteful enough to turn all the monsters into wooden puppets while we were fighting them, or this might have been too gruesome a scene for some of the younger elves. Once defeated, both boar puppets collapsed into a pile of wooden splinters and parts, having lost their semblance of life.


“Nice shot.” Assyrus laughed. "Alright. I've been practicing a new trick from the clan library. I think I'm finally ready to show it off in public. Watch this."


And then Assyrus pulled back towards the center of the arena.


The monster's she'd been dealing with started coming towards me, and I suddenly realized just how many of them there were. We were already on the fourth wave, and stronger monsters had started joining in the fray.


The Mossy Giant puppets weren't as resilient as their real-world counterparts, but their bulky forms and their peak-heartwielder strength made it difficult to slay them in a single blow. Assyrus had been dealing with most of them up until now and with her pulled back four of them quickly tried to surround me.


I was nimble enough with my Blackgorge Fiendbody that I dodged and wove between them. Twisted Step, Heart of the Mountain, and Quicksilver Thought let me move faster than they could.


I used Earthshatter to knock them off their feet, but before I could finish any of them off the Stone-tusked boars charged in to swarm me. I cast Stone Obelisk both as a wall between me and the weaker monsters and to enhance my informal magic. "Damn, these little guys might actually be a problem if so many of them attack me at once." I looked back at Assyrus. "You ready with that spell?" I called back.


"Gather up a few more targets for me please. I want to display its full might." Assyrus replied, arms crossed as she scrutinized my opponents.


I shrugged and hardened the earth beneath the Mossy Giants. With the help of the Stone Obelisk, I was able to turn the dirt beneath them to mud. Given their weight, they quickly sunk in far enough for me to get them good and stuck.


With them unable to absorb my blows for the lesser monsters, I was back to smashing puppets with every hit. I felt a drop of sweat run down my back and realized I was enjoying myself. I'd practiced a bit with ironwood weapons since coming here, but rarely did I have an opportunity to cut loose like this and delve into those skills with nothing to lose.


"Pull back, Theo! My turn!" Assyrus said, finally ready to show off her new spell. "Flowing Water Crushing Stone!" She shouted, thrusting both palms forward. No fountain of water came spraying out, but the monsters around me rose into the air as if they'd been caught by an invisible wave. Even the Mossy Giants were pulled out of the ground and tossed on the ground. When the spell faded, all our opponents had been thrown ten meters back, and some had been dashed against the ground and smashed to bits under the invisible wave.


"A knock-back attack." I replied with a grin. "I can see how that would be useful, especially if you're fighting with allies."


Assyrus nodded as she jumped forward to help finish off the remaining monsters. "I decided I needed something to break away if my Waterbeetle Defensive technique ever got overwhelmed. I'm told this was one of the spells left behind for you personally by Dean the Destroyer. Once I've completely mastered it, it will be just as powerful as the Waterbeetle Defensive technique."


"The name does have a bit of Dean about it." I remarked. "Round five! We're halfway there."


"Don't start celebrating yet. This is as far as any heartwielder team has gotten. Only mage acolytes survive the next few rounds."


"Teams? Just how many tackle this simulation at once?" I asked.


"Usually around five. But don't worry, the two of us will definitely be the first to make it to the tenth round!"


Then the doors opened. I saw two glowing red eyes, as usual. Only this time, they were far, far more massive.




Thunder Bear Puppet (early mage acolyte, level 10)




"I've fought one of these before!" I shouted.


"Did you?" Assyrus asked. "How did you deal with the lightning bolts?"


“Lightning bolts?”


When I wrestled the last Thunder Bear I'd seen into submission, I hadn't stopped to ask why it was called a Thunder Bear. As we locked gazes with the bear puppet, it let out a bestial roar. Its fur stood on end and I watched as little sparks materialized in the center of its jaws.


"Duck!" I shouted, as I flipped my ironwood spear around and stabbed it into the ground in front of me. The ball of lightning shot out of the bear's mouth, dancing through the air as it sizzled and rotated around its center. It hit the center of my ironwood spear and instantly vaporized the wood. Most of the attack shot down the spears length and traveled into the ground beneath us.


I drew the ironwood sword at my hip before it could muster a second attack. Dashing forward with the strength of my Blackgorge Fiendbody and my earth magic, I ran the ironwood blade through the gap between the puppet’s head and torso. Despite the puppet's massive size, having a sword shoved through to the hilt was a devastating blow. I pried at the opening with the side of my blade and soon the puppet’s head popped off and fell to the ground.


"Well, that wasn't so bad." I said, returning to Assyrus' side.


"Good job." Assyrus replied. "But round six means fighting four of them."


I played the part of bait for the next round, drawing the Thunder Bear's attacks while Assyrus dealt with them up close. The magic in my body had given me a nimbleness that the greatest athletes back on earth would have envied. I snickered at the thought that those who used earth magic were often categorized as slow and plodding. That certainly wasn't true for me as I effortlessly flipped backwards through the air, landing on one bear’s head just as another took aim at me with a lightning ball. That bear's attack hit the one I was standing on top of, blowing it to pieces while I jumped to safety.


The bear who'd just dispatched its own ally attempted to fire a second shot, only for Assyrus to absorb the attack with the Waterbeetle Defensive technique and unleash a lightning-charged fist into the puppet’s side.


"Four Thunder Bears down and we're both untouched." Assyrus said. "Most groups have lost somebody by now."


Round seven began without fanfare, and I spotted yet another familiar creature.




Stone-Watcher Basilisk Puppet (mid mage acolyte, level 15)




"Assyrus! Shield your eyes!" I said in alarm.


Assyrus laughed. "That's how the first group got killed. It turns out the Simulation Chamber can't quite replicate that unique power. Lucky us, or this round would be impossible to get past."


Sure enough, she met the Basilisk Puppet's gaze without being petrified in the slightest. Despite not having its primary ability, the monster was still big, fast, and strong so it presented a credible threat that we had to take seriously.


Assyrus dashed towards it only to find its maw wrapped around her arm in an instant. She managed to cast the Waterbeetle Defensive technique over that patch of skin, but that would only protect her so long as she could maintain the technique.


I jumped in from behind, only to catch a fast-moving tail in the chest. I skidded across the ground but kept my footing. Despite the force of the massive tail, I felt only a light sting across my body. My skin was as tough as thick leather hide now, so it would take more than that to hurt me.


"Flowing Water Crushing Stone!" Assyrus shouted as the basilisk lost its grip on the ground. Despite losing its footing, the basilisk kept a tight grip on Assyrus' arm and refused to let go. I used this opportunity to cast Fists of Stone and reinforce my hands. With strengthened fingers I pried and tore at the puppet’s joints before finally managing to separate that powerful tail from the monster's torso.


"Arrrg!" I tore the tail free with a mighty heave, only to find the tail wriggled even more aggressively in my hands now that it had been severed. I tossed it aside and jammed my sword into the puppet’s back, prying as I had with the bear. This monster was bigger and tougher, but eventually it fell to the same crude technique and collapsed into a pile of broken puppet parts.


"One basilisk down!" I grinned.


"That's the spirit! And we're bar-barely even br-breaking a sweat." Assyrus panted.


"Two more rounds to go." If the pattern we'd experienced thus far continued...


Moments later, the door opened, revealing four Stone-Watcher Basilisk puppets, complete with a whole host of Thunder Bears following behind them.


“How have our clansmen survived this round before, Assyrus?” I asked.


“Usually, they let the enemies group together, then most of the party sacrifices themselves in a suicide attack. One or two of them usually survives, which is enough to get their team on the wall of fame outside.” Assyrus answered.


“Yorik’s trained some nut jobs…” I murmured. “Well, I’m not feeling like a suicide attack. Are you?”


Assyrus grinned.


After some rushed strategizing, we let the Thunder Bears surround us. That was a foolish move on the bears’ part, because it meant their projectiles stood a high chance of hitting their allies. Not that these puppets cared about such a thing. Three Thunder Bear Puppets died in the first lightning volley from the attacks of other Thunder Bears. One of the basilisk puppets took a hit as well but shrugged off the blow before continuing to advance.


Both Assyrus and I had enough battle experience to know that we didn’t want all four Basilisk puppets bearing down on us at once, so we danced around the rough circle of Thunder Bears, disabling each one we came across before quickly running to the next before the basilisk’s could reorganize. The giant lizards were fast, but given their bulk they weren’t too maneuverable, so if we kept a horde of bears between them and us they had trouble closing in on us.


Eventually we slipped up. We lingered too long dealing with a bear puppet that just wouldn’t come apart, and my Fists of Stone spell wore off. In a tremendous display of agility given its bulk, a basilisk puppet vaulted over the nearest Thunder Bear, snapping its jaws as it went. I jumped out of the way, but Assyrus moved too slowly and the beast clamped down on her arm. This time, she didn’t have the Waterbeetle Defensive technique activated.


Crunch!


I heard the snapping of bone and the tearing of flesh. Assyrus’ forearm tore free at the elbow and disappeared down the basilisk puppet’s gullet.


“Ahh!” Assyrus screamed before getting ahold of herself. She looked down at the stub and saw a stream of sparkling white light. Calming herself with the knowledge that it wasn’t real, she picked her fallen weapon up in her left hand and dropped her shield.


With Assyrus literally disarmed, pulling apart the remaining puppets fell to me. Having thinned the herd of bear puppets, we started targeting the basilisks. Another of the basilisk puppets attempted the sneaky vaulting trick again, only to find itself impaled on a Stone Obelisk I’d started summoning in preparation for that exact attack. Two more fell to dedicated prying as I tore into them. One by one we pulled the now lightning-pocked basilisk puppets apart, then slew the remaining bears until only the arm-devouring puppet remained.


“I want this one, Theo.” Assyrus said.


“You sure you can take it? You’re wounded.” I warned.


Assyrus chuckled. “Surely you don’t think I spent this entire month working on Flowing Water Crushing Stone?” Then she closed her eyes as the basilisk puppet dug its claws into the ground and charged her.


“Summon Water Elemental!” Assyrus shouted at the top of her lungs. A tremendous wave of water zeal left her body, making her sag as the power left her.


The towering upper body was roughly humanoid, like an artist had drawn a few gestures and vague shapes meant to resemble a muscular man’s upper body than gave up on drawing the legs, leaving only a flowing trail that vanished into nothing. The upper body was made of azure water zeal twice my own height, hovering menacingly with stubby watery arms waving aggressively in the air in the direction of the enemy.


“Attack!” Assyrus wheezed before collapsing to her knees.


The water elemental flowed over the ground on its legless torso, meeting the basilisk puppet’s attack. Wooden claws met formless water that swirled and swelled, surrounding the beasts muzzle and mouth. Apparently, whatever algorithm governed the simulation decided that counted as choking the basilisk to death, and the puppet soon fell apart. Assyrus’ water elemental was victorious.


“Round nine.” Assyrus wheezed. “Only one other team has made it this far.”


“If anyone in the Hearthwood Clan managed to come this far, I want to recruit them immediately.” I answered honestly.


Assyrus chuckled. “You already have. It was Eltiana, Nela, Sava, Ghessa, Ullua, and Yorik.”


“So this is where they failed…” I trailed off, wondering what monster was waiting for us behind the gates. My question was soon answered by a glowing red eye. Singular.


This one was far brighter than any of the others, and far larger as well.




Crimson Eye Observer Puppet (late true mage, level 28)




I gulped. I could suddenly see why the rest of the girls failed. It took every dirty trick we had in the book to take out the real Crimson Eye Observer. In a straight fight, we stood no chance.


Still, neither of us were the type to give up. With a silent nod, Assyrus and I split up. Assyrus’ water elemental charged down the center, taking the bulk of the damage from the Crimson Eye Observer’s main eye. Sadly, the Simulation Chamber had no issues replicating this deadly ability.


The water elemental endured the attack with surprising tenacity. Its formless body was particularly difficult to destroy. Unfortunately, the heat of the Crimson Eye Observer’s attack was enough to boil even water zeal. Just as Assyrus and I were about to pounce on the Crimson Eye Observer, the water elemental collapsed into zeal and dispersed into the air. The puppet turned its gaze to Assyrus and before she could even scream she was vaporized into sparkling white light.


Her last moment gave me just enough time to ram my ironwood sword into the puppet’s body, but this one was made of sterner stuff than the previous puppets. Before I was even a hand deep, the tip of my blade snapped off as the monster turned and that was the last thing I remembered before the world turned white.




You have achieved victory in your first simulated battle! (+1000 points)

You have won the adoration of countless elves in your clan and increased their loyalty towards you. (+1000 points)



***


I awoke to the sound of fervent cheering. I blinked the confusion from my eyes and found myself standing as Assyrus pushed open the plain wooden door in front of me.


“—made it all the way to the ninth wave! With only two people!” An elf shouted gleefully.


“Patriarch! Patriarch Theo! You’re my hero!”


“Did you see chief Assyrus’ new spell? I’ve never heard of a Waterbeetle tribe elf casting an elemental summoning spell! I didn’t think we had any of those for the water aspect in the Hearthwood!”


“She must have gotten it from the clan library. I have to start saving Macmarks! I need to learn that spell!”


“I might be able to afford the spell now with how many Macmarks I just won betting on them reaching the ninth wave!”


I rubbed at my temples, still dizzy.


“I’ll take us somewhere quiet to shake it off. The post battle-haze has got me too.” Assyrus said to me as she took me by the arm and hauled me through the cheering crowd.


“That was a pretty impressive spell, Assyrus.” I said. “Where did you learn it?”


“The elemental spell?” Assyrus blushed. “From Dean the Destroyer’s book. It’s one of the lower level spells he left for you in case you bonded a water spellheart.”


“I should have looked in the water spell section…” I cursed myself for only paying attention to the earth magic spells Dean had left behind. It was a shame there was no Summon Earth Elemental spell available to me. Having a creature like Assyrus had just made under my control was exactly what I wanted! Perhaps I could examine the water-aspect version of the spell and decipher its equivalent with earth magic…


“I’ve got some questions about that spell, if you don’t mind going somewhere more private?”


Assyrus blushed. “A-alright. Let’s head back to your Personal Chambers.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










I WASN’T ENTIRELY sure what Assyrus thought I’d been implying when I told her I had a couple of questions about her spell, but I became certain she’d gotten a different idea than I had in mind when she tore her raptor-skin vest free and tossed it on the ground at the foot of the giant bed in my Personal Chambers.


Assyrus grabbed at the buttons on my tunic, flexing the fingers on her right hand, which she had doubtlessly gained new appreciation for after having that entire hand torn off back in the Simulation Chamber.


"I take it you didn't want to just answer questions about your new Summon Water Elemental spell?" I chuckled.


"Not while I have this opportunity to keep you to myself." Assyrus replied. "I have the future of the Waterbeetle tribe to worry about. I have plans for as large and sprawling a clan as the rest of the tribal chiefs. I have to seize this while I can." She sounded a little sad at that last thought, and I wondered why.


I grabbed her by the shoulders as she tried to pull my tunic off and looked her in the eyes. "Assyrus, is something bothering you?"


"What?" she smiled uncertainly. "Nothing's wrong. I'm fine as always."


"I don't know much," I replied, "but when a woman says they're fine, they're never actually fine."


"Okay, I'm just still a little unsettled. I'm riding high from our recent victory, but how much of that was me?" Assyrus answered.


"Well I can say for certain I would have been taken down by overwhelming numbers after the fourth wave. I wouldn't have made it to the ninth round without your help. I know you'd hoped to reach the tenth. Maybe with the rest of the girls we could try again..."


"No." Assyrus cut me off. "I'd hoped to be the one doing the heavy lifting. Fighting on the front lines with everyone else at my back. Instead, you were the one shielding me. Especially after I lost a hand." Assyrus grimaced.


"Don't get down on yourself like that." I squeezed her shoulder. "Did you see how enthusiastic those elves were when we left the chamber? They were in awe of you!"


Assyrus shrugged. "I think most of that was for you. Besides, it doesn't really matter. I'm just not as good as I used to be."


"What makes you say that? Your cultivation is higher than ever!"


Assyrus sighed. "Back under Chief Wisdom in the Waterbeetle tribe, I was called a genius. I mastered the Waterbeetle Defensive Technique faster than anybody else. I picked up the sword and spear as easily as walking. Everyone was certain I'd reach mage acolyte, and I did. Heck, most of my tribe expected me to reach late mage acolyte before the end of my lifespan. Everyone expected me to become the next tribal chief. Only... I’ve already attained most of that. One more region refinement and I'll break through to late mage acolyte. I should feel exhilarated. I’m almost there, only… I still feel like I've barely made any progress."


I was beginning to understand, so I stayed quiet as I watched a vulnerable wetness form at the corners of Assyrus' eyes.


"Last week Yorik and I had a little practice bout before the troops. It was over something silly and stupid. I wanted a Waterbeetle tribe division, led by me. I always thought I knew how to take a loss, but I guess not." Assyrus laughed weakly to herself. "I was the best of my generation in the Waterbeetle tribe, but that isn't true here. We've got Eltiana, Sava, and all the Songstone cultivators. It's like I've stepped into a larger world and suddenly I'm no longer special. Late mage acolyte was supposed to be my life's greatest achievement. It would put me on the same level as all the tribal chiefs before me. But now that I'm almost there I feel like I’m staring at a ladder that reaches the stars, and I’ve barely taken my first step.”


"You're right." I said as I brought Assyrus into my arms. “From what I’ve heard, late mage acolyte isn’t anything special out in the wider world. But you are, Assyrus. Maybe you would have made true mage even if I hadn't come along, but I'm certain you can reach higher than any Waterbeetle before you now that we're together."


"Plenty of my predecessors have tried to reach true mage and failed." Assyrus sniffled. "Though I suppose they didn't have the resources you're providing.”


I shook my head. "They failed because they weren't you, Assyrus. You're talented. You know what Eltiana said to me when I cured her of the poison? She said she let herself be poisoned just so she could keep up with you. She said she's not as talented as you, so she had to take a gamble like that to get ahead."


Assyrus blinked in surprise. "S-she said that?"


"She did." I smiled as I caressed the small of her bare back.


"That little rogue." Assyrus grinned back at me. "I guess I'll just have to work even harder to keep her from getting ahead with shifty tricks like that.”


"That you will. We'll be true mages soon, Assyrus. Together."


"Us and one big Hearthwood Clan!" Assyrus cheered.


"One very big Hearthwood Clan, if I let you girls have your way." I chuckled.


Having regained her confidence, Assyrus stripped my shirt off the rest of the way and pushed me back onto the bed. "Let's see you earn your title, Patriarch."


"Alright, but don't be sorry if you lose."


Assyrus grinned. "I think I need to learn how to take a loss anyhow. You can be my instructor for the day."


What followed was a combination of stripping and wrestling. Assyrus struggled to pull my trousers down while I tugged at her clothing as we competed to see who could get the other naked first.


In the end I managed to remove her pants before she got to me. "I have you now!" I grinned as I pinned her against the bed with my knee and exposed her bare bottom. Assyrus was bigger and stronger than most elves, but she was still an elf, naturally scrawny and small. The extra size and muscle only put her on even terms with an average gym-going human woman, not counting the additional strength of her magic.


With the strength of my Blackgorge Fiendbody, once I had her pinned, she was completely at my mercy. To prove it, I gave her perky ass a slap and ran my other hand around the back of her neck.


"I don't feel properly defeated yet." Assyrus teased. "You'll have to do better than that."


I planned to do so. I undid the belt that had foiled Assyrus' attempts to pants me and dropped my trousers, exposing my rapidly hardening member.


Keeping Assyrus pinned against the bed, I maneuvered myself around her until she felt my hot breath trailing down her spine. I pushed her legs apart as I flipped myself around and squeezed the cheeks of her ass as I exposed the damp lower lips just past them.


Licking my middle finger, I trailed along the outskirts of her slit, trailing up and down as I ever-so-lightly trailed my finger over the bead of her womanhood.


"Mhmm." Assyrus bit her lip as she dug her fingers into the sheets beneath her.


"You like that?" I chuckled. "I bet I can make you squeal."


"I... mhmmm... b-bet you c-can’t." Assyrus gasped, biting her lip.


Wetting my pointer finger and pinky on her dripping snatch, I stuck one finger inside her waiting womanhood while my smaller pinky poked at the entrance to her ass.


Sure enough, Assyrus squealed.


"You fight dirty." Assyrus pouted behind a smile.


"I win dirty." I grinned in reply.


I flipped Assyrus over until her head and hair cascaded down the side of the bed.


“What’s this position?” Assyrus asked as she gazed up at me with her head upside down.


“I’m told it’s called the Spiderman.” I said, fully convinced Dean made this one up himself in his little book. “The idea is that I get a great view of every inch of you.” I said, running my hands up and down her waist. “And this is your view.” Then I dropped my member on her face, where it thudded with a meaty slap.


I was surprised at my own size. My favorite tool now stretched from the top of Assyrus’ head to the tip of her chin and was bigger than it had ever been before. I enjoyed Assyrus’ quivering body while she was engulfed in the sight and scent of my manhood. Before long and of her own accord, she’d stuck out her tongue and trailed her mouth along the underside of my shaft.


“You don’t need to try fitting that in.” I warned, getting a bit worried about how much larger I’d been getting down there as I got stronger.


“I’m talented with all kinds of weapons.” Assyrus said. “And this thing is starting to qualify as one. So naturally,” Assyrus opened her mouth wide and enveloped the head of my member. “I’fffownt ffflooze ffffo fffis!” Assyrus said around a mouthful of cock. Her lips clamped down around me, drawing me in as I played with her breasts and nipples.


Assyrus seemed determined to engulf my new length, so I shrugged and slowly pushed myself forward. “Tell me when you’ve had more than you can take.” I said.


Assyrus ignored my warning and continued to gulp me inward. Halfway down in I became amazed at how much of my length Assyrus had taken. Her mouth and throat wrung me like a wet towel as I barely maintained enough sense to keep polishing the pearl in the oyster between her legs.


She didn’t stop there though, and soon I was buried all the way in her. Assyrus let out a muffled triumphant victory yelp and I pulsed with the sound.


I felt pressure building within my loins and realized Assyrus was going to bring me to the edge before I could do the same for her. I was supposed to be teaching Assyrus how to take a loss, so I couldn’t lose at something so vital to the future of the Hearthwood Clan.


I cast Heart of the Mountain in the hopes that it would improve my sexual stamina in the same way it did for my ordinary stamina. It did, but Assyrus sensed the twitching and pulsing in my lower half subside, so she began wringing me with her lips and mouth with all the ferocity she could muster.


I cupped each of Assyrus’ breasts, kneading them with my fingers. I toyed with the pliable mounds of flesh as I leaned downwards until my mouth pressed against Assyrus’ womanhood. I pushed her legs apart with my chin even as she continued slurping beneath me.


Her slit dripped with wetness, trailing over her ass as it leaked onto the bed beneath her. I flicked through her feminine folds with the tip of my tongue, opening her up to my well-practiced ministrations. Her girlish bead quivered and twitched with her hips as I flicked across her. Assyrus’ legs flailed wildly, alternating between closing her thighs tight and opening them wider so I could grant her greater pleasure.


Suddenly, Assyrus’ back arched as her pleasure reached its peak. She twitched and shook, and the sight of her sensual writhing signaled the return of the building pressure in my loins.


Assyrus finally surrendered to me then. She sat up with a jolt and my cock slid out of her mouth so she could take an unsteady breath and moan. “P-put it in Theo!”


“That doesn’t sound like the plea of an honorable loser.” I chided.


“Please put it in?” Assyrus tried again between pants. “Please fill me up and make me yours!”


“That’s better.” I laughed, then I flipped Assyrus around and plunged my cock into the damp mound I’d been toying with moments before. Assyrus gasped as I began thrusting and only lasted moments before shaking head to toe in a second series of orgasms.


Soon the pressure in my loins grew to a crescendo and a wave of warm pleasure flooded through my body, exploding deep into Assyrus' womb.


We held ourselves together in that moment, with Assyrus leaning against me as I held our embrace.


"That was great." I said at last.


Assyrus clutched her womb. "I can't waste this." she said. "I could use the life zeal to clear my next region, but I think I'd rather do that through hard work and talent alone." Assyrus said. "I think... I think I'd rather lay an egg. Our Hearthwood Clan could use a new Waterbeetle or two.”



***


While we continued to lay together and play together for a while longer, neither of us were willing to spend the entire day that way. Assyrus seemed driven to train harder than she ever had before, and her enthusiasm was infectious. After some discussion, she eventually agreed to answer my questions about the Summon Water Elemental spell while she taught me some basic weaponry skills.


"I saw you swinging your ironwood weapons around in there. While you're not a total klutz, let’s just say you're lucky you're so fast and strong." Assyrus said.


"I took those puppets apart easily enough." I countered.


"You're a chaka, and you practice orc body refinement. Nobody can deny that you can swing a weapon with deadly force. But the way you were swinging your weapon around was only marginally better than tearing your enemies apart with your bare hands."


I grinned. I kind of liked the thought of being strong enough to tear monsters apart empty handed. There was a brutal savageness to it that would strike fear into the hearts of those who opposed me. Of course, I had to admit that being able to use a weapon would be far more practical, so I gratefully accepted Assyrus' offer to teach me proper weapon skills. Sava had given me the basics, but Assyrus knew more than how to thrust and parry.


Assyrus started me on the spear. She claimed it was far easier to drill a competent spearman than train a good swordsman. If two armies each had a month to drill a platoon and one picked spears while the other picked swords, the sword-wielding army would be utterly crushed. Or so Assyrus reasoned. The spear was simply a more natural weapon for the humanoid form, and the extra reach it gave was an often-underestimated advantage.


So, under Assyrus' direction, I thrust my blunted ironwood practice spear in the air, repeating the motion until my muscles were sore, then repeating it some more.


"Repetition is good for muscle memory." Assyrus explained, practicing right beside me. "It also helps build the right kinds of muscle. This is one of your strongest thrusts, and you want both speed and power. Like this! Hyaaa!" Assyrus thrust her ironwood stick with such ferocity a nearby leaf fell from a tree, floating to the ground by our feet before a pale elf darted in and snatched it a hands breadth from reaching the ground.


I practiced the motion until Assyrus was eventually satisfied, at which point she handed me an ironwood shield that was very similar to the one I'd possessed in the simulation chamber. It was made of particularly dense ironwood, so heavy that I imagined an equivalent slab of pig iron wouldn't weight as much. Not that it mattered under my superhuman strength. A bit of extra weight was no issue when I was already strong enough to benchpress a car.


When I asked why the shield was so heavy, Assyrus explained that it needed to be that thick and strong to withstand the punishment it would need to endure. Shields, particularly those carried by mage acolytes, could expect to take superhuman blows and destructive magical forces. The simplest way to deal with such attacks was to make shields out of a special strain of ironwood that was extra tough, and extra heavy.


"You're holding the shield too close." Assyrus said. "Further away, like this." Assyrus thrust her shield forward. "A small shield like this can only protect you from a good distance away. It may not cover much of you but thrust towards your opponent it blocks a wide angle of their possible attacks. Some instructors call it a cone of protection."


Assyrus carried me through a dozen more motions, teaching me a few of the fundamentals that I'd never picked up from Sava's limited weapons skills.


"Alright, I think I'm getting the hang of this." I said. "But we've been talking as if I'd be fighting elven foes wielding similar weapons. While that will probably happen, just as often I find myself facing monsters or spellcraft."


Assyrus grimaced. "That's the rub, isn't it? I hear outside of the forest you have just as many elves wielding magic string and flying needles as you do proper swords and spears. Beyond that, fighting a four-armed monster would be very different from fighting a flying creature. There's simply no knowing what you'll face. It's up to the weapon-wielder to figure out how to use their weapons best to defeat whatever enemy they face. That means you need to be flexible and adaptable at all times."


"Noted." I said as I twirled the stick in my hands, imagining myself surrounded by a hundred foes of all different shapes and sizes. I realized the image was awfully similar to the Simulation chamber I’d just fought in and realized I’d have to pay the place another visit in my free time to keep practicing.


Assyrus twirled her own stick and met mine with a wooden thump. "Don't be getting too fancy on me now." She warned. "Oftentimes, the simpler attacks are better." Then she shifted her grip to the end of her stick and swung her weapon around like a baseball bat. She struck the ground with speed and force I couldn't have mustered, despite having more raw strength.


"I think I'll stick to magic as my go-to power." I responded. "But these skills certainly won't hurt to know."


Assyrus nodded. "Glad you think so. Now that I've taught you, I want your help to polish up my new spells. What did you think of them?"


I scratched my chin and thought. "The knock back effect is certainly useful, and Summon Water Elemental is an incredible spell. There are two flaws, though. Firstly, both take you too long to cast. Secondly, I'm not sure how well the Summon Water Elemental spell suits you specifically. Normally, I'd recommend that kind of spell for an elf like Illiel or Eltiana, who have difficulty meeting the enemy up close. Having an elemental would help them keep their distance and deal damage from afar by always having an ally they can summon that can occupy the enemy in direct combat.”


Assyrus frowned. "But the Summon Water Elemental Spell gives me an ally to fight by my side! Two is better than one, right?"


"It is, but the spell gives you a close-quarters hand-to-hand fighter. That's essentially another of you. It doesn't cover any of your weaknesses, it just amplifies what you already do well. If there was some way to modify the spell so that it could create an ally that could heal you or attack from a distance, then it would still be useful in situations where you're countered. Imagine if you found yourself fighting an opponent who was too fast for you to catch and who could attack at range. Then both you and your elemental would be unable to attack them.”


"Huh." Assyrus replied. "You sure know a lot about this kind of thing. There are a few directions I could take the Summon Water Elemental spell from here. I'll keep what you said in mind. Anything else?"


"Your knock back spell will be good as it is once you shorten the cast time with practice. As for future directions? I recommend picking up a spell that lets you stun or disable your enemies. Either that, or a rapid movement spell that lets you advance or retreat quickly."


"Okay." Assyrus said. "Flowing Steps is just such a movement technique. It was already on the list of spells I wanted to learn, so I'll go for that one next."


Before we knew it, we'd trained and talked for an entire day and a night, only stopping once to retreat into my Personal Chambers. Despite getting very little rest in my Personal Chambers, its magical ability to sooth and relax the mind left us both feeling refreshed enough to continue training immediately after hopping off the bed.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










AFTER MORE THAN a day and a night training with Assyrus, I had to break away to work on a brief experiment Mac and I had been planning for quite some time. Today I was headed towards the Command Center. Mac and I had come up with an idea months ago, and I finally had enough points that wasting a few on this experiment was viable.


Sadly, the Simulation Chamber netted me no further points, but touring the outskirts of Mac’s dungeon and killing whatever little creature Mac was complaining about had netted me quite a few points over the last few days.




174 slimes, rats, centipedes, and skeletons slain. (+658 points)

Total points: 3120




Before I could enter my lab, I had to head back to Castle Mac. After an impressive amount of stepping through the maze of corridors and passageways, I made my way towards the Command Center’s new location. I was just about to enter when I saw a figure leaning against the door looking mopey with her head in her hands.


"Yulli?" I said with surprise. "What are you doing here?"


Yulli's head jerked up as she noticed my presence. "Oh, hello patriarch. I'm sorry, do you need to get past me?"


"I do, but you look like you could use someone to talk to right now. What happened? And is it something I can fix?"


"No... it's my fault. Segolas and I had another minor disagreement." Yulli sighed. "I think I'll be better off if I find my own place for a while."


I took a seat on the floor next to Yulli. "That sounds bad, though not the end of the world. People have disagreements all the time. Why, I have even had minor arguments with Sava, Assyrus, Eltiana, and the rest of the matriarchs."


"Really?" Yulli asked curiously. "But you always look so happy together. And whenever you make a decision, you always all speak with one voice."


"That's just because you're looking in from the outside." I replied. "We have our own way of talking amongst ourselves and dealing with any trouble before it rears its head. I'm sure most of the clan thinks Segolas' group with you ladies is perfectly harmonious. Your presence here tells me otherwise."


"It was perfectly harmonious for a while." Yulli admitted. "I drank that potion matriarch Sava gave me."


"The Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir?"


"That's what she called it." Yulli said. "Ever since drinking it, my thoughts have changed. I can't help but feel like... we're wasting time here. We should be working harder, not cavorting in the bedroom all day. We should be reading scrolls and learning new techniques. Helping build defenses and hone our skills. It's like there's this little voice in the back of my head, screaming at me to get to work while I have the chance. Segolas thinks we’re already doing enough, and it’s true he’s advancing fast. But that’s just because he’s so talented. In truth, he barely applies himself. Even those two times he went off to battle he treated it like another one of our games! He isn’t strong enough. None of us are. If we all set ourselves to working hard, then maybe, in another ten years we’d have the power we need. But the way we’re going…” Yulli trailed off shaking her head.


"It's true, all of you except for Matriarch Red Serpent have exalted statuses within this clan for the contributions of your past lives." I replied with a slow nod. "I'd originally wanted to give you all a semblance of childhood, but perhaps that was a mistake. You are fully grown young adults, despite only having had bodies for a short while."


"The thing is..." Yulli continued. "I'm alone in this. Everyone else is content the way things are. Sure, they've shown a little interest in alchemy and we've done group cultivation a few times, but mostly they're all focused on having fun. I was the same before drinking the potion, but now..." Yulli's voice sank lower and she whispered. "I've been having nightmares. I remember my home burning. I watched friends and family die right in front of me. I don't remember their names, but I remember the way my heart bled as they screamed in pain. I remembered how helpless I was. I remember the bitter pain of loss and the guilt I felt for weeks. If only I'd been stronger. If only I'd done more..."


I took a slow, deep breath. "Those are memories from your past life." I said. "It means the potion is working. I am very sorry you experience these nightmares. Just know that I have no intention of letting what happened to the Songstone Clan happen here."


"Thank you, Patriarch." Yulli said, leaning against me.


I stood up. "I'll see that you’re given another room elsewhere in the castle. Either that or Sava can arrange for one outside."


"But it isn't just fear that's driving me now." Yulli continued. "I want to find those people from my dreams. I want them to experience the same pain and fear I remember when I close my eyes."


"Those are dark thoughts." I replied. "Remember, this is your second life. You should still work hard, but you don’t have to let the pain of your memories haunt you. If you like, Illiel might be able to seal them away."


Yulli shook her head. "I don't want that. It hurts... but it is a good pain. It wouldn't be right to throw these memories away."


I dusted myself off and opened the door behind us. "Tell you what, why don't you help me and Mac with a little experiment? I could use an extra pair of hands."


"Certainly." Yulli leaped to her feet, wiping her face with her arm until there was only a faint trace of tears the corners of her eyes. "I have to earn my keep somehow."



***


While I believed Segolas should sort out his own affairs, I was also very curious about Yulli. Based on what Sava said about the elixir, it should be most immediately potent on Yulli since she was very well cared for as a wisp. Recovering her cultivation, spells, and techniques should be relatively easy and straightforward. Thanks to the ritual we used on her, it was likely to happen naturally anyway, but the potion would accelerate that process from years to mere months.


But what I was most interested in was her personality. The Yulli I knew was decisive, domineering, and aggressive. The young girl next to me was anything but. How much of her old self would shine through now that she was recovering her memories?


Not much, as it turned out. I hadn’t known the old Yulli for long, but I was certain she’d couldn’t have been this clumsy. I’d originally asked Yulli to help me clear the area around the mana generator, but that was turning out to be a very bad idea. The mana generator was in the Command Center, pinched between hundreds of glass tubes and exposed bits of wire. These adornments grew like plants inside the Command Center and served no other purpose beyond making the room look mysterious. We’d harvested those bits of glass often to make cups and tools. The wire was always useful for crafts, though there was never enough for any big projects.


Yulli was having a great deal of trouble not shattering every piece of glass in the room and hurting herself on every bit of wire. “Sorry!” She said as she stumbled backwards, two arms full of twisty glowing lights. Three pieces the size of my fist fell out of her grasp and shattered on the floor at her feet as she stumbled. She tried to pick up the broken glass, only to cut herself and drop a dozen pieces of glass and wire on the floor.


“Sorry…” Yulli, cupping her head between her shoulders as she hid her eyes behind her hair.


“It’s fine…” I grumbled. Just as Mac was about to blow a gasket, I said, “You know what? I’m feeling thirsty. Do you mind grabbing me something to drink?”


“Sure.” Yulli replied. “I could get you some wine. There are a few glass bottles in—“


“No!” I stopped her. “Buy a flagon of water. One of those things Dulla sells to the dungeon divers. The ones in soft, durable, leather water skins.”


Yulli disappeared and Mac had his stubby little one-armed robot get to sweeping while I moved the rest of the glass out of the way of the mana generator.


“So what do you think?” I asked finally. “Has the potion worked on her? Will having her as the Hearthwood Clan’s true mage be a problem?”


[I have no data on Yulli’s previous iteration, because both you and she were outside the radius of the scanner during your interactions. However, I think it is safe to say that this current iteration isn’t someone who’s likely to seize the clan from you. Even if she could make it to true mage before you.]


“The dragon egg elixir is making her cultivation go pretty fast. Did you notice she’s already a mage acolyte again? I suspect that’s as much cause for her fight with Segolas as her awakening memories. From what I’ve gathered, Segolas doesn’t like second place.”


[I noticed she’d reached mage acolyte, though she’s only at the first region. Her progress is likely to slow the closer it gets to her original peak. I imagine it will still be six months at least. Based on your current cultivation rate, you’ll reach true mage before her.]


“Thank you for the vote of confidence, though becoming a true mage will rely on me finding an earth aspect aura fragment.” I replied.


[That is true. My model does not consider how long you’ll spend searching for that. Though, I should remind you that you always have Yorik’s Blackgorge Fiendbody to work on in the meantime.] Mac added.


I heard Yulli returning and hurried to move all the remaining glass somewhere safe before she got here. Based on the rapid rhythm of her footsteps, she’d run the entire way to Malla’s shop and back.


“H-here’s your flagon, patriarch.” Yulli panted, hoisting the leather pouch for my pleasure.


I accepted it and pretended to take a long sip before setting it on the table behind me. Yulli tried to help Mac clean up the broken glass on the floor, but I waved her off.


“You’re just in time for the best part.” I said. “Mac, do you want to explain what the purpose of this experiment is to her?”


[Listen young elf, and I shall enlighten you! Observe the pulsating sphere of swirling concentric circles before you.] Mac instructed. [It is a power source, of sorts. Theo and I suspect it uses an energy we’re calling mana, which exists on a higher plane relative to the zeal you’re accustomed to. Today, we are attempting to convert some of this mana into zeal using a mechanism I discovered in the mana generator. If all goes well, this process should produce a massive quantity of zeal from a relatively small quantity of mana.]


“… Boosting the zeal concentration in the entire area!” Yulli finished excitedly. “That will make cultivation and breakthroughs so much easier! The entire Hearthwood Clan would benefit from such an innovation!”


[Quite exciting, isn’t it? Just remember, if it works everything was my idea. If it doesn’t, then Theo supervised the entire project.]


“Take everything Mac says with a grain of salt, Yulli.” I warned. “Otherwise you’ll wake up one day dressed in a maid’s outfit and find yourself dusting shelves.” Then I turned my attention back to Mac. “Alright Mac, let’s get this project underway.”




Convert 100 points to zeal?

Conversion approved. Now generating zeal…




The moment I accepted the prompt, the mana generator whizzed and buzzed. Originally, the mana generator constantly emitted a hazy blue light that was soft and gentle. That light now shifted to a harsher kaleidoscope of colors ranging from deep crimson red to a brilliant violet. It took me a moment to realize I hadn’t even switched to mage sight. The concentration of the zeal before me was so great that it was visible to the naked eye.


The energies continued to swirl and swell around the mana generator. As they grew in power and intensity, I began to feel a sense of foreboding in the pit of my stomach.


“Mac, please tell me you ran some calculations. You didn’t just pull the number 100 out of your ass?”


[I have no data to compare, so my calculations were little better than a rough guess. A guesstimate, I believe it’s called.]


The spinning arc of zeal grew in intensity. “Mac!” I hissed, grabbing Yulli by the shoulder and thrusting her out the door to the room.


[In my defense,] Mac said, [I don’t have an ass. Therefore, it’s physically impossible for me to pull anything from it.]


Then the room exploded.



***


It wasn’t a fiery explosion. There was no force or conclusive blast, though it knocked both Yulli and I off our feet all the same. Wind whipped violently around the closed room, tossing bits of broken glass that had only just been cleaned up and scattering them through the air.


My entire body tingled like a million tiny needles were writhing like worms as they poked themselves into my skin. Unfortunately, the sensation didn’t stop skin-deep. Those living needles wriggled under my flesh, squeezing their way into my muscles, veins, and meridians.


I’d felt this before when I’d experienced the cultivation backlash from overusing my steel sword. I couldn’t afford another setback like that, so I acted quickly to protect my cultivation base by layering alternate aspects of earth zeal to seal off my cultivation. I’d grown adept at using this technique by now and it came quickly and effortlessly.


Yulli cried out, doubtlessly trying desperately to protect her own cultivation base. The startled shouts of other elves reached my ears moments later as tingling wave of zeal reached them as well. Soon, the explosive burst of power had enveloped the entire central habitat chamber.


The energy wave ended as quickly as it began. The zeal drifted through the air, still far thicker than it had been but now evenly distributed throughout the area as it slowly seeped out of the passageways leading deeper into the dungeon. For the next few hours zeal would be ten times thicker here than it usually was.


[It actually worked! I’m a genius.] Mac said. [With, I admit, some unfortunate side effects. But look on the bright side! Imagine what would have happened if you’d upgraded the mana generator before this experiment like we originally planned?]


“Theo!” Ghessa burst into the Command Center from one of the side chambers. “What did you do!?”


[Yes Theo! What did you do?] Mac added in his most innocent voice.


“Mac and I were trying to boost the zeal concentrations for the clan.” I said, stressing Mac’s name. “It worked, but not exactly as we intended.”


Ghessa was about to chew me out further, but she felt the increased zeal concentrations at that moment. She just pointed her finger at me accusingly before excitedly dashing for somewhere quiet to cultivate.


[I guess she had itchy meridians.] Mac said.


“I’m going to go survey the damage. Look after Yulli for me.”



***


Ghessa wasn’t the only one to notice the increased zeal concentration and drop everything to take advantage of it. Many elves had been caught unprepared by the explosive pulse of zeal, but elves were nothing if not opportunists and those who managed to protect their cultivation during the initial burst immediately set to making the most of it.


Illiel reported that she’d lost some of her nearby wards and the Alchemist’s Laboratory had lost a few potions in the works. A few slimes formed spontaneously from puddles in the nearby tunnels, but that just meant Mac could make more nutrient paste.


It wasn’t until I ran into a group of nervous Ironwood tribe elves that I ran into real bad news.


“Quick! Maybe we could beg for a few potions?” One heartwielder said anxiously.


“What potion? She’s reached the limits of her lifespan. I doubt she can carry on any longer now that her cultivation base has been thrown into disarray with that burst of magic.” Another Ironwood tribe elf responded.


“The two of you seem like you’re in distress.” I said as I approached.


The pair jumped in surprise at my quiet approach, then their expressions turned to terror once they realized who I was.


“P-patriarch Theo! H-how can we s-serve?” One of them asked nervously.


I shook my head. “Other way around. How can I help you?”


The two looked at each other nervously before one of them stepped forward.


“Our tribe’s chief, Arwena… she’s dying.” The elf said nervously.


I nodded. “Take me to her.”


The two fumbled over each other to lead the way to the small grove of trees the Ironwood tribe had set up in the main habitat chamber while they licked their wounds. I noticed how humble their space looked compared to the towering trees of the Riverweed tribe or the fur-and-leather-clad buildings of the Waterbeetle tribe. Wedged between two of the Songstone’s smooth three-story limestone structures, the huts looked especially meager.


The two Ironwood elves led me towards the largest tent. Startled Ironwood elves jumped to their feet while wiping their faces which were still flushed red.


“Honorable mage acolyte.” They said humbly as soon as they sensed my power. Then they audibly gulped as I came into view and they realized it was the patriarch himself.


“Where is she?” I asked. Without saying a word, two heartwielders hauled open a nearby flap that contained only a bed and two elves holding hands. One old elf in the bed and one young elf kneeling beside it.


The older elf was chief Arwena, leader of the Ironwood tribe. The younger elf was Antgut, who had been chief of the Ironwood tribe before her death and reincarnation.


Antgut’s eyes were red and her face was streaked with tears. She clutched at Chief Arwena’s hand with one arm and clutched at the bed with the other. The hand that held Arwena’s was trembling while the hand that clutched the bed was bone-white with the intensity of her grip.


“Just hold on a little longer.” Antgut begged. “I can convince Matriarch Sava to give you a spellheart enhancement to get you to the ninth layer. Then we can rush you to mage acolyte. That will buy you another thirty years at least.”


Arwena chuckled weakly. “My dear...” She coughed sickly. “… they already offered. I refused.”


“What? Why!?” Antgut demanded.


“I guess,” Arwena wheezed as her eyes met mine across the room, “I really should have shown up when you came calling, Patriarch.”


“Antgut,” I began. “Please give me and Arwena a moment. I won’t be long.”


With shaky fingers, Antgut released Arwena’s hands. Her trembling eyes shot up to mine. “Please, convince her to take a spellheart enhancement. I’ve only gotten a few memories back, but she was in all of them.” then she shuffled out of the room on shaky knees.


I didn’t respond to Antgut’s pleas because I knew I couldn’t keep that promise.


When Antgut had finally left the room, Arwena sighed sadly. “She’s a good girl, but she isn’t my love. Maybe someday she’ll be like I remember, but that will be an adventure for my next life.” Her eyes rolled over to mine. “I don’t know how to feel about you, Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. You used my people as a shield, sacrificing them to strike a decisive blow against your enemies. But at the same time, you’re the thread we must cling to if we hope to survive.” She closed her eyes, brows furrowing in pain at the memory. “In one blow, you crippled your rivals and struck at your enemies. I don’t think the Hearthwood has ever had someone so decisive and ruthless.”


“Don’t pretend you wouldn’t have done the same.”


“I never would have gotten the opportunity.” Arwena shifted under the sheets, sinking deeper into the cushions beneath her. “Unlike you, I can’t pull miracles out of every pocket.” Arwena groaned and rolled her shoulders, eyes fluttering. “You’ve painted yourself the Hearthwood’s greatest hero and its most valiant protector. Every other leader is either standing by your side or dead.”


“Recent events forced my hand. I would have been content to unite the Hearthwood slowly and peacefully. But that would have taken time we didn’t have. So I gave you all as much slack as I could.”


“And I made the mistake of thinking you were just another tribal chief on the rise.” Arwena sighed. “I’ve allowed your version of that day to fill the hearts and minds of my tribe. The young Ironwood elves will worship you as a hero and will follow your every command. Rest assured, the Ironwood tribe will be as loyal as the others after my passing.”


“You don’t have to die today.” I said. “Antgut was right, you know. You’re close enough to the peak of zeal accumulation that we could use a spellheart enhancement to push you to mage acolyte. That extends an elf’s lifespan considerably, I hear.”


“Would I have the same status as the other chiefs? The ones who joined you while they were strong, and you were weak?”


“No.”


“I thought as much.” Arwena sank back down. “I’ve lived a long life in the Hearthwood. It’s clear to me that times have changed. The reign of tribes and chiefs is over, and I am no longer needed. It seems you’ll be taking everything after all. My tribe, our magic, our young, and our future.”


“I’m a greedy man. I’ll be taking your wisp as well once you pass.” I said. “There’s plenty of work to go around, and I’m sure you’ll find yourself leading the Ironwood tribe again in your next life.”


Arwena chuckled weakly. “And I suppose I’ll be one of those star-struck young girls who worships the ground you walk on, won’t I?”


“I don’t ask for worship, only loyalty and the ability to work with me for the betterment of our collective future.”


We sat in silence for a while and I realized there was nothing left to say. I stood to call Antgut back in when I realized someone was bickering with her just outside the tent.


“First Yulli, and now you! Why!?” The brash male voice demanded. “What have I done wrong? Everything’s been perfect!”


“No…” Antgut said softly, “…no Segolas. It hasn’t. Chief Arwena needs me. The Ironwood tribe needs me.”


“I need you!” Segolas shouted.


“You have Little Red and the others. You can do without me for a while.”


“I won’t! It wouldn’t be the same!” Segolas said. “Remember that time we hunted through the entire Hearthwood for biscuits right after we manifested? If I didn’t have you and Yulli both we never would have been able to raid the kitchen without anyone noticing!”


“That was a lot of fun.” Antgut replied. I could hear the reminiscence in her words. “But I don’t have the right to live for myself like that anymore.”


“What about that time we took control of those five Undead Abominations? I stole their spellhearts and we implanted my vitality in them so we’d have an army of our own.” Segolas said.


Antgut smiled softly. “That was stupid and reckless. We all nearly died and only succeeded through dumb luck. If your father and the matriarchs hadn’t already defeated them so thoroughly, we would have failed then and there.”


“You…” Segolas grit his teeth and I heard wood snap under his grip.


“No Segolas! I can’t.” Antgut said angrily.


At this point, I’d heard enough. My patience with my son had worn thin lately.


“Segolas!” I said, sweeping the curtain aside. “If the girl wants to go, you’ve got no right to keep her.” My words dripped with disappointment.


“Father!” Segolas shouted. “No… I…” he glared fiercely at the ground, looking up at me through messy green hair. He balled his fists at his side, then he turned.


“Segolas! Where do you think you’re going?” I demanded.


Segolas glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe they’re both right about me. Maybe it’s time I did something more. Please look after Antgut and the others for me.”


Segolas took off then, running back in the direction of Castle Mac with pain and determination mixed in equal measure in his eyes.


I put my hand on Antgut’s shoulder. “Go to Arwena. See that she’s comfortable. I’ll talk things over with Segolas.”



***


Segolas wasn’t back at the castle. I talked to Matriarch Red Serpent, who was milling about in his room. She said she hadn’t seen him either, but she knew Segolas had recently vowed to dedicate himself completely to master death zeal and was pursuing a lead to that end. It was only after asking Mac that I found out he headed back towards the chamber leading towards the dragon corpse.


“There’s nothing dangerous back there for him, is there?”


[Oh no. The death zeal is far too concentrated for any of the nearby dungeon monsters to survive for long. Any other cultivator would have difficulty surviving in such an environment themselves, but remember, Segolas is trying to become a death cultivator. Basking in the dragon corpse’s aura will be good for him.]


I nodded. “Then I’ll give the kid space. It seemed like he needed time to think.”


[To think and to cultivate. That’s what it looks like he’s doing. He’s cultivating far more diligently than I’ve seen from him before as well. I don’t think he’s stopped for a moment since he sat down. With the natural talent he inherited, such dedication will turn him into a real monster if he keeps this up.]


“I can only hope for the best. Who knew fatherhood would be so hard?”










CHAPTER TWENTY










ONCE THE ZEAL in the air returned to normal, the rest of the clan quickly did as well. A few elves had made large strides under the unique and temporary conditions. Nearly everyone had dropped what they were doing to meditate and attempt a breakthrough. The clan now had five more mage acolytes to show for the experience. Several unfortunate elves had their cultivation’s contaminated and were working diligently to repair themselves. Only Yulli’s case was serious though, and Ullua took the recently reincarnated Songstone under her wing as she recovered.


The Ironwood tribe held a small private funeral for chief Arwena. When it was over, Antgut presented me with a soul jar. “She wanted me to give her soul to you after.” Antgut said sadly.


I promised to take good care of her and gave her wisp a place to grow that was second only to the nursery for my own children.


Segolas didn’t come out of the dragon corpse, so I checked on him discretely a few times. He was perfectly fine so I let things be and decided to concern myself with my own affairs instead of fussing over him.


After more than a month of diligent self-purification, I’d finally purged my dantian of anything that wasn't earth zeal and helped reorganize my clan into a small, stable society. I’d also gotten a lot of practice in and was more confidant than ever at leading my people or getting into a fight. Having at last healed myself of the corrupting zeal aspects that had been plaguing my magic, I was eager to start making progress again. The girls had shown me the technique for progressing with the help of zeal crystals already, and I was eager to speed along my own progress through the mage acolyte ranks. The idea was you detonated a zeal crystal in an explosive display of raw, unaspected power. You then furiously channeled as much of it as you could to cleanse a region of the body and progress to mage acolyte.


I planned to tackle that in the next day or two, but for now I wanted to try cultivating in the Smith’s Workshop. That sounded far more relaxing than detonating tiny magical explosives in and around my body. Besides, despite the zeal crystal technique’s ability to force rapid breakthroughs, it still took days to channel the power properly and repair the meridians between attempts. Smithing had given me plenty of cultivation rewards already without that drawback, and I still hoped for more.


And so now that I could finally benefit from it, I set about repairing my steel sword. The elves had long since recovered the discarded pieces from where it shattered in the Crimson Eye Observer’s chamber. They’d regained their ordinary steel appearance after the chaotic mix of zeal had left it and had left them, and all of them had been delivered to me in a lidded basket.


As double-edged a weapon as the steel sword was, I couldn’t afford to not keep it by my side. So I melted down what was left of it and melted it down into iron. I used the same techniques I’d learned before, heating up the metal until it gleamed cherry-red. I wasn't sure if I had gotten better or if the forging process itself improved the steel, but even my untrained eyes could tell this blade was a better piece than the predecessor it had been forged from.


Had that been my only prize of the day, I would have rejoiced. But after I got the forge up to temperature and started hammering on my sword, I felt a peculiar tingling sensation traveling through my entire body. It started at the tips of my fingers and traveled up my arms before spreading to the rest of my body. It reminded me of refining a new region, but spread thin over everything instead of concentrating on my meridians.


As the sensation began to build, I started to realize that this wasn’t spread so thin after all. The energy concentrated on 128 particles dispersed around my body and made up the network of energy reservoirs that made up my Blackgorge Fiendbody. It lingered there, swirling around them in steady pools.


I began to grow uncomfortable as my body itched all over. The change did not affect all particles equally. Those near my major muscle groups itched most dramatically as they greedily gulped down all the power they could take and converted that energy into stronger barriers between themselves and the rest of my body. Where before they’d lingered near the skin, now they were sinking into my muscles. The tingling reminded me of blood flow returning to a limb that had been sleeping, coupled with a sinking feeling as though my muscles were becoming denser.


Piercing sensations flooded me from head to toe as my fingers twitched. I leaned back against the wall and slid to the floor, tearing my shirt off as I tried to scratch an itch that now covered my entire body.


Moments passed, and the transformation slowed. I pulled my hands away and found my fingers sticky with the same black fluid that my body produced when I’d refined my first and second regions as a mage acolyte.




Body Cultivation progress detected.

You must collect more information for complete notifications.




After so long standing still, I was moving forward once again. I’d have to talk to Yorik about what stage I’d reached, and how to progress further. Hopefully that would be enough for The Wanderer to unlock the relevant regions of its database for Mac to read.


I reveled in the sensation of my improved body. My chest moved easier, and I felt like I’d been sucking air through a straw my entire life. Now I had bellows for lungs and a turbine for a heart. Black goo continued to drip off my bare chest onto the floor below, reeking with a foulness towards which nothing else could compare.


[No no no! Not again!] Mac complained in my head.



***


The girls were not impressed the next time I saw them. Almost as if my recovery were a signal, they returned one by one to the Hearthwood Clan, emerging from their meditations, training, diplomatic missions, or alchemy projects.


Illiel was the first to show her face again. She hadn’t been doing anything special, just cultivating mind magic while her newly trained underlings managed her usual duties. With the extra time to train and ready access to zeal crystals, she’d grown far more powerful.




Illiel Fros—last name concealed from scanner— (mid mage acolyte, level 14)




I sensed a sudden change in Illiel’s expression, and she glanced up at me. I blinked in surprise. I’d never seen the scanner foiled before, but Illiel had somehow managed it. I’d never specifically looked for her last name before, but now that I had, she’d prevented it.


“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t pry.” Illiel said. I nodded and shoved my curiosity aside.


“You reached mid mage acolyte!” I said, genuinely impressed.


Illiel shrugged. “Burned through a lot of zeal crystals to do it.”


The next to arrive was Yorik. I noticed to my surprise that she’d managed to reach the peak of zeal accumulation with her mind spellheart.




Yorik Blackgorge (heartwielder, level 9)

Warning: Power is not fully described by the elvish magic system.




“You’re ready to become a mage acolyte too, Yorik!” I spread my arms wide in an inviting gesture. “Wonderful!”


“Soon.” Yorik gave me a toothy grin in reply. “Had more success with the potion.”


I could only assume Yorik was referring to Sava’s Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir. Seeing how I didn’t sense its touch upon Yorik’s elvish magic, I scrutinized her further to take a look at her orcish body refinement.




Yorik Blackgorge (Stone Marrow, Level 19)




“Stone Marrow?” I asked. Yorik had explained the orcish cultivation system to me before and lamented how much harder it was to develop on this world. Unlike elvish cultivation, the orcs refined their bodies in terms of skin, flesh, bones, and marrow. During each stage of advancement their power would sink deeper into their bodies until they could eventually trigger a fundamental change like the ascension to mage acolyte.


“Was stuck on Stone Bones.” Yorik replied. “When we return to the Blackgorge Tribe, I will be Bronze.” Then she frowned at me. “You too. Get you more respect.”


“I’ll be counting on your guidance then.” I said. “I made some progress myself on that front, but I’ll need your help to walk the path of body cultivation any further.”


Yorik started looking me over and I could tell she was making notes about my progress for later. Soon, Assyrus joined us. She’d recently tutored a group of new mage acolytes on how to survive the Simulation Chamber. We had a rapidly growing population that was quite fond of the room, and there was almost always a team competing. It had turned into the sport and spectacle of choice for our clan. I thought that was a good thing, since it gave the elves a reason to hone their combat skills beyond fighting against invaders. I’d only gotten to use it once more since Assyrus and I tried it for the first time because. Now I heard there was a week-long waiting list to get time in the chamber. Sadly, Mac assured me that further victories gave me no more points, so I’d leave having fun in the chamber to the rest of the clan. Plus, the one time I tried it alone without Assyrus to draw attention, I was embarrassingly mauled to death by a horde of angry bears.




Assyrus Azure (mid mage acolyte, level 16)




“Eltiana! You’re back!” Assyrus said, glancing at the leather-clad purple-haired elf lounging upside down on a nearby chair with her legs over the backrest and her head resting on the seat.


“You got stronger too, Assyrus?” I asked her.


She nodded. “Zeal crystals.”




Eltiana Violet (late mage acolyte, level 17)




“Guess they weren’t quite enough to catch up to me, huh?” Eltiana stuck out her tongue.


“Let me guess, zeal crystals?” I asked.


Eltiana grinned. “Yep, but I didn’t use them directly. I used the zeal crystals to trade for a few unique pills through my tribe’s connections on the outside. I still have a few left and I might be persuaded to share… for the right price.”


“Nela might be willing to barter for them.” Melise’s cheerful voice said.


“Melise!” We shouted in unison. It felt like ages since we’d last seen her, but it had certainly been even longer for her. She’d spent who-knows-how-long practicing under time dilation.




Melise Songstone (late mage acolyte, level 17)




“Wow!” Eltiana exclaimed. “You’ve absolutely flown through the mage acolyte levels!”


Melise blushed. “I can’t take all the credit. That Draconic Bloodline Awakening Elixir Sava gave me did most of it. I’m not sure what I’ve awoken, but I did get a lot stronger!” Melise bounced on her toes as she flexed her biceps and did her best impression of Yorik.


“Besides,” Melise continued, “I finally managed to break through something that has been blocking me for a long time. With my new spell, even true mages better take me seriously!”


That claim took me aback. Surely whatever Melise had worked so hard to cultivate was an incredible spell, but I’d witnessed for myself the gap between mage acolytes and true mages.


“Alright,” I said, “now you absolutely have to tell us about what you were doing in there.”


Another Songstone elf opened the door, following close behind Melise.


“Power like the spell Melise now wields can’t be used casually.” Nela said as she entered the room.




Nela Songstone (late mage acolyte, level 19)




“Whatever you were doing with that dragon corpse must have been worthwhile!” I said. “You’re only a step away from true mage!”


We all congratulated her, and she tried to take the praise stoically, but I noticed a trace of color hit her cheeks.


“I’m not done with it yet.” Nela explained. “If I have my way, I’ll be able to use it to become a true mage. And then once I’ve fused an aura fragment I’ll pave the way for the rest of the Songstone clan after me. Dragons are innately filled with fire and light. I just need to successfully extract a trace of aura. Additionally, hanging around that grimy old corpse did give me the chance to spend time with Segolas. He’s quite a charming young man, though somewhat troubled these days.”


“A true mage would solve a lot of our problems.” I agreed. I was glad she’d spent time with Segolas, so he wasn’t spending his days brooding inside the skull of a dead dragon.


“Not all of our problems.” Nela warned. “Sharian’s been on the edge for ages now. Surely her family has provided her with the means to attempt a breakthrough. Kysalian may not be willing to lower herself to slaughtering us all, but Sharian would have no such compunctions, though I think she’d get more joy from putting us under her thumb than killing us.”


“If she hasn’t advanced by now,” Illiel said, “it’s possible she’s unable to.”


“We can hope.” I replied. “But I don’t plan to hang our safety on that thin thread. I’d like to pull her into our clutches again sooner rather than later, if we can.”


“What about you, Theo?” Eltiana asked. “How much stronger have you gotten?”


I scratched the back of my head sheepishly. “Apparently, I’ve been slacking. I spent the month repairing my dantian and only just started cultivating to progress again. I’m still a second region mage acolyte.”


“Poor Theo. I guess you’ll need my protection for a while longer.” A green-haired elf entered the room, and I felt the atmosphere instantly change. Like I was no longer completely certain of where I was, and as if the door to the room were somehow pressed right up against me and far off in the distance at the same time.




Sava Greenstem (peak mage acolyte, level 19)




Eyes around the table widened. “Sava, are you a true mage?” Nela asked, the most surprised of all of us.


“No. Not yet.” Her voice dripped like morning dew and sweet forest air filled the room, despite us being deep underground. “But I’m now half a step into that realm. I’ve remembered a few tricks, from another life.”


“The Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir?” I asked eagerly.


Sava nodded. “You were right, Theo.” She looked at her own hands as if they were alien to her. “It’s strange. I remember you all. And I remember the Riverweed tribe. But other memories loom like giants in my vision. The Temple of the Endless Grove… the World of Wood and Wilds… the Fairy of the Immortal Glade… all these names and figures appear in my mind, but I can’t remember more than that.” Her clouded eyes cleared. “But I do remember a few spells that will be of great use in the coming fight.”


Sava surveyed the room. “Given our current strength. There are only two enemies in the Hearthwood to challenge us.”


“Kysalian and the Four Tailed Shadowblade Beast.” I nodded. “Are we strong enough to take them?”


The girls looked at each other until finally Melise answered her.


“I might be able to deal with Kysalian, if you could get her into as vulnerable position as Nela described you got her last time. As for the Shadowblade beast?” She shrugged.


I shook my head. “So, we have to continue hiding. Despite our rapid advancement, we’re still not strong enough.”


“I don’t think any of us like it either.” Illiel said. “But there’s little we can do besides grow as fast as we can. And we have grown fast. I doubt any clan in the Deanian Queendom grew as quickly as we are. By the looks of it, a few years is all we’ll need to explode into the world as a real power.”


“Segolas’ siblings should be hatching soon.” Melise added. “I have three eggs in that clutch. As does Illiel. And Sava has three as well.” I could hear Melise’s seldom-aroused competitive spirit awakening with those words. “Our lines will only continue to grow from here.”


Sava smiled. “I had a lot of time with Theo before you all showed up. And I wasn’t always using him to gather alchemical reagents.”


“If your next clutch has half Segolas’ talent,” Assyrus said, “the Riverweed will no longer be in any danger of extinction.”


“You’re fortunate.” Nela frowned. “I had to push Theo’s last ‘treatment’ towards boosting my cultivation instead of making heirs.”


“The Waterbeetle tribe won’t be left behind.” Assyrus said. “What about you, Yorik? Will you contribute to the glory of our future generation?”


“For an orc to grow up among elves?” Yorik shrugged. “Difficult.”


“We can make things work.” I said. “Don’t worry about that, Yorik. This is our family.”


Yorik didn’t change her expression and her eyes gazed into the distance as she lost herself in thought.


With the informal gathering over and all of us caught up, we made a date for the next council meeting. The girls needed to check in with their respective subordinates after their time away and make sure the clan was still running smoothly. I also asked them to bring hard numbers to our next council meeting so we could figure out the disposition of our force and where we stood relative to the enemy.



***


Before leaving, Eltiana gave me a wink and handed me a vial of small golden-yellow pills. Presumably, these had been the very pills that assisted her in reaching late mage acolyte so quickly. I’d been impressed with how much progress the girls had made using the zeal crystals alone, so I eagerly decided to try progressing further myself.


The first thing I did was take the pills to the Substance Analyzer, sacrificing it to obtain the recipe for them. Sava would appreciate that, though unfortunately we possessed very few of the ingredients to make them and they’d need to be synthesized almost entirely from points. So instead of using alchemy, I just used the Substance Replicator to make more of them.




Seven Corners Yellow Purification Pill

This is a pill designed and formulated by alchemists to assist mage acolytes in purifying the regions of their bodies to aid in advancement through the mage acolyte realm. When used in conjunction with the energy impulses of zeal crystals, they can rapidly purge contaminates, clear meridians, and strengthen a mage acolyte’s innate connection to zeal.

Cost to synthesize: 200 points




Despite their expense, I purchased three more pills until I had ten in the little vial Eltiana left me.




Three Seven Corners Yellow Purification Pills purchased. (-600 points)




Then I left for some honest-to-goodness cultivation. With Melise out of the Cultivation Chamber, it was unoccupied for the first time in a long time, so I climbed down into the tiny chamber and folded my legs to patiently cultivate.


With the Cultivation Chamber at level 3, I was now enjoying 4x time dilation. Every day on the outside would mean four inside this cramped, tiny room. I looked around at the sparse furnishings and the tiny food chute through which my meals would drop.


How did Melise survive nearly five months in here?


I opened the store panel to distract myself. Perhaps I could learn a new spell or technique as well.


I immediately dismissed all the techniques I already knew and just focused on the ones I didn’t have yet.




Cultivation Spells, Techniques, and Arts Store

Elementary Mind Magic Shield (technique): 200 points

Ironwood Earthen Thrust (spell): 250 points

Thrum of the Passing Ages (spell): 400 points

Blessing of Earth (spell): 600 points

Embrittling Palm: 600 points

Five Fierce Furious Fists: (technique): 900 points

Secondary Aspect Mage Acolyte Cultivation (secret knowledge): 200 points

Eye of the Dominator (spirit art): 1250 points




The new spells must have come from the combined collections of the Claw Tamer’s, the Ironwood tribe, and the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe. None of them seemed particularly well versed in earth magic, but that couldn’t be helped.


Eye of the Dominator had caught my interest for mind magic before, but Illiel had warned me about taking it. It was a mind aspect spirit art, which elves never took before reaching mage acolyte. She warned me that cultivating a spirit art before you integrated the spellheart with your body meant your magic would form an elemental body of its own and turn against you. I was almost curious enough to try it anyway, but not enough to throw away a spellheart I’d been working so hard on.


There was something about mind magic that had caught my attention though. The Secondary Aspect Mage Acolyte Cultivation spirit art. I’d asked Illiel to explain how to become a mage acolyte in two aspects. She’d started to walk me through the theory, but I realized it was the kind of thing I’d need to sit down to understand. Apparently, The Wanderer needed no such time to think.




Secondary Aspect Mage Acolyte contains the technique used by elves of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye to bind a second spellheart to themselves. This is accomplished by attaching the spellheart to another aspect of the self that can be called on at will. Purchasing this spirit art will prepare the mind and body to become a mage acolyte in a second aspect.




I purchased the spirit art and a jagged pain pierced my skull before subsiding.




Secondary Aspect Mage Acolyte (secret knowledge) learned. (-200 points)




The information was suddenly there. My dantian was filled with earth zeal. Mixing it with mind zeal would only weaken it, so I had to create a second dantian to fill with mind zeal.


My heart faltered when I realized where the mind spellheart would need to go. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye encouraged elves to take mind magic into their dantian and then take an elemental power into their left hand. Rarely, a leg. The unfortunate truth was that a mind dantian could only be formed in two places. At the base of the spine or at the back of the brain.


Inserting a rock into my abdomen had been painful and risky enough. Did I really want one in my skull? I gazed at the fist-sized rock. How would it even fit in there?


Suddenly I wasn’t so eager to become a two-aspect mage acolyte after all.


Thrusting that thought aside, I shivered and continued to flip through the abilities available to me. Embrittling Palm interested me.




Embrittling Palm hardens the skin of your enemies with every blow until it shatters like glass. It is normally used by Ironwood tribe elves to topple trees and remove boulders. It requires ten to one hundred hits to the target location, depending on the strength of the target’s defenses, to turn the target brittle enough to shatter.




An armor piercing attack! That was something I didn’t have in my arsenal. It might have been easier to take apart those puppets in the simulation chamber if I could have used such an ability against them. The only issue was that expecting to land so many blows at same location was insane. I’d never be able to manage that in a fight.


Then I remembered Five Fierce Furious Fists. That had been one of Dean’s self-created spells that I’d dismissed as useless for anything besides appearances. It simply allowed the user to land five punches simultaneously. But if I could combine it with Embrittling Palm, I could land five blows at once!


The cost was great, but I’d encountered enemies like the basilisk whose skin was too tough for anything besides my steel sword. If I had a technique that let me break through such defenses, I wouldn’t have to resort to my double-bladed weapon.


I purchased both abilities and felt twin spikes of pain in my head.




Embrittling Palm learned. Five Fierce Furious Fists learned. (-1500 points)

Remaining points: 720




This was a trick I could get behind. I’d table the mind mage stuff until I found a safe solution to reaching mage acolyte and focus on other paths to power for now. With nothing left to distract me, I popped a Seven Corners Yellow Purification Pill into my mouth and swallowed.


I’d expected it to be mostly flavorless. Perhaps a little bitter if I was unlucky. When I first popped it into my mouth, I tasted nothing. It wasn’t until I’d already swallowed it that the pill started dissolving and released the most spicy, fiery flavor I’d ever had the displeasure of tasting.


Like any good friend of Dean’s, I could at least pretend to like spicy food. When he’d insisted on trying the Rocketfuel IncinerX Dangerwing sauce back at home, I ate most of my plate and only needed a single tub of ice cream to recover after. This was on another level entirely. I didn’t just feel like I was eating hot sauce, I felt like my flesh and blood was turning into pure Carolina Reapers.


My eyes went wide and I immediately fell over onto my back. I remembered that sly little wink Eltiana had given me…


Deep breaths. One. Two. One. Two.


The heat gathered in a certain region of my arm, and in my mind, I could sense little plugs. They were particles of something blocking my meridians. Zeal of different aspects, clinging to me stubbornly and preventing me from rising to the next level of the mage acolyte realm. To advance, I needed to purge these blockages.


I started counting as the sensation built. I needed to focus, or I’d waste the pill’s effect.


Reaching into my Dimensional Storage, I extracted a zeal crystal. As the girls had instructed me, I swallowed it just like the pill, latching onto it with the zeal already in my body.


I clamped onto the zeal crystal with my mind and squeezed until it exploded in a fountain of energy that had me dry heaving. The pill wasn’t so easily dislodged though, and held fast to my insides as pure zeal flowed through me, quickly converting to earth zeal under the touch of my own power.


“Not enough juice.” I groaned, wincing. My Blackgorge Fiendbody made my skin tougher and enhanced a certain external organ, but it hadn’t made my insides any tougher yet. Eltiana must have a masochistic streak as well to put herself through this kind of pain.


Gritting my teeth, I swallowed another handful of crystals and started rapidly gulping down the cup of water that had been dropped as part of my lunch.


I detonated all the zeal crystals at once and my body was rocked by the force. Despite sitting cross-legged, I was thrown across the floor and sent sprawling against the opposite wall of the Cultivation Chamber.




A third region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 13 early mage acolyte.




I must have passed out at some point, because when I awoke all I saw was a blue screen with a message of success waiting for me. I felt the strength in my left arm, now enhanced like my right. Feeling the power contained by my flesh, I realized that what I’d done was worth it. This was the kind of power I needed to protect everything I’d built, and I wasn’t going to ignore it for a little pain. It was a shame I was no longer receiving points for advancing, but the training wheels were off now, and I knew I had to advance for more than just building cool things.


Well then, what was I waiting for? I had nine pills left to go.


I circulated my zeal and took deep breaths, restoring my body to top condition to ready myself before clearing the next region. Sava’s vitality potions didn’t work on me, but the vitality in the food I consumed since coming to this world filled my body with a vigor it had never known on earth and any internal damage I’d sustained was quickly repaired. As much as cultivation felt like doing nothing, once I got into the rhythm time passed without thought for anything except the tiny brown particles of earth zeal that swirled within and around me. As much as I’d like to credit my own dedication and focus, I knew the Cultivation Chamber was helping my concentration. Before I knew it I was already ready for my next attempt.


As I’d expected, clearing each new region was harder than all my previous progress combined. To clear a fourth region, I had to take two Seven Corners Yellow Purification pills simultaneously. Instead of nearly doubling the pain my body felt, taking two pills quadrupled it.


I was lucky I’d stocked water in my Dimensional Storage, because I gulped down buckets along with the spiky little zeal crystals.


“Here we go again…” I grunted as I detonated the zeal crystals inside my body.




A fourth region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 14 mid mage acolyte.




Invigorated by my progress, I only stopped to clean myself of the viscous black goo streaming from me with a towel before continuing onward. I consumed more zeal crystals this time, and the damage to my meridians and body was far greater than before. All I could do was endure the pain, taking small meals and wincing as food passed through my injured throat. I cultivated earth zeal and restored myself to top condition once again before plunging in a third time.


Two Seven Corners Yellow Purification pills weren’t enough. Nor were three. I took a fourth one and only then felt that strong understanding of my body and how to strengthen it. Fire seared my flesh like I’d been dipped in molten lava, and I felt faint wisps of steam coming out my ears.


I took some of the few remaining mid-grade zeal crystals Dean had left me and swallowed them. The resulting explosion of power tore at my chest and I struggled to direct and contain the pure zeal with the power of my earth magic. I shoved the power downwards to my left leg and smashed myself against the impurities and blockages I’d sensed there.


“Arghhh!” I screamed aloud as internal forces warred against each other. The purifying power of the zeal crystals and pills quickly began to fade. I was worried I’d failed this attempt as well but after a long moment the impurities scattered and oozed out my skin as a foul black substance.




A fifth region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 15 mid mage acolyte.

You have gained resistance to this method of advancement and will find future efforts to progress through this method much more difficult.




Well, that was disappointing. I only had three pills left anyway, so I took a deep breath and sighed while my body went to work knitting my insides back together. Earth zeal swirled around in a rumbling vortex that sent tiny tremors through the floor and slowly lulled me to sleep.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










[THEO! THEO!] MAC shouted in my mind what seemed like only moments later. [Your elves wanted me to contact you and tell you to come out of the Cultivation Chamber. There’s some big news.] Mac halted. [But do feel free to take an hour or two to clean yourself up first. I’m sure they won’t mind.]


I still felt sore all over, and far from peak condition. Despite that, the strength in my body far exceeded anything I’d experienced before, and I could probably fight longer and harder than ever.


I hauled myself to my feet and then up the diminutive ladder leading out of the Cultivation Chamber.


“Theo!” Assyrus said. “How did it go? You were in there for nearly two weeks!”


Two weeks? That couldn’t be right. Especially considering the time dilation. That meant I’d spent over a month and a half sitting in that tiny room cultivating away.


“Mid mage acolyte.” I answered simply.


“Good.” Eltiana clapped me on the shoulder as she gave me a cheeky grin. “We’ll need it.”


“We’re holding our council meeting shortly.” Illiel added. “You’ll want to come. We’ve got important news.”


Assyrus, Eltiana, and Illiel escorted me through the settlement over to the now much shorter tree we’d been having council meetings in. My feet were unsteady, but energetic. I quickly found myself bouncing more than walking, and each step carried me into the air as I struggled to adjust to the newfound strength in my legs. With my legs, arms, and chest all cleared I felt like I’d been strapped to a bulldozer and anything in my way was liable to get crushed until I could figure out how to control myself.


Rather than try to climb the rope ladder in my current state, the girls simply hauled the whole ladder up while I was hanging on. When I finally cleared the floor of the natural wooden alcove grown on the inside of the underground tree, I saw the rest of the council was already there waiting for me.


“You’ve gotten stronger, Theo.” Sava said.


“He reached mid mage acolyte!” Assyrus clapped me on the back.


Yorik grunted approvingly and soon the meeting was underway.


“As was requested last time,” Illiel began, “I’ve gathered data on the disposition of our clan, our resources, and our forces.


“Currently, we possess 375 elves, one orc, and one chaka. Of those, 287 are heartwielders. That makes 88 mage acolytes, along with one orc and one chaka.” She glanced at me and Yorik in turn.


“That’s one mage acolyte for every four Heartwielders!” Melise said, eyebrows raised. “A ratio you’re unlikely to find in any other clan in the Queendom.”


“It is impressive.” Nela added. “But our numbers are still small overall. And we have no true mages.”


“Not yet.” Sava corrected.


“We have enough food production from the hydroponic farm to support our current population indefinitely, though I suspect our population will more than double once our next batch of rescued souls manifest. A lot of elves died recently.” Illiel continued. “The gardens Nela and Sava have created are helping feed the dungeon monsters the Claw Tamer tribe is attempting to tame.


“Textile sales are down now that everyone has at least two sets of intact clothes, so some local craftsmen are turning to making quivers, bandages, and armor. Malla is leading the pack in that regard. Despite her age, she now speaks for many of the crafters in the tribe. She’s said that the fact that we’re running low on raptors has hurt local commerce, but they’re looking for alternatives from recent dungeon diver explorations. Overall, income for our clan treasury is higher than ever, though most of our wealth is currently in the form of Macmarks and only valuable within the clan.


“My primary concern is our tax situation. We have no means of income other than taxing what comes out of the dungeon. And now we’re in the dungeon ourselves, which makes it much harder to quantify what we can tax, and much easier to smuggle items from the dungeon into the settlement.”


“Hmm.” I tapped my chin. “It doesn’t really cost me anything to continue feeding everyone with the Hydroponic Farm, and to be perfectly honest I don’t really need their money for anything.”


Sava sputtered indignantly in the background and Illiel looked aghast.


I shrugged. “Getting labor to help build walls, towers, and other structures to offset point costs was all I really wanted. But now that we’re underground, Mac is doing most of the construction outside of our central chamber by using his powers as a dungeon core. What else could we ask of people?”


“Military service.” Yorik said. “They learn to fight. Also keeps them from getting soft.”


Illiel nodded. “That would work. I’m primarily worried about us relinquishing the taxes altogether. We’ll want them back eventually and it’s much easier to change tax policies than to institute one to a people unaccustomed to it.”


Eltiana impatiently leaped to her feet with a dramatic sigh. “Enough! Can I tell Theo the news?”


Illiel folded her notebook and crossed her arms. “Fine. We can continue talking about taxes later.” Then she shifted uncomfortably, and I noticed she refused to meet my gaze.


“Good.” Eltiana said. “Theo, they’ve found us. Somehow they’ve defeated Illiel’s illusion wards faster than expected.”


Illiel’s eyes darted towards me. “Sorry.” She muttered under her breath.


“Don’t be.” I replied. “It just means we can be almost certain that they brought mind mages with them. And ones at the mage acolyte level at that. So what’s the plan?”


Eltiana sat back down and shrugged. “To be honest, we were hoping you’d come up with something. We couldn’t think of anything, so we took a vote and decided to ask Mac to bring you out of the cultivation chamber.”


I nodded. “Alright. Are they all converged on our location yet?”


“Not yet.” Illiel said. “They’re still in the process of disabling my illusion barriers. Quite a few of them have fallen into the iron-laced streams littering the area, so they want to clear the entire place before moving in their army.”


“Okay.” I pinched the bridge of my nose as I considered our options. Attack or defend? Wait or act?


One course of action guaranteed safety now, but risked future danger if the Corpse Collectors were able to do as they pleased and set up above ground as quickly as possible. Or we could try to defend the area, slow their settlement, and buy ourselves more time to grow stronger.


I didn’t like the idea of sitting still and waiting. “We’ll attack.” I finally decided. “Hit and run strikes on select locations. Mac can scout above ground and we can pop out of the dungeon to hit them wherever they’re vulnerable. We’ll assemble a force of elite strike teams. Mage acolytes only, though. We’ll need to move fast and hit hard.”


“Yes!” Eltiana pumped her fist. Yorik grinned. Assyrus stood straighter. The other girls nodded stoically.


From then on, our council meeting turned into a war council as we figured out how and where we were going to strike.



***


Mac had been using the scanner constantly to map the parts of the other dungeons in the Hearthwood and had periodically directed his scans to the surface above us as well. As a result, we already had a working map of the area above ground and how the enemy was distributed.


The original group of 1200 Corpse Collector soldiers was staying close together, with only a few caravans carrying supplies trailing off outside of the forest. We immediately noted those supply caravans as possible targets.


Also interesting was the fact that the Corpse Collector’s reinforcements kept to themselves. Having not experienced the battle against us or the attack of the Four-Tailed Shadowblade Beast, they were less wary of the forest and were content to roam around the center of the Hearthwood as they disabled Illiel’s illusion barrier wards in small teams. If the others were ripe targets, these were juicy fruits waiting to be plucked.


They weren’t hauling supply wagons, which the girls said meant they almost certainly had bags of holdings stuffed full of all the food, tools, and coin they needed. Stealing those would make for much bigger scores but would also be a lot harder to find.


In the end, we concluded that our first operation had to be big. With the number of mage acolytes we had and the detailed information on enemy deployments, we figured we could send twenty mage acolytes against each small team and outnumber the enemy four to one. Divided into four teams we could deal a heavy blow and teach these invaders they shouldn’t feel so at ease in our forest.


“We’ll hit each target as fast as possible.” I said, pointing at clusters of enemy groups and where Mac predicted they’d be at dawn the next morning based on their current speed and heading.


“Four teams should be able to hit all the small groups working on disabling Illiel’s wards.” I flicked through Illiel’s list of mage acolytes and picked four names. “Four teams led by Ghessa, Ullua, Atilla and… Katiana?”


Illiel nodded. “She advanced to mage acolyte several weeks ago and has been diligently training ever since.”


I nodded. “I’ve met each of them, and they’ve got good heads on their shoulders. I imagine this will be the first of many daring strikes, and this is the best time to give them leadership experience.”


Assyrus sighed. “I suppose that makes sense. Though it will be a little awkward to follow their lead when we’re supposed to be tribal chiefs and matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan.”


“Oh no,” I shook my head. “You all are the strongest fighters in the clan. We won’t be going after the small bands. We’ll be hitting their supply train.”


“That’s wise. The original Corpse Collector army is far more wary of us. They’ll have their supplies guarded well.” Nela said.


“Exactly. For now, we’re going to avoid conflict with their leadership and just hit their weak points. Hopefully, we can overcome this numerical disadvantage, or at least hold them off until we can grow in strength.”


“Rally points?” Yorik asked.


“She’s right.” Sava added. “I’m no strategist, but plans do not always go smoothly.”


“Mac has opened up holes near the surface in a few locations. They’re small and hidden. Even if they’re found they’ll only look like dungeon entrances, because they are.” I said. “We’ve long since cleared out the powerful hostiles in that area though, and our people should be able to retreat as soon as they lose their pursuers.”


The girls helped me iron out any kinks in my plan, but the rough idea was in place. We’d hit them in as many places as we could tomorrow morning and put the fear of death into our enemies.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“THANK YOU FOR giving me this opportunity, patriarch.” Ghessa said stoically as we gathered at the Training Grounds. Despite being a room aboard The Wanderer, it also took the form of an open chamber off to the side of the main living chamber. I was certain that this giant cavern hadn’t been any wider than a small tunnel previously, but Mac explained that the increased spatial warping abilities of Ship Camouflage level 2 allowed him to make space for rooms even in places where they shouldn’t physically be able to fit.


Thus, the Training Grounds was more than large enough for our small army of mage acolytes, despite technically existing between the wall separating the main habitat chamber and the Mac’s winding maze of soap bubbles.


“I know we’ve had our differences.” Ghessa continued, but I held up a hand to stop her.


“You’re competent, Ghessa.” I said. “That’s what the Hearthwood Clan needs. If you really want to thank me, lead all the clanswomen I’m lending you back here safely.”


“I… yes, patriarch.” Ghessa said.


“All my people are armed, present and accounted for, patriarch!” Ullua bounded forward, standing very close to Ghessa.


“Good. I know I can count on you, Ullua.”


I glanced over at the two green-haired elves who were my remaining strike force leaders.


“We’re ready as well.” Atilla said.


“We’ll show these invaders the wrath of the forest!” Katiana clenched her fist.


“Alright then, Yorik?”


Without saying a word, Yorik unslung the horn she’d hung over her shoulder and blew it like a trumpet. All the mage acolytes present had trained as part of Yorik’s army for at least a few weeks, even if that wasn’t their intended career path. They all instantly went quiet at the familiar sound.


“Hear me, elves of the Hearthwood!” I shouted, lifting my newly forged steel sword aloft. Its gleaming silvery edges reflected the dangling magical multicolored lights in all directions.


“These invaders stand above us now, tromping over our forest, plotting our destruction. In doing so, they’ve left themselves vulnerable. Today, we’ll strike a grievous blow and teach them a lesson for their arrogance!”


“For the Hearthwood Clan!” An elf chanted, and soon eighty voices joined her.


As we’d rehearsed, each group left in a different direction. I lead Assyrus, Eltiana, Illiel, Sava, Nela, Melise, and Yorik back through the tunnels to the very pile of rubble Mac had collapsed when he caused the cave in, burying hundreds of Corpse Collector elves under the earth.


“You brought the stuff?” I asked Sava.


Sava nodded. “I must say, you have a sinister mind.”


Eltiana jumped alongside us, bouncing off the walls as though she were as light as a feather. “Mind if I carry it? It’s rare that I get poison as potent as the Cursed Venom Concoction.”


Sava reached into her bag of holding and handed off a small purple vial, and Eltiana eagerly pushed the vial down the neck of her shirt and stuck it between her breasts.


“The poison zeal it accumulates is good for me!” She said defensively.


“Mac,” I whispered. “How are we doing for time?”


[The other groups are about to reach the surface. Katiana’s is slightly ahead of the others, but they should strike at roughly the same time, as planned.]


I nodded. “Good. Then let’s take out those supply caravans.”


As we climbed over the pile of rubble leading outside the collapsed cavern, I noticed a few stones stained black with dried blood. Someday this wouldn’t be necessary. Someday, my clan would be too powerful, and invaders wouldn’t dare attack us. Our ferocious reputation alone would be enough to have peace.


But it was up to us to build that reputation, and the Corpse Collector Company would be the canvas on which we painted our bloody history in the making.


“Let’s go.” And we made our way to the surface.



***


After so long beneath the ground, the early morning light was especially bright to my unadjusted eyes. Mac opened a map over my vision and I quickly lead the group to where the supply caravans would camp at the most isolated point in their long journey to bring food and equipment to the original group of Corpse Collectors.


We ran through the forest undergrowth. Sava readjusted the roots and leaves to clear the path before us as we ran, and her new power quickly became apparent as we sprinted at inhuman speeds through the densely wooded forest as easily as if we’d been running on open ground.


The supply caravans quickly came into sight. A set of four canvas covered wagons were each being unhitched from a team of two tired-looking Stonehoof Unicorns. A few elves sat behind their steeds holding reins and crops which had kept the unicorns moving forward despite the dense forest undergrowth until they’d chosen to stop a moment ago. In front, a group of grim-looking elves finished slashing at the vegetation to cut a defensible clearing around the narrow dirt road.


“There they are.” Nela said, having spotted them first.


“And they’re using the paths we made!” Assyrus said indignantly.


“Fan out.” I whispered, and Yorik swirled her hand over her palm in a motion that presumably meant the same thing.


The girls spread out, and I could only catch the faintest glint of Nela’s armor on the other side of the forest. Of the others, there was no sign.


There were forty elves milling around the supply caravans. Some of them armed, some not. About half of them were heartwielders, busy with mundane chores like rubbing down the Stonehoof unicorns and cooking food. The rest of the enemy elves were mage acolytes, armed and ready for an attack.


Suddenly, the eyes of every heartwielder turned glossy. They stopped what they were doing as Illiel’s spell seized control of their minds. That was the signal.


I’d surreptitiously begun casting my Stone Obelisks spell, allowing me to easily bend the earth zeal in this area to my will. While I’d still be relying on spells and techniques, I liked having the limitless flexibility of informal magic just in case. I set my sights on two of the strongest enemy mage acolytes, both armed and heavily armored.




Corpse Collector Sentry (mid mage acolyte, level 15)

Corpse Collector Sentry (mid mage acolyte, level 14)




I planned to take out the pair of them while we had the element of surprise. I turned the ground beneath them to mud as slowly as possible. The moment one of them took notice and looked down at her feet, I hardened the earth beneath them both.


The elf looking down tried to unstick herself, only to fall on her face when she discovered her foot was well and truly stuck.


I pulled a conventional ironwood spear out of my Dimensional Storage and held it as Assyrus had instructed. These elves had the same cultivation as me and were ostensibly just as strong without my Blackgorge Fiendbody and iron weapons.


Quicksilver Thought. Heart of the Mountain. Twisted Step.


While I wasn’t bringing my troublesome weapons to bear, I wasn’t holding back.


Embrittling Palm. Five Fierce Furious Fists.


My fingers tingled, and my hands vibrated, shaking at my sides uncontrollably. In a flash I covered the distance between me and the downed Corpse Collector mage acolytes. I leaped atop one of them, bearing down on them with my new combination of spells.


I struck the back of that thick armor. Under my fingers it felt like the carapace of a giant insect instead of the dull red metal it appeared to be. My hand flew towards the elf’s back, and Embrittling Palm went to work. The first strike did nothing, by my blow was multiplied four times over as ephemeral afterimages of striking fists landed around my palm strike.


Smack smack smack smack.


I struck against the elf armor twice more until suddenly it shattered beneath my rain of blows, crumbling to nothing as my hands met bare unarmored skin. The elf cried out as she struggled to climb to her feet, but now was not the time for mercy.


I whipped my ironwood spear around in my hands and plunged downward, leaving it impaled in the elf until she disappeared into glowing white sparkles as her soul flew off into the distance.


No longer held down by the weight of a body, I tore my spear free of the ground just in time to clash with the other Corpse Collector sentry, who’d abandoned her boots in the hardened mud and fought against me barefoot.


“Damn forest savages!” The Corpse Collector warrior cursed. “That was my sister!”


She pulled her ironwood sword free and lunged for me. Between Quicksilver Thought and Twisted Step, her blow swung wide as I easily sidestepped.


“I’ve killed a dozen people with her by my side!” The Corpse Collector continued. “And we planned to kill a lot more. But you ruined that!”


I shifted my spear high and to the left, lunging right for her armored throat. That chitinous plate proved its worth as my spear glanced harmlessly off its exterior. The elf jumped back, suddenly realizing how close she’d come to death.


Not wanting her to disengage, I held out one hand and tugged two fingers in my direction. The elf glanced at me in confusion until two shafts of stone collided with her back. I’d used the Earth Spike spell I’d come up with as a heartwielder to attack her from behind. The spell did even less than my spear thrust, but she still turned her back on me to face them.


That was all the opportunity I needed, and I lashed out at her unarmored heels. With a sweeping blow, I swept my spear at her feet and cut the tendons on both legs. Then I smacked her with the butt of my spear and knocked her over.


The elf collapsed, having lost all maneuverability. Suddenly helpless, I easily bashed aside her weapon, tore her helmet off, and finished her off with a spear thrust. She joined her sister in a sparkling shower of glowing lights as I twirled my weapon and flung the blood from my spear.


Similar scenes were playing out all around the supply caravan. Nela had encountered similarly armored elves and had already slain three of them. Blood streaked her gleaming armor as she thrust a golden and glowing spear straight through the chitinous armor, tossing the elf aside with such force the flying armored body smashed against a dazed and bewildered heartwielder. The weaker elf’s neck twisted unnaturally, and both exploded into a fountain of white light as they died.


Three Corpse Collector mage acolytes cornered Sava, and I was about to rush over to help. I hadn’t seen much attack magic from Sava before, but she’d said she’d remembered a few useful spells from her past life. Without a trace of panic, she let the elves gather before pointing at a pathetic-looking flower on the ground.


“Let my will be your light, and the blood of my enemies your water.” Sava said with an air of solemnity.


The flower twisted erratically, growing vine-like protrusions. The elves around Sava tried to hack at the wriggling plant, but Sava merely frowned.


“Rootshot.” She said, and the root of a nearby tree lifted from the ground, shooting out a shard of wood no bigger than a finger directly into the helmeted elf’s visor gap. The elf collapsed to the ground, spilling blood by the bucketful.


As soon as the blood touched the mutating flower, the flower took on a deep crimson color. The plant tripled in size in a moment and suddenly sharp protrusions lined the pedals of the flower bulb.


With a viciousness I’d never seen from a plant before, the flower clamped down on one of the remaining Corpse Collectors, tossing the enemy elf in the air and shaking her by the neck.


I heard the crunch and crackle of snapping bones as Sava’s plant crushed the Corpse Collector’s helmet and skull before spitting out the rest of the body, which vanished in a puff of white sparks. Having devoured the blood of another elf, the plant doubled in size again until it loomed over the supply wagons nearby.


The third Corpse Collector elf looked on in growing horror as her comrades were slain and used to feed a monstrous plant. She dropped her weapons and turned to run, but the plant knew no mercy. It lashed out with a vine, snatched at the elf’s legs with a vine, tearing her from her feet and gobbling her up in its giant crimson flower bulb. She was devoured before she could even scream.


My girls were the Hearthwood’s elite, and it showed. Despite being outnumbered, each of them had little trouble cutting their way through multiple enemies.


All but one, it seemed. A figure emerged from the supply wagons who was neither elf, nor orc. She had a head of messy hair that cascaded around a pair of pointed ears. Those ears weren’t pointed like an elf’s but were instead little furry bumps at the top of her head. Her teeth in little canines and her eyes narrowed to vertical slits at the sight of her allies being wiped out.




Korra, Catgirl Mercenary (early mage acolyte, level 12. Warning: power not fully categorized by elvish magic system.)




“You!” I shouted. “I thought we captured her!?” I shouted to my comrades. “Don’t tell me she escaped again?”


Eltiana cast me a sheepish look as she tossed a heartwielder a bundle of rope and ordered her to tie herself up. “She’s… very flexible, okay? You’ve been busy cultivating at the time and we didn’t want to disturb you when she escaped.”


“Watch out!” I warned as I saw Korra draw a sinister hooked blade in one hand while extending her claws on the other. “That catgirl is dangerous!”


I was too late. Assyrus had already engaged her. Assyrus was wielding her enchanted force club, and though she’d had to replace the shield with a non-magical ironwood round shield, the weapon still arced streaks of crimson and streaked beyond the reach of the weapon’s physical size.


Under Assyrus’ adept control, a ball of crimson light glided through the air right for the catgirl’s head. The catgirl dodged what should have been a certain hit by contorting inhumanly at the spine, whipping around to drag her claws across Assyrus’ face.


Assyrus stumbled backwards and spat out a mouthful of blood. She was caught by surprise, but as an experienced fighter she was quick to recover. Korra jumped in close, hoping to finish Assyrus off with her hooked blade, but Assyrus revealed a trick of her own as her legs became shrouded in a skirt of hazy blue. Not the blue of the Waterbeetle Defensive technique, but the blue of pure water zeal. For an instant she flowed across the ground like a rushing wave, moving so smoothly I could barely tell her legs were moving. In instant later, she appeared behind Korra before the catgirl had time to react.


“Ha! Like that? I spent the last month picking up Flowing Steps.” Assyrus said as she lashed out with her club again. The catgirl moved to dodge, but the attack was a faint. Assyrus’ real attack came in the form of a burst of water zeal that came out of her like a wave, picking Korra up off the ground and hauling her into the air.


Now it was Assyrus’ turn to think she could end the fight. Korra wasn’t out of tricks yet though. She reached into a pouch at her hip and withdrew a length of weighted string, which she twirled around her head once before slinging it towards a nearby tree branch. She hauled herself up on razor-thin wire until she pulled herself free of Assyrus’ spell.


Once free to move, she hopped backwards, parrying the next claw strike with her shield as she moved in for a second blow. The catgirl was too fast yet again, dodging by leaping through the air. She tried to strike at Assyrus’ unprotected back, but the Waterbeetle tribe elf reoriented herself too quickly for the catgirl to find an opening.


They stared each other down for a moment, each looking for a chance to strike. Assyrus was content to wait. With the rest of us rapidly clearing out the remaining Corpse Collectors, time was on her side. The catgirl realized her predicament and closed in to strike, but Assyrus was ready for her. No matter how fast the catgirl was, if Assyrus had her defenses readied she couldn’t hope to even ruffle the Assyrus’ clothes. She must have realized this, because she pulled back a second before reaching Assyrus, presenting her exposed back as a perfect target. To take advantage of the opening, Assyrus would have to go on the offensive. Korra likely planned to attack herself once Assyrus was out of position.


It was an obvious ploy, which was why I shook my head when Assyrus seemed to fall for it. She dropped her defensive technique and swung wide, apparently trying to bring the catgirl down with one mighty blow. Korra’s eyes narrowed to pinpoints as the claws on her fingers twitched with anticipation. But then Assyrus suddenly cut off her attack. Instead of using her club, she hunkered low, and bashed the catgirl with her shield, trying to knock her to the ground.


The catgirl instantly knew she’d be finished if Assyrus managed to pin her, so she accepted the hit, bouncing like a ball as she flipped through the air and landed on her feet three meters away. By then Melise and Yorik had finished with their opponents and rushed over to help. Melise had a small scratch across her cheek that was quickly healing with the help of a vitality potion, and intentionally looked away from Sava’s plant monster, which was in the process of devouring the dazed and confused enemy heartwielders.


“Stop.” Yorik commanded, pointing her finger at the catgirl. I sensed a flash of mind magic from Yorik’s peak heartwielder spellheart, but the catgirl shook off the spell before it could take effect. Realizing she’d soon be outnumbered and overrun, the catgirl abandoned the supply crates and bounded into the woods with one last fearful glance.


“Damn.” I cursed. “She’ll warn the others.”


“I’ll run her down.” Eltiana said, and she took off after the catgirl. In truth, she was the only one of us who stood a chance against the agile catgirl.



***


Battle Won! (+2000 points)

40 Blood Crystals collected.




The rest of us set to work tearing through the supplies. Mostly, they had basic things like food rations, bandages, medical supplies, Queensmarks, alcohol, and weapons.


“The weapons we can certainly use.” Nela said. “At the rate we’ve been losing or breaking them, the Songstone treasure stash won’t hold out much longer.”


“Agreed.” Sava said. “And without their trees, the Ironwood tribe will not be able to make new weapons for some time.”


“I haven’t awakened any of my grandmother’s fate magic,” Melise added, “but even without seeing the future, I suspect medical supplies will be useful.”


I chuckled. “Why are you girls acting like we have to pick and choose? We’re taking everything.” And then I sucked the entire contents of the supply wagon into my Dimensional Storage, leaving behind only a few crates of cheese and biscuits.


Eltiana appeared then, and she toyed with her hair sheepishly as we looked at her leaf-smattered but unbloodied form.


“She was really fast, okay?” Eltiana said. “I’d like to see one you try to chase that cat down. I would have caught her too if not for that bush…”


“I’m sure you did your best. I noticed she didn’t run in the direction of her companions.” I said. “With any luck she’ll hide in the forest to lick her wounds for a day or two, by which time the damage will be done. For now, I need the vial.”


Eltiana pulled the purple vial of Cursed Venom Concoction out of her shirt and passed it to me. I uncorked the vial of very-warm liquid and dumped it into one of the crates of flour I’d left behind.


“Trash the wagons.” I instructed. “And bury these with the rubble. Make it look like we missed them in a lengthy looting process. Hopefully the Corpse Collectors will be good and hungry. We might be able to get a hundred of them before they realize the biscuits are poisoned.”


We quickly ruined what little was left intact at the site of our battle, and I kept in touch with Mac to keep track of events in the rest of the forest. Most of the other teams were all where they were supposed to be, but there were far more elves than predicted at the location of Katiana’s team.


“Looks like Katiana ran into some bad luck.” I explained as we finished out work. “We’ll have to run if we want to help in time.”


The girls nodded, and Sava pointed towards her plant monster.


“Be my eyes in the woods.” She commanded, and the plant shrunk and shriveled until it stood only knee high. Soon it looked like a more vibrant and livelier version of its previous pitiful state and was barely noticeable against the forest floor.


I glanced at the broken caravans one last time and promised myself that if any of these elves found their way to the Hearthwood Clan in their next life, I’d see that they’d live long and happy lives.



***


When we came across the location of Katiana’s group, we discovered the situation was worse than I’d feared. About half of the mage acolytes under Katiana’s command had already been slain, and the survivors were caught in a narrow valley taking fire from above.


There were nearly a hundred Corpse Collectors there, and most were mage acolytes. They had the high ground, superior weapons, and superior numbers.


“This certainly isn’t Katiana’s lucky day.” Nela said grimly. “Sharian’s leading that band personally. Captain Kollian is there as well.”


“Damn. That means these are the Corpse Collector elite. We’re not ready to face them, especially not here and now.” I scanned the group below warily. “Any sign of Kysalian?”


Nela shook her head. “No, but true mages have a lot of tricks. She could be hiding in the clouds, or underground. Or maybe she has some treasure that shields her from my senses. There’s no way to be certain.”


“Attacking them head on would be risky.” Sava added. “Against these odds, we might not all survive. I am willing to risk my life for my sisters, but this is the heart of the Corpse Collector Company. Are we truly ready to start the final battle here?”


“No.” I answered. “We’re not. But I won’t let Katiana and the others die either.”


“Ahem.” Illiel coughed into her sleeve. “I have a spell that might be of assistance. I’ve been trying to take my illusions to the next level ever since reaching mid mage acolyte. Despite this groups’ power, they don’t appear to have any mind mages among them, so they should be helpless to dispel or see through whatever I create.”


“That’s perfect!” I grinned.



***


Less than half a minute later, I stood proudly on the edge of the precipice just out of reach of the Corpse Collector’s fire sticks. We stood by the edge of the densely wooded forest surrounding the small grove around the precipice. Boulders jutted into the air unnaturally, looming over the crevice. The Corpse Collectors stood on top of those boulders, glaring down victoriously at Katiana’s battered band of mage acolytes. 


“Sharian!” I shouted into the distance. “Kollian!” The two elves turned towards me, and the eyes of their subordinates followed. They stopped firing down at Katiana beneath them, buying Katiana and her elves a little time to drink vitality potions and hopefully heal enough to slip away.


“It looks like you’ve left the rest of your army behind.” I laughed mockingly. “I couldn’t live with myself if I let this opportunity go to waste. Once we defeat you the rest of the Corpse Collector Company will fall apart!”


Sharian sneered. “Good! You’ve come out of whatever tree you’ve been hiding in. Grab the chaka.”


“I don’t think so, Sharian.” Nela said, stepping up beside me.


“Nela! Don’t you remember what happened the last time we fought?” Sharian shouted back with a vicious smile.


Nela met the black-haired elf’s gaze with a confident stare. “You’re slipping, Sharian. When we last fought you were at the peak of mage acolyte, and I was at the seventh region. But now I’m at the peak of mage acolyte, and you still haven’t broken through to true mage!”


“What!?” Sharian squinted into the distance before reeling back as if struck. “How? How could you advance in this zeal-poor backwater with nothing but dirt and trees?”


Nela snorted. “If you strip and crawl through the mud to beg me, maybe I’ll tell you.” Nela threw the same taunt Sharian had used on her the last time they’d fought, and the insult made Sharian’s face flush with anger.


Captain Kollian, the other leader of the Corpse Collector company, stepped between Nela and Sharian. “I think you’ve miscalculated, chaka. I’m willing to bet our forces can beat whatever you’ve managed to muster.”


“I wouldn’t count on that.” And then Illiel pushed her illusion forward.


Over three hundred mage acolytes appeared behind me, bursting with power. Illiel had used Sava and the girls present as templates for the illusion. She couldn’t maintain and control something this big entirely on her own, but with Yorik and I both lending her our peak-heartwielder power we were able to create a convincing army that would fool our opponents from this distance.


“Fan out!” I commanded. “We’ll surround them! Don’t let them escape alive!”


“Impossible!” Captain Kollian’s face went pale, and I knew our bluff was working. The elves behind her glanced at each other.


Then the girls behind me started moving. Sava ran along the edge of the forest so only she herself was fully visible to sight while the illusions were only vaguely visible.


“Attack!” Sava commanded, and a barrage of arm-thick roots shot out of the ground behind her like spears thrown from thirty hands. These Corpse Collectors weren’t as heavily armored as the ones we just fought, and three were caught by flying roots. Blood sprayed everywhere and one of them burst into a cloud of white light while the other two stumbled from their wounds.


We had to hit them with everything we had now to break their will to fight. If they truly fought back now, our illusion would crumble.


“Kill them all!” I shouted, and Assyrus summoned her water elemental. It flowed over the ground towards the Corpse Collector battalion as Assyrus and her illusory copies followed in her footsteps.


“Pin them down so we can finish them all!” Eltiana shouted. She reached into the pouch at her waist and withdrew two fistfuls of knives, which she hurled out in fanning waves with reckless abandon. They flew without her usual accuracy and precision, but the sheer number of them ensured a few Corpse Collectors were caught by the iron-tipped weapons.


“More iron weaponry. They truly are savages!” One of the Corpse Collectors cursed. “Money is no good to me dead.” Shouted one of the elves, whose eyes were particularly dazed and confused. She dropped her weapon and started clumsily running in the only direction we hadn’t boxed off.


“Blood and glory!” Yorik shouted, and soon an illusory horde of orcs burst forth from the trees.


“By the of gloom and darkness! They’re allied with the orcs!” One of the Corpse Collectors cried. “Run for your lives!”


And that was the final straw. The Corpse Collectors dropped their swords, spears, and bronze rods to flee in mass. The girls made a big show of chasing them down, hurling projectiles at them as they fled.


While they pursued our enemy, I jumped down the crevasse to Katiana and her group.


“Can you all run?” I asked urgently.


“Theo!” Katiana ran towards me, wiping tears and blood from her eyes. “Where did you get such an army? How?”


“I’ll explain later. Get your people out of here and to your rally point. We’ll talk when we’re back in the dungeon.”


Katiana nodded, and most of her people got to their feet, pulling themselves out from behind the pockmarked rocks they’d been using for cover.


Among them, I spotted six bodiless souls drifting aimlessly. I immediately realized these were the wisps of the mage acolytes who’d already died and pulled them into my Dimensional Storage.


Taking a wounded elf over the shoulder, Katiana climbed out of the crevasse. I hauled up another elf who was too wounded to climb and tossed her onto the ground above us. Sava returned a short while after, and the sisters shared a quick embrace while Sava passed the group extra vitality potions.


“How did it go?” I asked Sava.


“I think they were starting to get suspicious towards the end. They met up with another group of Corpse Collectors and turned on us, ready to fight. We had to break away then or our bluff would have been exposed.”


“Did Kysalian ever show up?” I asked, worried about the Sakaku true mage.


Sava shook her head. “Never. Either she wasn’t there, or she didn’t think our attack wasn’t enough to threaten Sharian’s life.”


“Then we’d best get out of here ourselves.” I said, and we rushed off through the woods after Katiana’s party. We fled through the forest and Sava rearranged the plants and leaves so there would be no trace of our passing. 


Eventually, we came across one of the dungeon entrances Mac had opened up for just such a purpose, concealed under thick foliage it would have been impossible to find if Mac hadn’t directed me towards it. We ducked into the dungeon entrance single file and vanished from sight, having struck our enemies a heavy blow this day.




Deception can be sharper than swords in the right hands. (+500 points.)










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










“DESPITE THE TROUBLE Katiana’s team ran into,” Eltiana began, “the operation was a major success. The other teams managed to wipe out no less than thirty small groups of enemies.”


“Those groups were most definitely out to disable my illusions. Nearly every group had a mind aspect heartwielder or mage acolyte.” Illiel dumped a small bag of amber-colored spellhearts on the bark-covered table of our council room deep in the dungeon.


“There’s only one organization that has so many mind mages.” Illiel shook her head.


“The Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They probably figured this expedition would be good training for the lower-ranking underlings.” I replied.


Illiel nodded. “That’s why they sent me here, after all. Besides, that other chaka we fought likely has an entire legion of offspring and underlings. Even if he only sent an illusory body here, that’s more than the cult should have sent against a place like this.”


I sighed, gathering up the mind spellhearts. Yorik and I could both use them to refine our own mind spellhearts one last time before we tapped out that method of improvement. After that, they’d still be a valuable source of mind zeal for any of us to use, or even to make new mind aspect heartwielders if we found someone suitable. “I really hope we’ve seen the last of Tim.” I thought back to the suited man whose illusion alone had nearly been enough to kill me. Somehow, I knew he’d come at me with something far worse next time.


“We can’t think about that now.” Assyrus said. “We have an enemy we can fight before us. Let’s deal with them before we start worrying about whoever is holding their leash.”


“If only I’d had more time.” I said. “Another year and I’d be a true mage. And this clan would be three times the size and ten times as powerful.”


Sava chuckled and draped an arm around my neck. “If anyone else said that Theo, they’d be a delusional braggart.”


I smiled. “It’s true though. If we had another three hundred mage acolytes like you girls, we’d be much better off.”


“Too bad I can’t summon an army of water elementals.” Assyrus said. “That would come in handy. I can only manage one at a time.”


“I could make more plant monsters.” Sava said. “Though they need the blood of elves to grow.”


I frowned and reached into my Dimensional Storage, pulling out half of the bloody crystals I’d collected from battle thus far. “I’ve been saving these for you girls, in case one of you needs to be revived. I’m loathe to dip into my emergency stash, but if they can help us fight…”


Sava accepted the crystals, weighing them in her hand as she gazed into her reflection on the glossy crimson surface. “They just might work. Thank you, Theo. I’ll use them as efficiently as possible.”


“I’d like to be there when you try.” I said. “I’ve gotten a few snippets out of Assyrus about her Summon Water Elemental spell. Maybe your spell will give the inspiration I need.” I’d mentioned my earth elemental experiments to the girls.


“Any army of earth golems would certainly be useful.” Illiel said. “I’ve heard of such things existing in other lands. A few great crafters and inventors have managed such things, so it is definitely possible.”


“It’s an ongoing project of mine.” I shrugged. “They’d go a long way to bolstering our forces.”


“Yes.” Yorik said, eyes twinkling already.


I chuckled. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s just an idea.” But I’d been enthralled by the thought as well.



***


After we reviewed the results of the raid and called the day a success, I dropped off the wisps we’d captured at the various nurseries spread around the main habitat chamber. Every tribe had built at least one, though none were as grand as the one where I raised my own kids.


Finding my way around town was harder than ever with Mac having pulled The Wanderer’s twisted internal space to spread the rooms throughout the habitable regions of the dungeon. In the end, I gave up trying to memorize the constantly changing routes and headed towards the castle.


Castle Mac was shorter and squatter now. Instead of towering, it now sprawled like a small estate, cradling the central living chamber that had been the previous dungeon’s core room. Now the chamber was filled with polished floor tiles and underground treehouses. The back wall between the Crimson Eye Observer’s chamber and the zeal nexus had been blocked off by the sunken castle to keep anyone from wandering their way to the dragon corpse by accident and dying under the pressure of the death zeal in there.


Segolas was spending more time back there than anyone else, though I had Nela check him every time she made another attempt to integrate the sunlight aspects of the dead dragon’s aura with her own to pave her way to true mage.


While still part of the western tower, my room had moved yet again so it was now only on the first floor. I never used the place except to pop open the closet to reveal the familiar telephone booth-shape of The Wanderer. While the other rooms could be accessed externally, the Command Center could only be entered directly by going through this door.


Entering the Command Center, I stepped across the smooth dust-free surfaces and waved to Mac, whose cube-shaped physical form pulsed and clicked as he interfaced with The Wanderer.


[Have fun on your brief excursion?] Mac asked me.


I snorted. “That was work. I’m finished with that, so now I’m going to have fun. I haven’t gotten to see the Drafter’s Study since we upgraded it. Also, please digitize a copy of Dean’s book and send it over to me. Highlight any points relevant to my golem project.”


Mac sighed. [And here I thought I’d finally gotten a promotion. Back to personal assistant work, is it?]


I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “You know, I really want this golem project to succeed. For the time being, I need them to wield weapons, eventually we might be able to outfit some with brooms, mops, and dusters.”


The entire room vibrated under the force of Mac’s growing excitement. [I’ll scan through the rest of the elven library as well and try to prod The Wanderer’s AI for information. If we work through the night, I calculate our odds of success will double!]


By the time I made it to the door leading to the Drafter’s Study, Mac had already compiled an entire report containing all the relevant information he could find on golem making. It wasn’t a particularly thick document, but it outlined several materials I could synthesize using the Drafter’s Study’s new ability to obtain crafting materials just like the Alchemist’s Laboratory.


I looked over the new room, which was still a circular chamber surrounding a massive bronze table. That table had grown larger, and the grooves drawn in its surface were now more complex. There were more shelves as well, though they were just as empty as they had been before.


There was however a whirring hoop of brass sitting on a nightstand by a cushioned seat. I was thankful for the comfortable chair while I read through Mac’s report and quickly realized the spinning hoop of brass was what produced materials in exchange for points.


I read off the first ingredient on Mac’s list and the hoop’s rotation immediately accelerated. The center filled with a cloudy purple mist until I couldn’t see through it.




Obtaining Gnomish Ward Keystone. -800 points.




I bit my lip at the expense but realized none of these golem ingredients were going to be cheap. The purple mist intensified, and I smelled butane wafting from the purple light. There was a high-pitched indignant squawk in an unintelligible language and a yellow rock came flying out of the portal and tumbled onto the ground.


I held the keystone up to the light. Upon examination, it had the weight of a bar of gold, and had been shaped like a boomerang. Two dull gemstones glimmered on either side, one green and one red. In the center was a reservoir of red light that was rapidly dispersing into the room around me as force zeal.


The chair and table rattled as the force zeal influenced the world around it, rattling the table and vibrating my seat before it dispersed powerlessly into the air.


I pulled an earth spellheart from my pocket. It came from a small boar one of the elves had hunted in the forest above and would make an excellent power source to refill the reservoir. Mac hadn’t been able to obtain much information about the device I was now holding, but it should be able to be powered by earth magic just as easily as force.


Then I called in a few heartwielders from outside and asked them to bring me as much of the finest clay they could find. They returned minutes later covered in muck and laden with buckets full of wet clay.


“Thank you ladies. Let me give you a few Macmarks for your trouble.” I said.


“Oh no, patriarch! We are happy to be of service… oh my! Y-you’re quite generous my lord!”


I chuckled. “I’m in a pleasant mood.” I said as I handed each of them a fistful of coins that I’d had Mac print just for this purpose. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”


The three heartwielders bowed deeply and chatted excitedly with each other as they departed. I closed the door and dismissed them, but had Mac relay a recording of their conversation on video as they left the castle. I wanted to make sure I’d left a good impression.


“I’m going to get another spellheart enhancement!” One of them said to her friends.


“I think we should spend these at the library. There’s an incredible water spell available to those who’ve reached the seventh layer and have ten Macmarks to spend.”


“Seeing the patriarch has me suddenly in the mood.” Another elf said. “Want to go visit the Hidden Serpent’s guy?”


“Him?” One of the elves snorted. “He’s been afraid to leave matriarch Eltiana’s room. Word is he died previously because he attacked the patriarch. Now he’s scared to even go outside.”


The elf laughed. “Same as that male the Songstone clan brought with them. Ever since that fight with young master Segolas he’s been too ashamed to be seen in public.”


“Segolas! Now that’s a man!” The elf said dreamily.


One of the other girls snorted. “Don’t you think about ditching me to become part of that band of worshipers. Who was it that killed the bear before it could maul you?”


I shut off the video when it became apparent the elves weren’t talking about me. I was more than a little amused that Eltiana’s brother was so afraid of me he was afraid to leave his sister’s room. I’d noticed his wisp disappeared but hadn’t seen him in the settlement. He must have manifested and immediately fled to his sister’s protection.


He needn’t have been so paranoid. Sure, he might have tried to kill me once, but I’d killed him instead. He was now so far down on my list of priorities I hadn’t bothered to learn his name. In fact, I only hoped that he could help lighten my load of siring the next generation of the Hearthwood Clan.


As I’d watched the elves depart, I’d started shaping a few blobs of clay on the table into rough humanoid shapes. Now that I had five done, I filled one of them with earth zeal and replicated the Sutra of the Living Earth inside their clay bodies, just as I had with the earth elementals.




Earth Elemental (Level 1)




As I’d expected, the same procedure produced the same uncontrollable earth elemental that I’d made before. So I tore that elemental’s head off and tossed it aside. This time, I followed Mac’s procedure using the Gnomish Ward Keystone.


Originally, these objects were used by gnomes to control wards through the simple mechanism of controlling their power source. I placed the small earth spellheart I’d been holding into the reservoir. Using my own earth magic, I drew upon the lesser spellheart until I had a trail of tiny zeal particles. Several hours passed as I worked the uncooperative zeal into a pattern that closely resembled the Sutra of the Living Earth. I had a good feeling about this attempt, so I took my time and made sure the pattern was perfect.


Doing so triggered some unknown mechanism inside the Gnomish Ward Keystone, connecting it to my creation until I could perceive the Sutra of the Living Earth inside it as well. I examined my creation, which lay lifeless despite having all the qualities needed to make an earth elemental.




Earth Golem (level 1)

Status: Unpowered.

Earth zeal controlled by an external source animates this earth golem. Activating its power source will allow it to function as an earth elemental. Under the right circumstances, it may develop an internal cultivation art and break free of control.




I pressed my finger against the green gem on the keystone and the golem went rigid. A moment later it took a shaking step. It tilted its muddy head at me and met my eyes for a long moment before lowering its gaze to the keystone in my hands.


Out of curiosity, I dropped the keystone and the golem immediately broke into a dash, lunging for its controller. Before it could reach the keystone, I snatched it back up and tapped the red gem.


The moment I hit the red gem all power left the golems body and it collapsed mid-sprint. In such a peculiar position caught mid-run its unanimated body crumpled under its own weight and broke off at the legs.


“Well, I can turn you on and off.” I said to the lifeless lump of clay. “That’s a start.”


Having made some progress, I set the controller aside and left to find Sava. Despite Mac’s protests, I decided to take a break. Sava had promised to let me watch her summon her plant monsters, and that process might inspire me more.



***


“So this dirty and shriveled flower is the key ingredient?” I asked Sava as I knelt on the ground examining a half wilted greenish-red flower with only two half-frayed petals barely hanging on.




Ferocious Baneleaf (Level 0)

In the right environment, with zeal, this plant can grow into a ferocious predator capable of tearing flesh from monster and elf alike. In zeal-poor environments, it becomes an ordinary plant.




“It doesn’t have to be this flower specifically.” Sava explained. “It just has to be a plant with the potential to become predatory. Most plants are enhanced by zeal infusions, but only a select few become aggressive. Even fewer can be controlled.”


“That control is the process I’m most interested in.” I said. “Can you explain it for me?”


Sava gave me a sorry smile. “I was lucky enough to regain enough memory fragments of me using this spell that I could cast this simplified version of it. It must have been a favorite in my… previous life.” Sava said awkwardly. She still hadn’t fully come to terms that so much had happened to her a lifetime ago, only for her to forget everything.


“So you can’t tell me.” I sagged.


“I can’t tell you.” Sava agreed. “However, I’ve gathered a few flowers. Your blood crystals do work, though not as well as fresh blood. The blood crystals don’t capture enough zeal to power my spell on their own, and I can’t seem to use zeal crystals as a substitute. Watch my spell casting process with me and you might be able to assist me in figuring out how the spell works. I’m just as interested in the mechanism as you are.”


And so Sava started to feed nature zeal into the Ferocious Baneleaf. My mage sight was better than most elves, having gotten magical vision on the level of a true mage while only a heartwielder. My mystical perception had only improved since then and I’d gained the power to pick out individual particles of zeal easily, not only of my own aspect, but of most other aspects as well. Because of this, I was able to immediately discern the intricate patterns of Sava’s spell and point out several small changes that would make it more efficient.


The initial stage of the spell was simple enough. Sava simply bolstered the flower’s tissues with an influx of nature zeal and vitality from a blood crystal. The spell didn’t stay so simple for long. The spell crept into the plant alongside the influx of energy, infiltrating every part of the plant but focusing mostly on a central location inside the bulb where nature zeal was converging.


With surprise, I realized the spell was making a tiny nature spellheart. Creating a spellheart through casting a spell took a frightening amount of power, but as a late mage acolyte Sava could absorb and release levels of energy that no heartwielder could dream of. Based on the weary bags forming under Sava’s eyes and her depleted power reserves, I realized nobody lower than late mage acolyte would have any chance of meeting this spell’s raw energy demands, to say nothing of the skill requirement.


The tiny nature spellheart reached the first layer, then the second. Its power skyrocketed all the way to the sixth layer, all the while Sava’s spell infiltrated it further and deeper.


“That’s as powerful as I can get it without a living sacrifice.” Sava said as she opened her eyes and lowered her hands. Her face and hands were pale, and her fingers trembled. She popped open her bag of holding and took a sip of green potion that resembled her recrystallization solution for nature spellhearts. Color filled her face and lips as she drank deeply, and in another moment, she was back to normal.


I stepped closer to the plant, which now stood shoulder-height with me and had a bulb just slightly smaller than my head. It wasn’t anything close to the demonic vine-wielding monster of a plant that had devoured mage acolytes left and right when we fought the Corpse Collectors at the supply caravan, but it bore a strong resemblance to that creature. Like the plant monster’s runty little brother.


I tried to touch the plant only for it to lash at me with its barbed flower bulb.


“It tried to bite me!” I turned to Sava. “Can you tell it to sit still while I examine it?”


Sava shrugged. “I haven’t fully mastered the control aspect of the spell. Currently, I can only influence it with my own intent. It’s easier the weaker the plant is.” Sava closed her eyes and focused on the Ferocious Baneleaf. “Hold still.” She said with furrowed brows.


The plant slowed its aggressive head bobbing and I stepped closer once again. Observing it under mage sight, I poked the plant.


There was a flash of nature zeal inside the plants body in response to my provocation. Before it could do anything Sava’s spell, which had intertwined with every tissue inside the plant, reacted and sucked the stray pulse of nature zeal back into the spellheart in the center of the plant. The Ferocious Baneleaf sat still even when my fingers brushed against it, struggling against the leash inside its own body.


More bursts of nature zeal shot forth, only to also be disabled by Sava’s spell. I grabbed one of the petals and twisted it until the bursts of nature zeal increased in ferocity. Eventually, one of them wasn’t stopped by Sava’s spell. The moment that burst of nature zeal was free of the confines of Sava’s spell, the Ferocious Baneleaf lashed out at me with its barbed head and tried to clamp down on my hand.


“I said hold still!” Sava snarled, and the plant went still once again.


“Fascinating.” I murmured. “It looks like rather than controlling the plant, your spell simply disables any intentions that go against your will. I doubt it would have any effect against something with more complex thoughts though.”


“Then I’m moving in the right direction. I think if I can impose my will on it a little better, it will follow my orders better.”


“I’d wager so.” I shrugged. “Say, how smart would you say an earth golem is?”


“I think that’s a question you should ask Illiel rather than me.” Sava replied. “But I’ve fought against weaker earth golems before and wasn’t impressed. I can’t attest to anything above the heartwielder ranks, though.”


“Smarter than a plant?” I asked.


Sava snorted. “I might be biased, but if I have to bet between a plant and a pile of rocks in a battle of wits, I’ll take the plant.”


Sava and I shared a laugh, and she drew closer to me and let her arm brush against my side.


“It’s been a while since it was just the two of us like this.” I said, grabbing the arm and pulling her into my lap. “It was a quieter time. Just us living in the woods.”


“You talk like it was years ago.” Sava laughed. “What’s it been? Two months? Three?” Then her smile turned solemn as she reminisced with me. “I pumped so much vitality out of you then.” Sava sighed. “I never would have made it to mage acolyte as quickly as I did otherwise.”


She leaned against me, soft skin pressing against me as I sat by the corner of the room.


“And I enjoyed every minute of it.” I smirked lewdly as one of my hands crawled up Sava’s dress.


“Oh!” Sava jumped as my fingers caressed her inner thighs. She blushed and smiled at me. “I have to meet with Katiana in a few minutes. We’re planning to groom the trees better and use magic to keep them from dropping so many leaves.”


“Katiana will understand.” And I leaned down to kiss those lush red lips. “After all,” I trailed my kiss lower, down her neck. Meanwhile, my hands roamed deeper up her skirt, “we’re working for the future of the Hearthwood Clan right now.”


“Then I’d best do my duty as a clan matriarch.” Sava swung her right leg over my lap, so she straddled my waist. Her arms roamed down my back and plucked at the hem of my shirt before pulling it off in one practiced motion.


I’d become very familiar with undoing the laces on her dress over the last few months, and I knew just which strings to tug to free her pale shoulders and luscious breasts. Her silken gown tumbled into my lap and I warmed my palms on the luscious mountain peaks her tumbling gown had concealed from me.


“Mhmm.” Sava arched her back as I toyed with her breasts. I flicked my tongue over one of her nipples and Sava moaned.


“Let’s try something new.” I said, standing up suddenly. With my magically enhanced strength, lifting Sava in the air was as effortless as holding a pen. I tore the last of the dress free and tossed it on the ground.


Sava’s hair and arms dangled downward as I held her upside down at the hips. Completely unperturbed by the unusual change in position, she worked my belt free and wasted no time in wrapping her fingers around my already stiffened shaft.


I hoisted Sava in my arms and pushed her thighs apart with my cheeks until I could place my mouth on her lower lips. In the same moment, Sava wrapped her own mouth around the head of my cock. I felt her tongue trace circles around my head and I did the same upon the bead of her womanhood.


Sava giggled around a mouthful of cock. “Stopfff copffying mfff!”


I chuckled and shifted her weight, so I was supporting her entirely with my left hand. With my right free, I lent myself a little assistance.


My fingers parted the dampening folds, stroking back and forth as I lapped at her clit with my tongue. My fingers moved faster and quicker, stroking her lower lips and pushing inside of her.


Sava bucked and moaned under my increasing tempo. She took my shaft deeper, relying on it more than anything to stabilize herself under the mountainous waves of pleasure I was giving her.


Sava’s hands traveled upward, reaching for my own as she twisted under my grasp. I felt her body shake as the first wave of orgasm ran through her, but I didn’t stop there.


“Ahh! I can’t take it, Theo!” Sava moaned.


I grinned wildly and laughed. “You love it.”


“Yes… mhmm. I love… mhmm… you Theo.” Sava whispered between moans.


“Our clan needs more warriors.” I said. “As one of the clan’s matriarch’s, it’s up to you to fix that.”


“Yes.” Sava said pleadingly. “Our clan. Our family. Let me help us grow strong!”


“Don’t worry, I don’t plan to put this baby batter to waste.” I chuckled and flipped Sava around again. I held her against the wall off the ground as pressed my cock against her opening.


My prodigious tool parted the lips of her pussy, still throbbing and sensitive from the waves of her earlier orgasm. Sava’s earlier ministrations had pulled me closer to the edge myself, but ever since learning how valuable my fluid really was, I’d taken measures to focus my mind into releasing it only when and where I wanted to.


I plowed my shaft deep into Sava’s body and my cock was immediately assaulted by tight undulating waves of squeezing as Sava’s internal muscles greedily begged for what they knew was coming.


I released my focus and finally allowed myself to cum. As my cultivation increased, so had my volume. Now my ejaculation was like a hose, and my explosion was a continuous stream of fluid that poured into Sava’s body. The fountain of cum continued with no sign of abating and I watched Sava’s abdomen swell in a slight bump as her womb was completely filled.


Despite the amount I poured into her, her pussy clamped so tight around my cock that not a single drop leaked out even when I pulled myself free.


I grinned at her and Sava gave me a smile in return.


“How many eggs do you think that was good for?” I asked her with a chuckle.


“Only one.” Sava said with a laugh. “But I promise you, she’ll be one of the best.” And then she snuggled up against me as we reclined on the bare and open ground, naked and basking in the afterglow.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










OUR BLISSFUL REMINISCENCE was broken by a powerful reverberation that shook the entire cavern around us.


“What was that?” I said, sitting up.


Sava shrugged, but I hadn’t expected her to know.


[Something’s happening aboveground.] Mac answered me. [It looks like… ah! It’s your old friend the Four-Tailed Shadowblade Beast.]


“That monster is no friend of mine.” I muttered nervously. “What’s it doing?”


[Digging, it appears. If I had to guess, it’s gotten impatient. The Corpse Collectors have been blundering around the forest looking for you above ground this entire time, and the Shadowblade has been waiting for you to meet with it to plead for its protection. Since you haven’t done that, it must have lost its patience and come to you.]


“Damn it.” I cursed. Sava turned to me with a curious expression, and I quickly explained what was happening to her.


“We have to do something!” Sava jumped to her feet, still naked and with the barest trickle of my fluids leaking down between her legs.


“Don’t worry. I’ve prepared for this.” I said, throwing on my shirt and pants in an instant. Sava’s dress took much longer than that to put on, but the elves had few taboos about female nudity. Her dripping snatch and the way she clung to my arm drew more stares than her naked form as we raced to the balcony on Castle Mac.


While running, I opened the dimensional storage and pulled out Dean’s Orb of Devouring. I’d brought all the elves to this location simply because the dungeon was an ideal place to hide from the giant shark-faced tiger monster. It wouldn’t be able to chase us into the tunnels without a lot of digging. All my people were safely inside the dungeon already, which meant the Shadowblade had nobody to terrorize on the surface and went straight to scooping out dirt with its deadly iron-tipped tails.


I wondered to myself why it would do something so foolish. It knew I had the orb, and with me protected by the layer of dirt between us, there was no way it could dig to me before I shattered the orb and killed the monster by destroying the soul fragment Dean had imprisoned inside. An attack on our home would have an obvious consequence for the monster, and it had to know that.


I held the orb in my hand as Sava rang a massive bell, explaining to the panicked elves beneath the balcony we’d run to what was happening. I closed my eyes to focus on drawing power from the orb. I shut out the sight of Sava’s swaying breasts and shoved down the sense of pride and satisfaction I felt at the thought that the womb I’d claimed with my seed was dripping for all the Hearthwood to see.


I’d refrained from using the orb wantonly in the hopes of keeping the Shadowblade out of this war. I wanted it roaming the forest and devouring my enemies, not so furious with me that it lurked and waited for me to stick my head aboveground.


But if the Shadowblade Beast was going to be like this, then I saw no reason not to subject it to the painful process of being tapped for power. I opened my dantian to the Orb of Devouring.


The tiny sphere of enchanted steel concealed behind the orb’s cast-iron shell flared to life, siphoning zeal from the Shadowblade Beast’s soul fragment trapped within.


Like before, darkness and force zeal spilled out of the orbs in spades. Those incompatible aspects were quickly shunted aside by the internal enchantments of the orb so that only compatible zeal merged with me. Only the small undercurrent of earth zeal was useful to me, and my dantian devoured all it was given effortlessly and easily. The zeal I’d used earlier that day was replenished in an instant, I quickly overflowed with power.


The power spilled over into the regions of my body that I’d already refined. My arms, chest, and legs. The power traveled upward until it pushed against my neck and skull. Blood pulsed in my throat, straining against my veins as thick black goo streamed from my ears.




A sixth region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 16 mid mage acolyte.




Power pulsed through my skull and I knew I’d cleared another region of my body without even looking at the prompt that illuminated my vision.


Above us, I could hear the Shadowblade Beast screeching in that high-pitched terrible whine. The thumping slowed as the monster howled. I continued to draw on the siphoning power of the orb and it continued to fill my body with an overwhelming flood of earth zeal. With another region cleared, my capacity for zeal increased another notch and it took a few seconds for the orb to push me to the point of being stuffed with power once again. Soon, I was straining against the limits of what a sixth-region mage acolyte could contain. The earth zeal flowed through my body, searching for more room until it finally managed to find more impurities.


Advancing to late mage acolyte was the toughest challenge a mage acolyte could face, not counting the leap to true mage. All that was left to advance were my internal organs. Eyes and brain, heart and lungs, viscera and organs. Those would be by far the most difficult to refine, so even the tremendous pressure of the earth zeal inside my body wasn’t enough to force those impurities out.


So I popped my remaining Seven Corners Yellow Purification pills into my mouth and swallowed. Just three of them wouldn’t do much for me anymore, but they’d help me put every drop of the Shadowblade Beast’s zeal to the best possible use. The Shadowblade’s magic was thicker and inkier than zeal crystals, but I was making up for quality with sheer quantity.


My eyes burned, and I was certain they’d be bloodshot if I opened them. I felt vicious black teardrops ooze down my face. My head ached like somebody was fingering the inside of my skull the way I’d just fingered Sava.


I collapsed to my knees, still grasping the orb when I finally received another notification.




A seventh region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 17 late mage acolyte.




I gasped for fresh air, opening my eyes to a world more colorful and vibrant than what I’d closed them to. Despite the pain that continued to throb and the black goo I was furiously blinking away, what I had previously seen as only a slab of white and gray stone was now a decorated canvas of countless patterns and colors that had eluded my vision moments before. Suddenly, the slightest difference in shade and pigment was as apparent as the difference between black and white had been the moment before. The clarity and sharpness in my new vision revealed the tiniest imperfections in the wall so I could count each hairline crack and imperfection.


I looked at the stone along the wall and saw limestone and dolomite, recognizing the difference from three hundred meters away as though I were a trained geologist staring at samples under a microscope. I realized my eyes had become attuned to earth and the many forms it took. Switching to mage sight, those differences were also apparent in the zeal particles I’d collected and easily identified by my newly enhanced vision. My advancement to late mage acolyte had further attuned me to earth zeal and made my body a better vessel for its power.


The orb continued to throb with energy but advancing to late mage acolyte had worn me thin. I wouldn’t be able to push any higher without at least a few nights of sleep under the relaxation enhancing effects of the Personal Chamber. I was worried that drawing any more power from the orb would hurt me more than help me. Luckily, the rhythmic pounding of the Shadowblade’s digging had gone silent.


[The Shadowblade Beast appears to have given up on reaching us.] Mac said. [It is now taking its frustrations out on some nearby Corpse Collector soldiers. They are currently trying to organize a futile defense against the monster.]


I sagged against the wall behind me. “That’s a plan I can get behind.” I said, sighing with relief.


I was just about to summon the energy to crawl to my room and eventually to my bed when Sava nudged me, face full of worry.


“Theo! Something’s wrong. I haven’t seen Eltiana, Assyrus, Nela, or Melise anywhere. They should have come back as soon as they heard trouble.”


“Mac?” I whispered. “Any info on the scanner?”


[Hmm. I’ve detected a group of five elves in a side chamber. Perhaps that’s them?]


“Any idea what they’re doing?” As soon as I asked, Mac pulled up my map. Five dots glowed in one of the smaller tunnels leading up, exactly underneath where the Shadowblade Beast had been digging.


[I haven’t seen them do anything except stand around. I suspect they are engaged in conversation. Given their relative positioning, the cluster of four standing between the fifth dot and the entrance to the main habitat chamber are your missing elves.]


“What about the fifth dot?”


[I cannot identify that entity at present. You’ll have to get closer for me to collect information about their appearance and cultivation. That location is suspiciously mere meters away from the edge of my dungeon senses, and I cannot perceive beyond it. I will try to bring over some insects and small dungeon dwellers under my influence to examine the situation through their senses. Judging by the defensive positions of the four other dots, whatever it is most likely presents a credible threat.]


“Is it the Shadowblade?”


[Impossible. While I may not be able to distinguish between elves, orcs, and humans, the Shadowblade’s size and unique physiology make it impossible to miss. This entity is clearly a humanoid.]


There was no point in standing around. If the Corpse Collectors managed to sneak somebody through the hole the Shadowblade made, they’d choose to send in somebody powerful.


But who? Sharian and Captain Kollian were both late mage acolytes, but so was Nela. Neither of them would be a real threat to four of my girls together.


I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. There was only one late true mage in the Hearthwood.


[The five entities have begun moving erratically, Theo. I suspect they’ve started fighting. One is moving faster than my data on mage acolytes indicates is possible.]


“Where’s Illiel?” I asked Sava.


“Calming the people down below. Why?” Sava replied.


“Grab her. If our enemy is who I think she is, I’ll want her illusion magic to put at least one card in my hand. And get Yorik and the rest of them too from the Training Grounds. If I’m not back in a minute, tell her to bring everyone we’ve got.”



***


“Kysalian.” I said, as I rounded the corner and my suspicions were confirmed. Sharian’s personal bodyguard sent by the Sakaku Clan to watch over one of their most important descendants.




Kysalian Sakaku (late true mage, level 29)




This enemy was even stronger than the Crimson Eye Observer we’d faced. Not only that, but this enemy was an elf. She’d have a weapon, spells, and strategy beyond what any monster could muster.


“No! Theo! Fall back!” Melise shouted, thrusting her palms towards the enemy true mage.


Kysalian’s left hand lit with a crimson glow, and she backhanded the blast of light energy. The power inexplicably bounced off Kysalian’s hand, deflecting into the ground at her feet.


“Perfect.” Kysalian smiled predatorily, and in a flash of rapid motion she was bearing down on me.


I didn’t have time to cast my usual spells for mind and speed enhancement, but I was just fast enough to notice her hands held no weapons and her palms were open as she rushed towards me. She intended to capture me, likely as a bargaining chip to get something out of my girls.


I’d evaded capture by her once before, but that had been a difficult and risky endeavor I owed as much to luck as my own ability. This time, I had come more prepared.


I didn’t move or twitch as Kysalian reached out towards me. Barely visible chains of crimson light locked around my form and held me, far stronger than Sharian’s mage acolyte version of the spell.


I was trapped helplessly within Kysalian’s spell, and she stepped behind me with a smug smile.


“Now that I have your clan’s favored male, you will tell me where you are keeping the iron. There has to be some undiscovered vein hidden in these caverns. I bet you’ve already extracted most of it already. Give me five times the chaka’s weight in iron as well as the orb and both me and the Shadowblade Beast will leave your forest forever.”


“You’ve allied yourself with a monster, Kysalian?” Nela said. “What happened to the pride and honor of the Sakaku Clan?”


Kysalian’s expression darkened. “My ties do not run as deeply to the clan as Sharian’s. I was a talented outsider in a previous life, restored by the Sakaku’s good graces after my untimely death. I remained with them until now mostly out of respect for a matriarch, Sharian’s mother. But things have changed. The Sakaku Clan no longer follows the will of their matriarchs, and the minds of the matriarchs are no longer their own.”


“The Cult of the Unblinking Eye has seized control over the Sakaku Clan.” I said calmly, despite the strain of the force magic holding me tight.


Kysalian cocked her head. “You really must practice orcish body refinement if you’re able to talk while under my constraint spell. But yes. As much as it pains me, the clan I once knew is no more. So, for me it is time to cut my ties with this continent and go somewhere new.”


“You’re running away.” Nela accused. “And you need wizard-realm power to cross the Myriad Monsters Sea.”


“Do not accuse me of cowardice.” Kysalian glared. “After all, it is only my honor as a true mage and as an elf that prevents me from killing you all instead of giving you the chance to appease me. The monster and I reached an understanding some time ago, when we both found ourselves at odds with the new powers making their way to this forest. The gap between the peak of true mage and the wizard realm has stumped me for years. If the Shadowblade Beast can manifest its fifth tail, it will have the power to push me through that gap. That is the beginning and the end of our arrangement.” Then she turned towards me. “Enough explaining myself. I have your chaka, and you have the iron I need.”


“Actually,” I interrupted her. “You don’t have me.” And then I lifted my arms, entirely unrestrained by the powerful force magic that should have held me in place. I stepped out of them as if they weren’t even there.


Kysalian’s eyes went wide. She figured out my trick before anyone else. Instead of attacking though, her hand flew towards her bag of holding. Out of it she pulled an amber stone. It was a mind-aspect spellheart, and she slapped it into a notch on a bracelet bound to her left wrist. The entire bracelet lit with a yellowish glow that reminded me of the pendant Dean had gifted me, meant to protect me from mind magic attacks.


"I take it you are familiar with mind magic illusions then?" I said with a chuckle. “Don’t worry. I haven’t allied myself with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, I’ve just stolen some abilities from them.”


“Illusion or not,” Kysalian’s eyes glanced around the room. “These four are real. I made the blonde one bleed a moment ago. I can still kill them if I do not receive what I came here for.”


“No.” And then a green skinned figure wielding a hammer stepped into a side chamber. Behind her were more than thirty mage acolytes from the Training Grounds. From the passage on the other side, Ullua and Ghessa arrived. Together, they led another battalion of thirty mage acolytes to the main habitat room.


Moments later, Atilla and Katiana arrived, bringing all the remaining mage acolytes in the Hearthwood Clan, along with a hundred heartwielders, all of them armed and ready for battle.


“I’ve always heard that true mages were ten times stronger than mage acolytes.” My illusion said. “I suppose that goes double for somebody at the peak like yourself. But are you twenty times stronger? Eighty times?”


Kysalian snorted. “It isn’t so easy for mage acolytes to kill a true mage. I could carve my way through your people like kicking aside wisps before going wherever I pleased. You do not have the magic to kill me.”


“I seem to remember shooting you with an iron-tipped arrow.” I replied. “If we have as much iron as you and the Shadowblade seem to suspect, we could have a lot more where that came from.”


“And you’re wrong about us not having any spells that can kill you.” Melise said, tilting her chin up. “Ever heard of the Starfire Crucible?”


“One of the Songstone Clan’s grand spells.” Kysalian rolled her eyes. “The Sakaku Clan recovered the technique and killed all the elves capable of using it.”


Melise turned to the others, and her face became uncharacteristically grim and hard. “Pin her down and I can finish her.” Then she pressed her fingertips together until all ten met in front of her chest. Golden sparkles blossomed between her hands, swirling like a miniature galaxy as it swelled and grew under Melise’s continued concentration.


Kysalian’s confident expression finally fell. Her pupils dilated, and she sunk into a lower stance, eyes darting around the chamber. “I will slay more than half of you, and likely escape despite your attempts. Why would you fight so hard over some rocks when you could simply hand them over? Do you cherish them so much?”


“I never said we weren’t willing to hand them over.” I replied. “We’re just not going to do so for free. Now that you understand this, we can arrange a trade that suits both parties.”


“I see.” Kysalian’s expression eased somewhat. “There can only be fair deals between parties of equal power. With this you’ve shown me that you have the strength to bargain. As a true mage, I have lived over a hundred years and accumulated quite a bit of wealth. I’m willing to part with a few low-grade zeal crystals in exchange for iron and the orb.”


I immediately shook my head. “Wipe out the Corpse Collector Company and I’ll give you the iron you need. Not the orb. With the Shadowblade Beast helping, that should be easy.”


Kysalian snorted. “The Corpse Collector Company will be the least of your concerns soon. Why do you think I wish to leave so badly? The other chaka has decided to deal with this situation personally, and his true form is beyond my power to compete with. Without forming its fifth tail, the Shadowblade will not be able to compete with his power either.”


My mind raced at the implications. Tim was coming to the Hearthwood, and apparently, he was even stronger than the Shadowblade Beast. Under such a threat, our current strategy of hiding and waiting to grow stronger would not be viable.


“But if the Shadowblade had a fifth tail, it would be able to fight Tim?” I asked.


Kysalian shrugged. “Possibly. I do not know how deep the Unblinking Eye chaka is into the sorcerer realm. If he is only at the early stages, then the Shadowblade would stand a good chance. But I doubt it would be willing to take that risk.”


“Not even for its soul fragment?” I asked. “I’d help it reach the sorcerer realm, and I wouldn’t mind promising to eventually hand over the orb once I reached the sorcerer realm myself.”


Kysalian laughed. “Once you reach the sorcerer realm? How many centuries must we wait? And that’s if you can even reach the sorcerer realm in this lifetime at all. No, I do not think my… partner will agree to such a bargain.”


It was my time to laugh. “Don’t underestimate me, Kysalian. I reached late mage acolyte in three months. In ten year’s time, who knows how strong I’ll be? How strong will my clan become in that time?”


“I admit,” Kysalian looked around at the eighty-eight mage acolytes arrayed around her, “that I wouldn’t have expected a forest like this to have such a force. Given so many mage acolytes, it is only a matter of time and resources before you have true mages as well. Then your forest won’t be such a forgotten backwater of the Deanian Queendom.”


“Then you agree?” I asked. “Time is on our side.”


Kysalian shook her head. “Only if you survive until then. And it’s beginning to look like you won’t. I will relay your offer to my partner. I will meet you again in this location when the sun sets tomorrow. The supposed reinforcements the Corpse Collectors received are Tim’s low-ranking descendants and underlings, and my opportunities to arrange a meeting like this are limited, so make sure you are here. My partner cannot create such diversions often.”


Before Kysalian turned to leave, I shouted one last question. “What of Sharian?”


Kysalian considered that. “She inherited her mother’s temper without the restraint to accompany it. I have little fondness for her, but her death while under my protection would be a blow to my reputation. Scheme as you wish, but do not let her die.”


I nodded. “Very well. I truly hope we can come to an agreement tomorrow.”


Without saying another word, Kysalian turned. Atilla, Katiana, and the elves behind them quickly parted to make way for the true mage. Seconds later Mac confirmed that Kysalian had departed.


“Illiel, you may dispel the illusion.” I said, and my body vanished, only for my true body to reappear five steps behind where the illusion had been standing. I breathed a shaky sigh of relief now that the tension left the air. “Thank you all for coming. You may now return.”


The Hearthwood elves bowed and dispersed. Melise gasped, finally releasing the Starfire Crucible spell she’d been holding the entire time.


“Ugh.” Melise toppled to her knees. “Now I’m sore everywhere. And you all didn’t even get to see my spell in action! What a letdown.”


“It must be some spell,” I picked Melise up off the ground and tossed her over my shoulder as we headed back towards the main habitat chamber, “to have scared a true mage like that.”


“It is.” Melise murmured before falling fast asleep, still slung over my shoulder.




Congratulations on surviving a confrontation with a more powerful entity! (+500 points)!










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










AFTER DROPPING MELISE off in the Personal Chambers and tucking her in, I returned to the Drafter’s Study with renewed inspiration and purpose. I’d tapped out my cultivation gains for a while so I shifted my attention elsewhere. What we needed were weapons of war. Matriarch Red Serpent’s weapons, along with Yulli’s sword, sat unused in our clan vault awaiting the rise of a true mage.


The moment we could put those tools to use, our power would jump significantly. Nela and Sava were both hard at work bridging that gap, but we needed more than that. We needed to deal with our numerical disadvantage. I knew my golems were up to the task, if only I could get them working.


I spent more time playing with the basic new creations available to me with a level 2 Drafter’s Study. I now had the capability to carve some generic strength and reinforcement symbols into ironwood, which dramatically strengthened them. Our swords and spears wouldn’t break easily, and a good thrust would send them through all but the strongest armor.


Best of all, the materials were incredibly generic, and I could enchant two entire swords with only a single point’s worth. I’d enlisted Malla for help, and she quickly called in a few other elves skilled with their hands to do most of the grunt work. In the end it didn’t take much time out of my day at all and our entire armory would be enchanted. Because most of our weapons and armor were now supplies stolen from the Corpse Collectors, they were only on par with what our enemies were using. These new enchantments finally made them a notch better.


Mostly, I had to get the golems working. Having witnessed Sava’s plant monster spell, I had identified a new avenue of approach to this problem. My mind went back to that spiraling network of zeal inside the Ferocious Baneleaf Sava had been controlling. I needed to replicate that inside of a golem.


So, I went to work assembling yet another tiny clay person. Then I bound the pile of clay to an earth spellheart and prepared it just as I had before using the Gnomish Warding Keystone as a switch enabling the Sutra of the Living earth to animate it only when I allowed it to move.




Earth Elemental (Level 1)




Then I started weaving a network of earth zeal, identical to what I’d seen Sava cast as part of her spell. That turned out to be surprisingly easy. I’d come to realize I’d been blessed with advantages when it came to working with informal magic, especially with my recent boost to my mage sight. Another mage acolyte might have found what I was doing beyond comprehension if they were unable to perceive magic at the level of detail I could.


Once the earth zeal was arranged in the correct structure I only needed to exert my will upon it. As the earth zeal was bound to me, I could use it to interrupt the earth golem’s internal flow of zeal as I desired, though holding the control magic together would require considerable mental effort on my part. I examined the results of my handiwork.




Earth Golem (Level 1)

Status: Unpowered.

Earth zeal controlled by an external source animates this earth golem. Activating its power source will allow it to function as its restrictive control circuit allows. This golem can continue to grow in power, and if strong enough will overpower the control circuit and become an earth elemental.




Those were words of success if I ever heard them. The Wanderer was now identifying the earth elemental as an earth golem, just like the previous creation I’d bound using the keystone. Only this time, The Wanderer recognized my control circuit as well.


I pressed the green gem on the keystone and the golem rose to its feet and stood at attention.


“Walk to the edge of the table.” I commanded, willing the orders as much as saying them.


The golem stared ahead, moving one limb mechanically after the other until it reached the edge of the table.


“Jump off.” I commanded.


The creature leaped off the edge without hesitation, splattering on the ground below.


“Pull yourself back together.” I ordered.


The blob of vaguely humanoid clay twisted and fidgeted, struggling to pull back together as earth zeal streamed from its body like leaking blood. It lost all its power before it could make any real progress and soon became nothing more than a muddy splatter, so I leaned down and injected more earth zeal. Having its body destroyed had damaged both the Sutra of the Living Earth that animated it and my control circuit, but the infusion of power brought the golem back to life. The two forces twisted and swirled until eventually the golem managed to pull itself back together into a three-limbed form that vaguely resembled its original humanoid body.


I helped it back onto the table and conducted more tests. Though my control circuit had been damaged, enough of it remained that the golem continued to follow my orders, jumping off the table several more times before it became too deformed to continue and I had to perform more extensive repairs.


I considered this a success. The golem obeyed my commands without question, even when they jeopardized their own existence. Such obedience would be necessary if they were to attack and die so my elves could survive.


The only thing that worried me was the part about the golem breaking free. Level one golems would be useless in combat. Even the weakest elves could destroy them with little effort. To make real weapons of war I would at least need to empower the golems to the peak of zeal accumulation.


That meant I had done all I could with this smaller prototype. I wanted these golems to be a large and powerful, like walking brick walls my people could take cover behind during a battle. I started adding clay to my creation, expanding it in scope in size until it stood taller than I did. By the time I was satisfied it was nearly three meters tall and as wide as the bronze table it sat upon.


With its far greater body mass I could stuff it full of far more zeal. Consequently, it needed a larger control circuit. Constructing the small monstrosity took more time than building the prototype, but it also produced a result that was far more intimidating and one that might actually be useful in battle.


“Stand.” I ordered.


The bronze table creaked, and the wooden floor groaned as the eight-foot tall 400-kilogram first generation battle golem stood.


“Walk in a circle.” I commanded, and the golem paced around the table, knocking knickknacks from the shelves that surrounded us as it passed. Its heavy, thunderous steps shook the floor.


“You look strong, but how tough are you, really?” I murmured to myself as I glanced the earth golem up and down.




Earth Golem (level 9)




My creation was a peak heartwielder. Unlike elves wielding spells and weapons though, its power should lie entirely with its physical size and strength. If I could equip and armor it properly, it could hold the front lines long enough for a supporting group of elves to defeat whatever enemy they encountered. All the damage would be soaked up by a golem that could be repaired by me or a trained earth mage back at home, which would be far more economic than Sava’s healing potions and hopefully keep any casualties we might sustain to a minimum.


The floating label over the golem updated unexpectedly, revealing a new name.




Earth Elemental (level 9)




When the change from golem to elemental occurred, the golem turned hostile. Its giant stony fist hurtled towards me with tremendous strength. Despite my surprise, the golem’s great bulk made its movements terribly slow and the wind up to its punch was like watching a boulder trying to roll uphill.


I was far too fast for the golem to hit and it only took a casual sidestep to evade its blow completely. I was about to disable the golem before it could wreck the bronze table behind me when Mac’s voice rang in my head.


[Wait a moment! I have an emergency measure I would like to test.] Mac said.




Convert 10 points to zeal?




“Didn’t we already go through this one Mac?” I said. “Yulli’s cultivation still hasn’t recovered from the last blast.”


[There’s no one in the Command Center this time, and we’ll be using significantly less power. This time we’re not trying to boost zeal concentrations but testing the use of a zeal burst as a weapon itself.]




Conversion approved. Now generating zeal…




Mac’s suggestion was curious, though I wish he’d presented the option when I wasn’t ducking between massive clay-fisted punches.


My body tingled, though nowhere near as much as it had during our previous experiment. The burst of zeal was more like a light sprinkling of water that quickly vanished as the zeal blew past me and dispersed. I was completely unharmed and barely even felt a thing.


The same could not be said for the golem. The zeal from the explosion invaded its body and swept through its meridians like a tide, throwing the Sutra of the Living Earth coiled in its chest into chaos. The little brown worm writhed in madness as different types of zeal forced its way into the spirit art’s intricate form, mottling it with a variety of new colors.


When the tingling sensation faded from the air completely, the Sutra of the Living Earth trembled inside the golem’s body. Meanwhile, the golem itself sagged like it was just a humanoid pile of mud and not the animated monster it was.


“That’s actually quite useful.” I said as I gave the unmoving earth elemental a cautious poke. “It means we already have a weapon that can disable any number of these golems from a distance should they ever turn against us like this guy here. And this method is far more economic than buying a keystone for every golem.” I suddenly realized I could get a lot more ambitious with my creations. I wouldn’t need to limit myself to four or five for fear of a mass golem uprising.


So, with new resolve I redesigned the golem with vastly enhanced restrictions that should keep my creation a golem and not an elemental. I figured the reason why it broke free of my control and turned into an earth elemental was because of the massive increase in power. I was proven right when the golem obeyed all my commands without showing any hint of rebellion after several hours of rigorous testing.


The Drafters Study was far too small to test the full combat power of my creation. So, I decided to take it to the training grounds. I ran into a little issue where its head was too tall to fit through the door, but I simply pulled the golem’s head off and reattached it when we were outside. The head on this golem was pure decoration and only the spirit art and the spellheart I had in embedded in its torso were important to its survival. Everything else was just armor to soak up enemy attacks.


As both the patriarch and the most handsome man in the Hearthwood Clan, I was used to getting some attention as I walked around the settlement. The unusual sight of the massive earth golem drew even more dramatic attention than I’d grown used to receiving.


“Ahh! A monster has snuck into the town!”


“Find a mage acolyte!”


“The wisps are unprotected! My daughter is in there, we must destroy that monster!”


I pushed the golem aside so I could slip through the door and stand in front of the golem before my people destroyed the creation I had worked so hard to build. "It's okay, everyone! This is a new creation of mine, built to help protect us!"


"Oh.” One of the elves shrugged and turned back to her work. The growing mob that had assembled to deal with the golem quickly dispersed, having unquestioningly accepted my explanation. To be honest, I was a bit disappointed. I’d expected to have to give the golem a few commands and demonstrate my control over the clay monster. Instead, everyone just took me at my word. I was both pleased and disappointed.



***


As I had expected, the Training Grounds were not unoccupied.


“Shield up.” Yorik demanded of a mage acolyte, who was standing shoulder to shoulder with her comrades as an opposing mage acolyte hurled splashes of water at them both.


“Higher!” Yorik demanded, the mage acolyte struggled to lift her shield in time to block a spray of water. She was an instant too slow and caught the spray directly in the face.


Yorik shook her head. “Dead.” She said, then jerked her thumb backwards, signaling the elf to run laps with a group of soggy elves jogging around the Training Grounds.


“Hey Yorik.” I said, nodding to the muscular orc woman.


She didn’t respond. Her eyes were already locked on the giant clay golem following behind me, fingers trailing up and down her hammer.


“Like my new toy?” I tilted my chin in the golem’s direction. These are going to help us on the front lines.


“How strong?” Yorik asked.


I shrugged. “I was hoping you could help me figure that out.”


Yorik nodded and reached for her hammer. Without wasting a breath, she swung the weapon at the clay golem, striking it with a resounding thud. The golem rumbled and shook, but was otherwise unaffected. Yorik pulled her hammer free, and the deep impression in the clay mass slowly healed until the mass of clay restored itself as though it had never been hurt.


Yorik nodded appreciatively. “Strong to crushing.” Then she frowned and turned to a chest off to the side of the Training Grounds. She tore through the chest and tossed aside a dozen wooden swords and shields before coming across a set of daggers wrapped in string. She tossed the daggers aside and unwound the loop of string.


She coiled the string around her fist and held the excess in her other hand. She pulled the cord tight and grunted in satisfaction at the strength of the makeshift weapon. Then she stood in front of the golem armed only with the piece of string.


“Fight me.” Yorik said to the golems blank face. By now, the Training Grounds had been cleared and the running elves had stopped to watch Yorik fight the golem.


“You heard the lady.” I said, gesturing to Yorik. “Fight her.”


The golem obeyed my orders, lifting a massive fist and sending it hurtling towards Yorik. The orc effortlessly sidestepped the blow, then unwound her piece of string and wrapped it around the golem’s arms. With practiced ease, she wrapped the piece of string through the golem’s torso-wide arm and heaved. The massive clay arm flopped to the ground, completely severed by the tiny string Yorik was wielding.


The elves watching the fight gasped in awe, though neither of the combatants were finished. The golem picked up its severed arm with its free hand and shoved it back on the stub and held it in place for a moment. A second later, the limb stuck, and the golem flexed its arm, having only a small crease to show for the limb severing.


Yorik nodded approvingly, having waited patiently for the golem to repair itself. When my creation attacked again, Yorik let out some extra length of string and jumped over the golem’s head. She used the same trick, pulling the string tight as she sailed over the golem and completely severed the golem’s head at the neck.


Despite the string passing through its neck, the golem’s head was massive, and it stayed in place, healing within seconds. In response, Yorik started cutting faster. The golem lashed out with a leg, only to lose it a moment later to Yorik’s string. The golem had a poor sense of balance, and with only one leg it was unable to remain upright. The clay creation toppled to the ground, where Yorik wrapped its entire torso in string. Bracing a foot against the golem’s back, Yorik pulled her string through it and severed the golem’s torso into two massive chunks.


The torso was the creature’s weak point, containing its ninth layer spellheart, the center of Sutra of the Living Earth that animated it, and the control circuit I’d built into it. With the torso completely severed, the golem was unable to repair itself.


“Congratulations, Yorik.” I said with a nod. “You’re victorious.”


Yorik snorted and tossed the string in my direction. “Weak to cutting.” Then she left to chastise the elves who’d stopped running to watch the fight. Soon they were hustling around the Training Grounds faster than ever before.


Meanwhile, I took to repairing and modifying my golem. Yorik had identified a key weakness in the creature’s design. I’d need to modify the golems design to resist cutting attacks. Next matchup I wouldn’t want my golem falling apart under a piece of string.


Armor was the obvious answer, but I had to keep these things easy to produce. Having leather raptor hide armor made like mine for each individual golem would be tedious and expensive.


That’s when I got the idea for stone armor. Clay was a softer, more pliable aspect of earth, which was why I’d chosen to make the golem’s body out of it. It made good joints and gave the golem the ability to repair itself so quickly. But I didn’t need it to be entirely made out of clay. I could simply coat the golem in a layer of much harder stone! The joints would remain exposed but having a stone exterior would make it impossible to cut up so easily.


So, I made a massive stone breastplate, helmet, shoulder guards, vambraces, greaves, and everything else the golem needed to be outfitted like those heavily armored sentries I’d fought before.


“Alright Yorik! I’m ready for a rematch!” I said when I had my new and improved golem repaired and ready for combat. The stone armor lent it additional bulk, and the brown clay played off the black obsidian stone I’d chosen for its armor and gave the golem a sinister hue.


Instead of fighting the golem herself again, Yorik glanced at the fresh-faced mage acolytes who were training under her. Grabbing one of them by the collar seemingly at random, Yorik tossed the elf in front of the golem.


“Fight it. See what you can do.” Yorik explained.


The elf gulped and held her weapon, a long-bladed glaive that she clutched tightly in both hands as she glanced up at her massive enemy.


“Begin.” Yorik ordered, and I gave the golem a mental order to attack.


The trembling elf managed to get her glaive in front of her just in time to block a gargantuan stone-clad fist. She braced herself as the ironwood shaft of her weapon collided with her opponent’s massive stone knuckles. To her own surprise, she held her ground.


With a mighty heave, the tiny elf pushed aside the golem’s arm and darted inside its reach, sending her glaive ineffectually skidding across the golem’s stone breastplate.


Despite their difference in size, the small elf was still a mage acolyte while the golem was only a heartwielder. The girl seemed to realize that despite the golem’s intimidating appearance, she held the upper hand in terms of magical power. No longer so intimidated, her expression firmed, and then she went on the offensive.


She started moving faster, maneuvering around the golem quicker than its massive bulk could turn. She got behind it and unleashed a ferocious series of slashes and stabs. Her glaive left fine trailing scratches across the golems body but left no further marks. She got too engaged in attacking and didn’t notice as the golem turned suddenly. It whipped its massive fist around, which collided with the elf’s body and bashed her aside.


To my surprise, the stone armor covering the golems chest healed just like the clay. It wasn’t as fast as it had been with clay alone but the fact that it could happen at all indicated the golem had taken my modifications as part of its physical form. The Sutra of the Living Earth was more flexible and adaptable than I’d initially assumed.


Across the room the elf sprawled on the floor, touching her cheek and rubbing it sorely. She was more embarrassed than hurt though, and quickly climbed to her feet. Her cheeks were flushed but her fingers wrapped firmly around her glaive and she twirled the weapon before circling the golem with renewed caution and vigor.


“The joints! Try aiming for the joints!” One of the elf’s friends shouted. Yorik shot the elf a disapproving look, but the girl fighting heard the advice and put it to use.


While her weapon couldn’t cut through the thick stone armor, she could jab it into the bare pieces of clay between them. Those attachment points were weak, and the stone added extra weight. All it took was one good swing for the girl to cleave off an arm ten times her size and send it hurtling to the ground. From there, she was able to slowly take the golem apart until it was just a pile of tangled limbs by never giving it a chance to repair itself. The elf bowed to her comrades and stepped out of the sparring ring to continue training.


I needed to make the battle golem even tougher. I wanted it to be a real pain in the ass to take down, like a walking tank that could soak up everything the Corpse Collectors could throw at it.


So, I reinforced the joints as well. I picked a harder stone and shoved them through the joints like little connectors. The configuration reminded me of action figures. This change limited their range of motion, but also made it impossible to cut through the joints so easily. I also grew the obsidian armor to have many spikes protrusions that obscured and protected the joints in general, making them much harder to hit.


“Alright! Third match. Who’s ready?” I called out to the training elves.


This time, my golem put up a much better showing. The dagger-wielding early mage acolyte was too fast for the golem to hit, but the elf also couldn’t do anything to the golem. The few times she managed to land a blow to a delicate region amounted to little more than a scratch. The wound healed long before she could land another blow. Having grown frustrated, she ended up resorting to spells. The trouble was she was a cultivator from the Hidden Serpent tribe, which meant her arsenal was geared towards poison zeal.


“Poison shot!” The elf shouted, manifesting a sickly green cloud at the tip of her dagger. It glided through the air directly towards the golem’s massive earthen chest. The golem made no move to avoid the magical projectile, which splashed harmlessly over the animated pile of clay and stone.


“I yield.” The elf sighed as she stepped out of the arena. “I just don’t have anything that can bring it down.”


“I bet I could crack it open.” A Waterbeetle elf hefting an axe said.


Sure enough, the elf was able to put some heavy cracks in the golems armor before she was too bruised to continue. If there had been two or three elves like her, they probably would have managed to bring the golem down. But with only one, the elf had to avoid blows of her own. Eventually, she slipped up and the golem tore the axe from her grip before pinning the elf to the ground. With their massive size difference, it resembled an elephant looming over a rabbit.


I chuckled. “I suppose cultivation rank isn’t everything.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










NOW THAT I had a working golem design, I wasted no time in building four more.


“I’ll name the five of you the A series, numbers one through five.” I said to the unmoving earth golems and tapping the first iteration, who I’d dubbed A1, on the massive obsidian chest plate.


I’d originally intended to make more than five, but I found that was my current limit. The control circuit that kept the golems from running around as uncontrollable earth elementals still required some active input from me. I could have pushed for six, but that would have hindered my ability to cast spells of my own.


I crafted more healing talismans as well, slightly modified to work with the earth golems. That was easier than making talismans that worked for elves. Hidden deep inside their armored bodies, the healing talismans would make the golems incredibly resilient. If I could only make five of them at a time, I wanted them to be as resilient as possible.


Some simpler formulas from the Drafter’s Study included patterns that enhanced hardness and durability. I’d already been experimenting with those and carved them into a few ironwood tools. Since I’d found them to be effective there, I applied those to the golems bodies as well.


Just as I was carving the last set of diagrams into A5, I received a message from Mac.


[I’m detecting entities approaching a nearby dungeon entrance in mass. I can say with 99 percent certainty that they are members of the Corpse Collector Company.]


“How many?”


[Several hundred for now. Due to the narrow confines of the dungeon entrance, they’re currently walking single file.]


“Well then, I suppose it's time for a field test.” I glanced at the golems and figured they were wide enough to block off an entire passageway on their own.



***


“Tunnel weapons!” Yorik bellowed to the soldiers she’d been drilling these last months. With the smoothness that spoke of many drills and practice, elves rushed to the armory and handed out ironwood weapons, vitality potions, and the healing talismans I’d spent my free time crafting out to every mage acolyte. The heartwielders would be playing support for the most part. Nobody wanted casualties like the last direct battle we fought.


We split up into six groups, with one of my girls taking the lead for each party. The Corpse Collectors had identified multiple entrances at once and doubtlessly planned to hit us from more directions than they thought we could handle simultaneously. We needed to thin their numbers as they traversed Mac’s dungeon room and hold them off at the chokepoints Mac had constructed for that very purpose.


Yorik’s troops knew their way around better than I did, so I followed them as they marched through a passage at the back of the Alchemist’s Laboratory and miraculously appeared exiting the Simulation Chamber. That little trick was Mac’s space-warping at work. It only worked because we had both a friendly dungeon core and The Wanderer, but it allowed us to reposition an entire army in moments.


[The enemy will reach your current position in thirty seconds.] Mac warned as we hid ourselves at the entrance to the soap bubble maze.


“A4, A5!” I yelled. “Block the passageway.”


Yorik understood my plan immediately. “Crossbows, behind the golems! Spears, guard them!”


The Hearthwood army fell into place with seconds to spare before the Corpse Collectors spilled down the cavern and into our waiting arms.


“Attack!”


I almost felt bad for that first Corpse Collector soldier. She’d been marching along only to find the cavern widened suddenly and before her stood a wall of angry stone backed by a dozen crossbows and far more swords behind that.


She didn’t have long to express her anger though. Despite being a mage acolyte, she was caught entirely unaware and took too long to dodge A4’s massive stone fist. The crushing blow pulverized her into a puff of white sparkles and her wisp flew down the tunnels behind us.


The sudden and unexpected annihilation of the leading Corpse Collector elf warned those following her that they had a fight on their hands. They drew their weapons immediately. Armed and prepared, they weren’t so easily slain by my earth golems.


A4 tried to repeat its crushing punch only to find its hand repelled by a glowing red barrier of force magic. Before the elf could make any further aggressive moves against my golem, a crossbow bolt shot out from behind, skewering the elf in the shoulder.


That wasn’t enough to kill her, but the following spear thrust was. She went down and another enemy jumped up to replace her.


Our force was small relative to the Corpse Collector Company, but this was a narrow passageway and our positioning put each one of them against a dozen of us. Every elf who came through would be confronted by my golems, who were powerful and tireless. Behind them, Yorik constantly rotated out a group of elves supporting them and striking with deadly speed and force.


[Bad news, Theo!] Mac warned. [Another region of my dungeon is being invaded! They’ve hacked their way through the other dungeon monsters and are making their way to here!]


That was bad news. We’d divided up our forces to hold six choke points, and with a seventh open I’d have to divide my forces in half. We’d been counting on the fact that most of our enemies would waste their time and men fighting the adjacent dungeons and their monster’s, like the raptors and undead. The Corpse Collectors were smarter than we’d expected though and cut a quick and efficient passageway to Mac’s dungeon, where only us and our own defenses protected us. I relayed this information to Yorik, who pulled back with a handful of Hearthwood soldiers by cutting through the Simulation Chamber nearby. “I will fight them.”


I nodded. “Send some skilled heartwielders from our reserve forces up to bolster my line. The golems will have to make up the rest.”


Yorik nodded and hastily departed. Moments later a handful of ninth-layer heartwielders spilled out in the direction she’d come and filled in the back rows of our defensive formation.


“Who’s in command after Yorik?” I asked the remaining elves.


“Well, you are, patriarch.” Katiana said, pulling off her helmet to reveal locks of green hair and matching eyes. “But I suppose I’d be second.”


“How long do you think our people can keep this up?” I asked her.


Katiana shrugged. “A long time at our current rate. We aren’t using many spells, so zeal depletion isn’t a danger yet. With your golems taking most of the damage we don’t have any wounded yet. We already have crossbows hitting them from hidden openings and blind turns as they march towards our main battle line. I expect the Corpse Collectors will back off long before we’re overrun.”


“Maybe.” It was possible the Corpse Collectors would cut their losses and retreat. That was what Katiana was counting on. I had my doubts, though. With a task master like Sharian whipping them on, they were unlikely to give up because of a few casualties. While the elves did care for their lives, they all knew death in this fight was not the end of the road for them and I doubted elves with a promising future ended up as grunt soldiers in the Corpse Collector Company. Nela said most of their lowest ranking members were condemned criminals or violent slaves, bought by the Corpse Collector Company to fight until they either died in battle or hit true mage.


As such, they continued nipping away at A4 and A5 relentlessly as they died one after another. I couldn’t replace the golems without disrupting our entire line, so they had to fight to the death. A few elves behind them had been caught by stray spells and weapons, but the healing talismans I’d made saved their lives.


The Heartwielders supporting our army hustled those wounded elves back home where they were being busily shuffled through the medical bay. Seeing how many Corpse Collectors were dying, I had them also bring up a whole wagon of soul jars and start bottling all the wisps they could.


Eventually there was a lull in the oncoming tide of enemies. My golems were worse for wear, but the elves were all alive.


“Is it over?” Katiana asked. “Did we win?” She turned towards me excitedly. “This was so easy compared to last time!”


“Don’t count on it.” I said, dampening Katiana’s enthusiasm. “Everyone, hold your positions. I have a bad feeling about this.”


My hunch proved to be well founded. The first sign of trouble came as a metallic grinding. A long, tubular shadow loomed over the walls as squeaking wheels bearing a heavy load pulled around.


What appeared was a giant version of the enchanted bronze fires sticks mounted on wheels. With a belled bottom and a rounded head, it resembled a weapon I instantly recognized.


“A cannon!” I shouted. “Quick! Everyone hide behind the golems!”


I had A2 and A3 run up to help block the passageway with A4 and A5. The earth golems massive bulk heaved into place just in time for the two damaged golems in front to get hit by a massive explosion of energy.


If the weapon fired a cannonball, as I had initially feared, we might have been scattered anyway. Luckily, the elves had not yet mastered that aspect of firearms and the canon was more like a giant blunderbuss than a piece of artillery. Like its smaller cousins, the cannon sprayed a fountain of tiny force-aspect spellhearts, which popped with an explosive hiss and scattered debris around the room.


A4 and A5 tanked most of the damage, and it showed. Missing an arm and its head, A5 toppled to its knees and was quickly swarmed by the Corpse Collectors that rushed into the gap their weapon had made.


“Fighting retreat!” I ordered. “A2 and A3, to the front!”


My golems stepped over my retreating elves, who quickly reorganized themselves.


“Bring up the iron weapons!” Katiana shouted, and a group of glove-wearing heartwielders carried an array of spears and crossbow bolts up to the mage acolytes who would use them.


In addition to making healing talismans, I’d managed to craft a few more iron crossbow bolts and spear tips. Those precious weapons had been brought to bear now to turn the tide of battle.


A few of my elves had gone down in the chaos, but their wisps were captured, labeled, and hustled back to the Hearthwood. I was collecting the souls of everyone who died, but those who died fighting for our side would justly receive a bit of favoritism. 


The rain of iron-tipped crossbow bolts cut the advancing Corpse Collector line to pieces while also disrupting all the offensive spells our enemies were casting. My elves hadn’t been mage acolytes long and were on the back foot in terms of their spell arsenal, but Yorik had drilled enough weapons training into them to make them competent soldiers. Even if they couldn’t win one-on-one, together they were a force to be reckoned with.


I was beginning to hope that we’d be able to push the Corpse Collectors back to the gap, seize their cannon, and drive them off for good. If this same pitched battle was happening at the other six chokeholds the Corpse Collectors would lose half their army by the end of the day.


That’s when disaster struck a second time.


Sharian, Captain Kollian, and Korra the Catgirl mercenary all stepped out of the passageway.




Sharian Sakaku (late mage acolyte, level 19)




Captain Kollian (late mage acolyte, level 19)




Korra, Catgirl Mercenary (early mage acolyte, level 12.)

Warning: Power not fully categorized by known magic systems.




I’d beaten Korra twice before, but she was fast and sneaky. Without the Blackgorge Fiendbody, I didn’t think the elves could keep up with her. Besides me, all the other elves were early mage acolytes, so it would be up to me to fight Sharian and Captain Kollian. I certainly couldn’t fight the catgirl while dealing with those two.


“Heartwielders, retreat!” I ordered. “Everyone else, hold the line.” Then I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew my steel sword. I could claim one life with this weapon. Whose would it be?


Korra, Captain Kollian, and Sharian all took a step back at the sight of it.


“The thieving metal.” Captain Kollian whispered. “I’d heard a rumor that he had it, but I didn’t dream it would be true. That sword is worth the rest of this forest put together.” She smiled and her eyes went distant. “Steel.” She drew out the vowels, like she was describing the trade of a pickpocket instead of the metal in my hands. “I suppose that’s why the ancestors chose the name.”


“Oh?” I quirked my eyebrows. “You like my toy? I assume you know what it can do?”


“How curious.” Korra quirked her head. “I’ve never seen anyone make an entire blade out of it. How extraordinarily wasteful.”


“Don’t even think about it, cat.” Captain Kollian said. “I’m reconsidering my contract with your guild after you lost an entire supply shipment. The sword is mine.”


“My contract says I can keep whatever I take with the tips of my claws.” Korra shot back.


“Ahem.” Sharian sneered. “I think my mother would appreciate that sword as a gift. Whoever gets it will have the honor of presenting it to her.”


Both Captain Kollian’s and Korra’s expressions paled at that, and all thoughts of greed were replaced by fear.


“I think you’re all forgetting something.” I said. “The sword is in my hands.”


Sharian glanced at her companions. “Cat, run over there and skewer yourself on the sword. He’ll have to drop it then.”


Korra looked back at Sharian with a blank expression and made no move to run forward.


“Fine.” Sharian rolled her eyes. “The little captain will do it.” Sharian looked at the battle-scarred, white haired captain.


For her part, Captain Kollian returned Sharian’s gaze with the look of someone who’d just found a bug in the only meal she’d get all day. She swallowed any expression of contempt or anger and merely snorted.


I grinned to myself. The whole time they were talking about who’d take my sword, my heartwielders had been evacuating both themselves and the wounded to safety. My golems moved forward, giving us cover as I ushered Katiana to lead the mage acolytes away as well.


“Send runners to the other groups. We’ll need all the help we can get here. Nela or Sava especially.” I whispered frantically.


Katiana reluctantly nodded and headed through the door to the Simulation Chamber. “You’ll be right behind?”


I nodded and pushed her through the door.


“Hey, where are they going?” Korra said, interrupting Kollian and Sharian’s glaring contest.


Sharian squinted behind me. “There must be a hidden passageway over there. It doesn’t matter. Once we’ve captured the chaka those pathetic excuses for clan matriarchs will be forced to reveal themselves.” Sharian looked at her companions. “If the two of you are going to stand there uselessly, I’ll defeat him myself.”


Sharian touched a finger to her necklace and her entire body lit with a dim crimson glow. “Steel can cut through most types of zeal, but there are a few tricks that work against it.” Sharian explained. “Like using force zeal to propel physical projectiles that knock an incoming attack aside. You’ll find me impossible to hit.” Sharian fingered the hilt of her incredibly sharp katana.


“Mac.” I said. “Cut the connection between the door behind me and the main habitat chamber.”


[But Theo,] Mac protested, [you’re still on the wrong side.]


“Do it Mac. I’ll escape on foot while Katiana rallies reinforcements.”


[I haven’t had time to prepare for a cave in, but the slippery floor obstacle room is between you and the main habitat chamber.]


“That will have to do.” I said and grit my teeth. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out a set of three mage acolyte level earth-spellhearts. They’d previously inhabited the bodies of basilisks before being slain by me and the girls.


“A1, A2, and A3. You’re being promoted.” I tossed the massive earth spellhearts at each of the golems. A1 and A2 took to the spellhearts immediately. A3 had a tougher time bonding the basilisk spellheart and shook violently.


Korra must’ve had a bad premonition, because she frantically set to tearing what little remained of A4 and A5 apart before trying to tackle A3.


Sharian lunged directly for me, while Captain Kollian drew her own sword and helped Korra finish A3 off.


Two massive flares of earth zeal lit up in my vision before settling like chains tethered to my mind. A1 and A2 had successfully advanced to become mage acolyte earth golems. They were simple creatures and could rapidly integrate new sources of power. With their advancement, their physical forms had morphed. A2 had become larger and blockier, more like the living shield I’d originally envisioned.


A1 took on a more aggressive appearance, growing more spikes that elongated and shrunk with each passing moment, like daggers thrusting in and out of every corner of its body. Obsidian armor sparkled across its form and an angry red glow lit deep within its belly, as though its body concealed a furnace at its core.


“Attack!” I ordered. Flares of zeal far greater and more powerful than before shot up within the golem’s bodies and overwhelmed my control circuit. A1 turned towards me and I sensed hostility in its new malevolent appearance.


I took a step back, focusing my mind. I expanded the control circuit, inelegantly multiplying the amount of zeal in each strand ten-fold. A1 immediately ground to a halt. I had control over the golem once again, except this mage acolyte level control circuit took far more concentration. I’d struggle to contain A1 alone, and A2 was busily looking around in confusion.


I needed to think harder and faster. I’d already been using Quicksilver Thought to keep up with the parallel processing abilities of manipulating five golems. I needed someone with the skills of— 


“Mac!” I shouted. “Take over the control circuit for me!” I shouted.


[Hmm, can I do that? Oh, it seems I can. Quite easily, in fact.]


A1’s hostile expression took a turn for the comical and the malevolent black obsidian toothed mouth that had formed now turned upwards in a peculiar grin.


[It’s just like controlling an automaton! You know I used to control thousands of these things at a time, cleaning everything from restaurants to basements…]


“I should have thought of that sooner, Mac.” I said, grateful that the golems were back on my side. “Now attack!” A2 rumbled in response. I’d never heard the golems make noise before, so the sound startled me. A1 was more hesitant, and I sensed a trace of rebellion in its spirit. I sent more of my own zeal to the control circuit keeping the golem in check and soon it lumbered towards our enemies. Doing so forced me to release my control over the rest of the golems, but they were too damaged to take part in this fight anyway.


The advancement to mage acolyte for the two golems and the power that entailed immediately made itself apparent. A2 barred the way between me and them, like a living wall that weathered all attacks. It healed faster, struck harder, and blocked off more of the chokepoint than would have been possible moments before.


I stepped back towards the passageway leading to the main habitat chamber and cast Stone Obelisk three times in quick succession. Though the pillars were meant to give me better control over zeal, they’d work well enough as a temporary barrier. Like prison bars rising out of the ground, they rose from the earth, inching upwards as the golems fought for me on the other side.


Despite its great defensive abilities, the golems were still only early mage acolytes. They were naturally no match against the group of three Corpse Collector elites. By the time the bars closed, A2 was being torn limb from limb by magical chains of force magic.


A1 performed something that looked suspiciously like a spell or technique, merging its body with the walls of the cave before vanishing from sight. I finished casting the Stone Obelisk spell at that point and took off running.


“The chaka’s getting away!” Sharian yelled.


“Wait!” Korra replied. “Don’t follow him! He might be trying to lead us into an ambush!”


I heard more bickering from the trio, but I pushed it out of my mind as I cast Heart of the Mountain and hurried on my way.



***


My makeshift barricade didn’t hold the three Corpse Collector elites back for long. They smashed through the makeshift wall and were hot on my tail. Sharian had underestimated how fast I was though, and both she and Captain Kollian quickly fell behind. Only Korra the catgirl was able to keep pace.


Her feline aspects were more apparent now as I glanced over my shoulder. She ran on all fours, tail pointing straight back like an arrow as her claws dug into the ground. She leaped more than sprinted, spending more time in the air than on the ground. In a defiance of gravity I’d only ever seen from Eltiana, she leaped from wall to wall, barely even touching the cavern ground.


That only lasted for a few moments. Soon, the cavern widened, and she couldn’t continue bouncing around so much. In a long foot race, I was slightly faster than her and was soon widening the space between us again. I saw her pupils narrow as she pored everything she had into running as fast as she could and grinned as I recognized the familiar sight of the impossibly slick floor Mac had made. I braced myself accordingly, slowing down just enough to make Korra think she could pounce on me at any moment if she just focused completely on running. As I bounded towards its edge, I let myself slip and skid across the slick surface.


The exit to the chamber wasn’t quite a straight shot to prevent intruders from sliding across just like I was doing now, and apparently Mac had added some new fixtures since I’d last seen it. Giant stone knives sliced by like a pair of shears, nearly taking my leg off as I skidded by.


“What was that Mac!” I complained.


[The room mostly runs itself when I don’t override it. I suppose it didn’t like all the blood you’re covered in and spilling all over my floors.]


The shards of sharpened stone bothered me no longer. I glanced over my shoulder to find Korra sliding helplessly across the floor. She scrambled, claws out as she tried to get a grip on the slick and slippery floor. Her fingers found no purchase and she slid helplessly towards a swinging set of sharpened stones shaped like a giant obsidian scissors. Those two crossing blades would have sliced her in half at the waist a moment later, but in an inhuman display of flexibility she twisted around her center of mass, pushed herself upwards on a single palm, and bounced herself off the flattened side of the swinging stone blade until she was sliding off in the opposite direction.


[I can’t seem to catch her.] Mac complained as he tried again and again to slice the catgirl in half.


“What of the others? Did Katiana succeed in bringing any help?”


[Oh yes. The Corpse Collector invaders gave up attacking all other passageways quite readily. Your passage received by far the most assailants. I re-opened the warped space towards the Simulation Chamber. Nela, Sava, Yorik, and Eltiana are already engaging Sharian and Captain Kollian.]


“That changes things.” I said. “I guess it’s just me and you now, kitty.”



***


“How about you surrender now?” I called out to the catgirl still sliding around the room.


“Busy… here!” Korra panted, barely twisting out of the way of a winging stone shard hanging from the ceiling.


“Face it, you’re completely at my mercy.” I said.


“If you can…” the catgirl leaped over a spike-lined pit that appeared just in front of her before closing a moment later. “…get through this…” She dove through the ring of a tumbling torus of solid stone as it rolled across the floor before sliding backwards and barely weaving between a set of spikes lining the wall. “…then come here and fight!” She panted out the last words, the obstacle course having pushed her to the very limits of her considerable acrobatic ability now that it was being personally controlled by Mac.


“Oh, but you see, I don’t have to.” And then I snapped my fingers.


Nothing happened. Spikes continued to rise from the floor and swinging blades dangled from the ceiling.


“Mac,” I whispered under my breath, “when I snap my fingers make all the traps stop for a second.”


[Hold on. I’ll do it after I finally slice her in half.]


“Mac! Please. It would make me look really cool.” I pleaded under my breath.


[Fine. But you owe me… using me to show off…] Mac grumbled.


I coughed into my sleeve and repeated my previous gesture. “But you see, I don’t have to!” I snapped my fingers and all the traps froze in place.


“How did you…” Korra began, before deciding it didn’t matter. She scrambled for me in a straight line.


I snapped my fingers again and the traps resumed. Korra had tried to take advantage of the sudden ceasefire to run towards my side of the room and safety. In doing so, she’d started moving too fast, so when a hole opened up in front of her, she was completely unable to bring herself to a stop before falling helplessly into it.


She yelped, presumably hitting spikes at the bottom. I winced in sympathy before using earth magic to seal the top of the box before Korra could extricate herself from the spike trap.


“I’d like to see you escape a third time.” I said as I sealed the box with earth magic.




Battle Won! (+1000 points)

40 Blood Crystals collected.

Total Points: 3910










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










I RETURNED TO the main habitat chamber, prize in tow. I kept the box flooded with earth zeal so the catgirl inside wouldn’t be able to use any of her own magic. When I was fairly certain she’d expended most of her own energy reserves, I threw in a vitality potion through one of the small tiny air holes so she could patch herself up. From what I gathered, most of her power came from her ability to move with speed and dexterity. In her tight confines, that was useless. She’d only be able to break free with zeal cultivation. With my power combined with Mac’s, she had no hope of working her way free with her meager powers. She was only an early mage acolyte in terms of using zeal like elves did, and I had complete mastery over all the zeal around her.


Through some ungodly twisting she’d managed to keep herself from getting impaled on any of the stone spikes that lined the bottom of the box, but the position looked terribly uncomfortable. I readjusted the spikes a bit to ensure she wouldn’t have spine problems, but figured she’d be easier to contain if she was completely immobilized. I transformed a few spikes to a collar and cuff that bound her to the inside of the box and set her down on the ground. This one had proven herself remarkably adept at escaping our custody, and I wasn’t risking her breaking free again.


“Do we have a place where we keep prisoners?” I asked a group of Yorik’s trainees.


“Matriarchs Nela, Sava, Eltiana, and Captain Yorik have returned with their own pair of prisoners. Perhaps yours could be held with theirs?”


That was curious. My heart lit at the thought of the girls having successfully captured Sharian and Captain Kollian. Was the war over already?


Two trainees volunteered to carry the heavy stone box containing the catgirl while another directed me towards the council meeting tree. I wasn’t entirely sure how they were going to carry a heavy stone box up a rope ladder, but I trusted them to figure it out. Along the way, I had a quick chat with Mac.


“So how tough was it to control a mage acolyte level golem?” I asked my AI companion.


[Though they have some innate programming, it isn’t anything beyond an instinctual level. Overcoming it is hardly a challenge for an AI of my skills. I’d say I could control at least several hundred without any difficulty.]


“Damn.” I was a bit impressed. “Then we can afford to scale this golem project up significantly.”


[They don’t have to be as potent as your original design.] Mac replied. [It certainly helps, but the advancement to mage acolyte gives earth elementals some innate abilities and changes their physiology to better suit their past experiences. Besides, I could probably make a batch myself with dungeon powers now that I think about it. It would take me longer than someone with hands though, since I’d be working completely with informal earth magic.]


I turned around and grabbed the trainee who’d been watching me talking to myself while standing awkwardly and pretending not to notice.


“Have you ever built a snowman?” I demanded of the elf, likely not helping her current image of me.


“W-what? A snow-man?” Her brows creased and confusion played across her face.


“Snow-elf?” I frowned. It was likely too hot here for snow at any point in the year. “Have you ever played with mud? Made people-shaped piles of dirt?”


“Oh, combat dummies! Yorik has us make those all the time. I’m told the Songstone used them to keep the Corpse Collectors from attacking their defensive position while they evacuated.”


“Perfect!” I shouted. “Gather up everyone and start making those. Then shove earth spellhearts inside them. I have a whole collection in a room in the castle. Ask for Malla, she knows where I keep them.”


Luckily, in my ambition to have a reserve of golem spellhearts ready-to-go I’d already placed the Sutra of the Living Earth in a whole host of earth spellhearts and left them sitting in the Drafter’s Study. It looked like I’d be able to make use of the golem army I’d envisioned after all.



***


“So, what do we have here?” I asked the gathered group of elves and one orc. Bound on a set of two chairs were Captain Kollian and Sharian Sakaku. Captain Kollian had a bloody jaw after recently taking Yorik’s fist to the face. All four were too busy to notice me, so I folded my hands behind my back and watched.


Captain Kollian spat a wad of spit and blood on the floor. “Damn orcs. Why can’t I get interrogated by the blonde over there?” She jerked her head in Nela’s direction, who was busy with Sharian.


“Does this bring back any memories Sharian?” Nela asked the black-haired Corpse Collector leader. Sharian had been stripped and bound with her bare chest thrust out and her arms tied behind her back. Her skin flushed with warmth and her cheeks were red. Her thighs were bound to her ankles and she sat on the floor as Nela loomed over her. Currently, Nela was dangling a thin rod of wood in Sharian’s face.


“I’ll tell you, it’s the same stick you used on me when I was captured.” Nela rapped the rod against her palm. “I pulled it out of your bag of holding before you escaped last time. This time you won’t slip away so easily.”


Sharian twisted her head to the side in such a way that she managed to look contemptuous even from her position bound and kneeling on the floor.


“A proper… interrogation… like this is a skill only a few have. And you, Nela, were born to be on the bottom.” Sharian replied doing her best to sneer contemptuously up at Nela. The fact that she was on her knees with her hands tied behind her back ruined the effect.


Nela shrugged. “If you want, I can switch with Yorik over there. Do you want my interrogation or hers?”


Captain Kollian nodded furiously. “Switch! Yes! Let’s trade!”


Sharian snorted. “I dare you to do your worst, Nela. Truth be told, I’m rather looking forward to your pathetic attempts to subdue me.”


Nela frowned. “I might not have your experience, Sharian.” Nela shoved a booted foot between Sharian’s thighs. “But I’ve picked up a few of your tricks.”


Sharian’s confident expression twisted for a moment. “K-keep your dirty foot to yourself, Songstone!” Sharian stuttered, cheeks aflame.


Nela’s frown twisted upwards, having found the reaction she was looking for. “Aww, it turns out the proud and arrogant heiress to the Sakaku Clan has a thing for leather boots.” Nela twisted her booted foot around. Sharian’s breathing sharpened and she struggled to cut off a moan.


“Barbed tooth raptor hide has the most exquisite texture.” Nela explained, as she continued to rub her boot against Sharian’s quivering snatch. The black-haired elf was struggling to remain cold-faced.


“It’s tough enough to wear into battle, but smooth enough to wear to bed.” Nela continued. Sharian threw her head back and panted. “The texture is rough, but warm and gentle. Like the tongue of an eager lover.” She smirked down and the black-haired elf who now moved her hips in rhythm with Nela’s twisting boot.


“And you, Sharian,” Nela continued, “are an addict always looking for your next pleasure. Always searching for new toys, like this leather here. I just knew you’d fall for them the moment you felt their touch. I had them made into boots just for you.”


Then Nela pulled her foot away, leaving Sharian dripping, panting, and confused.


“W-why’d y-you stop?” Sharian pleaded between breathy pants.


Nela smirked. “Oh no, we’re far from done. You’re not in control this time, so we’re playing on my schedule. Let me think… if you want to pick up where we left off, you’ll need to beg me.” Then she sat on a chair across the room. “Beg me by giving my boot a nice big kiss. Thank it for giving you so much pleasure.”


Sharian squirmed in her restraints. “You peasant-ancestored Songstone—“


“Na-ah!” Nela replied cheerily, slapping the wooden rod against her palm again. “Remember, I’m holding the stick this time! If you want to feel my boots again, you’d best set to crawling.” Nela tapped her foot against the ground. “This is a big room to cross without your hands or legs.” Nela looked Sharian up and down, eyes lingering on the Sakaku elf’s womanhood. “Though maybe you can slide across on that dripping cunt of yours.”


“Y-you’re not supposed to take things this fast!” Sharian whined. “Leave me with some pride for awhile at least! You’re supposed to take your time breaking someone down!”


Nela sighed. “Fine. Tell me everything you know, and you don’t have to crawl across the floor.”


“Or kiss your boot?”


“Or kiss my boot.” Nela rolled her eyes and walked back over to Sharian’s bound and wriggling body. Sharian didn’t meet Nela’s gaze, and her eyes were locked on the piece of black leather that had been pleasuring her a minute before.


“Okay!” Sharian agreed immediately. “Things have changed and the Corpse Collector Company won’t be the major power in this forest for much longer. Tim, the chaka my Sakaku Clan takes orders from, is on his way here personally to transform this forest into the headquarters for our entire operation throughout the Deanian Queendom. Important artifacts and weapons of war are already on their way, and the advance force disguised as our reinforcements are going to begin purging this forest of any royal loyalists and forces.”


Sava looked up from behind the table where she’d been toying with a vial while watching the show out of the corner of her eyes. She sneakily readjusted the skirt on her dress while wiping her fingers and stood up. “Purging royal loyalists? That would mean…”


“Queenshold.” Eltiana replied, also readjusting her own clothes as she popped out from around the corner.


“Just how many of you were lurking around watching that?” Sharian replied indignantly.


I figured now was as good a time as any to make my arrival known. “Hi.” I waved. “To be fair, I wasn’t lurking. I was just standing here and you never noticed.”


“Your package is here, patriarch!” The trainees who’d been carrying the box containing Korra the catgirl saluted Yorik and bowed to the rest of us as they set down the massive stone box. “Your pet there has a wonderful ass, Lady Nela.” The trainee said. “I must say, nothing inspires the troops more than the submissive moaning of our defeated enemies. If you have the chance to show her off at the training grounds it would really boost morale.”


Sharian’s face had gone past pink to pure red. The trainees saluted and bowed one last time before hurrying down the ladder.


“Submissive?” Sharian sputtered to herself, curling up under the table.


“I can spill all my employer’s secrets too, you know.” Captain Kollian said. “I just need the right motivation.” She winked suggestively.


Yorik punched her in the face. “Talk.” Yorik commanded.


Captain Kollian groaned.


I cleared my throat. “Queenshold is going to be attacked. Do we help?”


Soon, the interrogation evolved into a council meeting. Assyrus and the others arrived one at a time until everyone was accounted for.


“I don’t know if we can send people to help.” Assyrus said. “Another attack could happen on us at any moment.”


“It won’t.” Nela said with one hand under the table. “I’ve heard from my… sources… that the Corpse Collector Company has been ordered to join the rest of the forces of the Sakaku Clan. Being the disloyal bunch of misfits they are, most have already decided to desert.”


“I can’t believe the Sakaku Clan is rebelling against the Queendom.” Melise shook her head. “They were stronger than we expected, but strong enough to rebel against the royal clan?”


“They’re backed by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.” Illiel shrugged. “The Sakaku may not have anyone at the queen’s cultivation level, but the cult has members on the verge of ascension.”


“That’s terrifying.” Sava said. “This entire forest could be leveled if a battle on that level where to take place in the Deanian Queendom.”


“Cultivators at that level know the damage they can do to the world.” Nela said. “It’s unlikely they’ll fight anywhere others could get involved. But we can’t even begin to worry about that kind of fight. There’s only one question we can ask right now. Should we help Queenshold?”


“Can we help them?” Sava asked. “Do we even have the power to do so?”


“Of course we’ll help them!” Melise said. “They’ll be slaughtered just like our clan was.” She wrapped her hands around herself as her mind went to darker memories. “And whether or not we still bear the Songstone name, we owe the royal family our loyalty.”


“Agreed.” Nela said. “We’re already enemies with the Sakaku Clan, who’ve thrown their lot in with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. And based on what Sharian under the table here has told me about Tim, we’re not on good terms with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye either. Sharian said her orders were to capture or kill Theo at all costs. The rest of us don’t qualify for capturing.” By her grim tone, we all could guess at the gloomy fate in store for everyone present should we lose this war.


“Then being neutral isn’t an option.” I said. “We’re not looking to fight the enemy here, right? We can just evacuate the town. The Queen couldn’t expect more from us than that. Saving a few important people alone should make us model citizens.”


Yorik nodded and stood. “Faster we start, more time we have.”


Eltiana was the first out the door. “I must warn our potential allies of this new development, so you’ll have to go without me. I’ll return two days from now, hopefully with some new friends at my back.”


And then we all hastily went to ready our preparations to save Queenshold.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










“PATRIARCH!” THE TRAINEE I’d talked to earlier jogged up to me. The training dummies you ordered are lined up along the Training Grounds.”


[I’ve already started loading the control circuit myself. Forty-six units are ready for combat, though I could only push ten of those to mage acolyte. I also dug up that old unit you’d dubbed A1. It was hiding in my tunnels. It seems to be especially resistant to the control circuit and has better self-preservation instincts than most of its kind.]


“Perfect Mac. I’ll take them all with us.” We were down a few mage acolytes after the morning’s fight, eleven extra fighters on that level went a long way to replenishing our numbers.


I turned towards Yorik, who was following behind me and to the left. “Divide our forces up. We’ll want to leave a rearguard to defend our home while we’re rescuing the citizens of Queenshold.”


Yorik nodded and quickly departed. Sava left to pick up some potions. Assyrus, Illiel, and Melise helped gather food and medical supplies into a few of the clan’s bags of holding. There was no telling what the situation in Queenshold would be like. Mac’s readings with the scanner said Queenshold wasn’t under attack yet, but it would be best to be prepared.


My golems lined up in orderly rows. These specimens were not as impressive as the ones I’d originally designed. They were lumpy, unsymmetrical, and misshapen in many ways. Despite their flaws, they were still the equivalent of peak heartwielders and mage acolytes. Their existence more than doubled the size of my army, and quantity was a quality all on its own.


“An impressive army.” An elf said, stepping out of the ranks behind me. It took me a moment to place her name and face.


“Verisa.” I nodded. “How have you been settling into my clan?”


“I’ve been doing my best to pull my broken tribe back together.” Verisa nodded. “Thank you for allowing me to lead what remains of the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe.”


I shrugged. “You were the logical choice.” She’d been the only choice, really. There weren’t any other mage acolytes left among her tribe.


“And thank you for sparing my life as well. Many clan matriarchs would not have been so forgiving of those who’d acted against them.” Verisa continued. She tried to slide closer to me, but my unchanging expression made her freeze before pulling back.


I shrugged again. “Again, it was the logical choice. I do hope you prove yourself worthy of your new title.”


We stood in silence as Mac finished lining the golems up before us. The elves were joining them as they armed and equipped themselves.


“An army of elementals that obeys your commands.” Verisa shook her head. “I’ve heard of spells that could summon one or two, but never an army.”


“You should have seen the last batch I made. They were all bigger and stronger. See that one with the massive spikes? That’s A1, the last survivor of the group I designed myself.”


“How intimidating.” Verisa looked up and down A1’s sharp and pointy form. “Surely though, they’d be even scarier with weapons?”


I froze in place, thinking back to my arsenal of iron weaponry that mostly lay in reserve because of how dangerous it was to those who wielded it.


“Mac? Would that work?”


[The golems would certainly be able to hold ironwood spears and shields, though they’d only be about as effective as the golem’s own bodies. As for the iron weapons? They would still disrupt the flow of zeal through the golem’s bodies, just like they do in elves. The golems might be a bit more resistant to the process due to their simplicity, though.]


“Then arm them.” I clapped Verisa on the back. “We’ll do as you suggest then.”


Verisa blushed. “I’m happy I could be of use, patriarch. Perhaps someday the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe could have a seat on your council as well? I know your old agreement was with Mosi… but…”


I smiled. “There will be time for that talk when you and your tribe have grown a little stronger and settled in. For now, I’ll ensure you receive a portion of zeal crystals to distribute among your people. That should be sufficient to secure your leadership role for as long as you want it.”


It would also mean half her job as leader would be staying in my good graces, but I didn’t say that part out loud.


Before Verisa could respond, I received another message from Mac.


[I’ve been rearranging the tunnels. Take the passage through the Hydroponic Farm. That’s the closest room we have leading towards Queenshold. You should be able to cover the remaining space by traveling mostly through the dungeon. That will cut your travel time from most of a day to under an hour.]


“We’re going to head out soon.” I said to Mac. “I’m worried about us getting attacked while I’m away with our forces.”


[I will be producing as many golems as possible while you’re out. If need be, I can redirect them to bolster our rearguard force that’s staying behind.]


“That’s good, but I’d like something more. Those sentry towers we built aren’t doing much for us anymore now that we’re living below ground.”


[I’ve already taken the liberty of replacing the ones aboveground with fake copies. The real sentry towers are arranged along the passageways in the tunnels leading back towards the main habitat chamber.]


“That’s good, but I’d like something more. Can we upgrade them again?”


[I was wondering when you’d bring that up. I have just the thing.]




Level-Reducing Sentry Towers (Cost: 500 points each)




[With the current level of our defenses, we’ve got five sentry tower slots. I recommend upgrading our towers to this variant for the time being. They function by temporarily reducing the affected target’s cultivation, weakening them significantly. If all five towers strike the same target simultaneously, they can even succeed in bringing down the target’s realm of power. That means temporarily weakening a true mage to the mage acolyte ranks. Anyone hit would be vastly easier to deal with.]


I nodded in approval. “Our greatest threat at this time is elves at the true mage rank or higher. Buying these will give us a secret weapon to use against such enemies, should it come to that. In fact, think we should go a little further and buy seven of them.”


[That’s a good thought, but you’ll need those last thousand points. These Level-Reducing Sentry Towers consume an incredible amount of energy and we won’t be able to power them without upgrading the mana generator.]


I nodded. “You did say we’d need to upgrade it soon. Fine then, five sentry towers and a mana generator upgrade.”




Level-Reducing Sentry Towers now under construction. -2500 points

Mana generator now upgrading to level 4. (-1000 points)

Total points: 410




“Thanks Mac. I suppose those are all the preparations we can make until I get more points.” I said before turning to the mustering forces. “Everyone, move out!”


Mac directed us through the elaborate series of doors and passageways that he’d created to bend the laws of space to our advantage. After passing through them, we were on our way to save Queenshold.



***


We traveled through the underground forest in an orderly formation, golems at the front. By now, all the elves were familiar with the smooth ceramic tiles that lined any area of the dungeon that belonged to us and were at ease as we hastily made our way to Queenshold.


The gates that greeted us were entirely unfamiliar. They were made of dull gray stone and rose to head height, connecting two gate towers that ringed a massive wall made of the same material. All of it looked unworn and untouched by time or the weather, and the seamless stone spoke of very earth magic in its construction. It seemed I wasn’t the only one constructing defenses in the Hearthwood.


“I don’t remember these being here.” I said, gazing at the wall and gates.


“Queenshold never had a wall before.” Sava said. “I sense trouble in the air.”


“Yorik, do you think you could keep an eye on the troops?” I asked the orc. “I’ll give you the signal if we need help. We’ll head into the town and figure out what’s going on and how best to evacuate these people.”


Yorik nodded, knowing she’d draw attention if she entered with us.


“Time to see if those pardons in exchange for death spellhearts really worked.” Melise said. “If Nela and I set off the alarms and are rounded up as wanted fugitives, you’ll know they didn’t.”


“They worked.” Sava said. “I know the chief constable here. She’s an honest sort.”


“It doesn’t look like the chief constable is in charge anymore.” Assyrus noted as we approached the gates. Instead of the plain fabric uniforms the law enforcement of Queenshold wore during my last visit, these elves wore heavy armor and carried spears designed for battle, not keeping the peace. Both bore unfriendly looks and I saw the telltale signs of enchantment on both their weapons and armor.


“Halt!” One of the guards shouted from the tower overlooking the gate. “You there! What’s your business?”


Sava spoke for the group. We’d already discussed what to say that was least likely to get us into trouble. “We’re here to trade and pick up a few friends of ours! Trouble’s coming and we’re taking our kin deeper into the forest.”


The guard snorted. “You’re here awfully late then. Trouble’s been brewing in this forest for a while now. Get lost.”


Sava frowned. “We’re also selling valuable supplies. Food and vitality potions.” Sava opened her bag of holding and pulled out a red bottle.


The guard’s face lifted at that. “Vitality potions? We’re down to our last crate. Tell you what, eight bottles and I’ll let all eight of you through.”


Sava made a big show of grumbling about the price. To alchemists without easy access to a chaka, vitality potions were quite difficult and expensive to brew. That wasn’t the case for Sava and she’d made so many of them at this point she’d made me start carrying the spares in my Dimensional Storage.


“I hear an enemy army is on the way here.” Nela said conversationally as the other guard collected the bottles from Sava.


The guard stiffened. “N-no one would dare attack a royal outpost. That would be a direct insult to the royal clan and the Queen herself.” Despite her words, the guard sounded more like she was trying to convince herself than Nela.


“Of course. The queen and the princess both have our utmost respect, and I hold any who’d disrespect them in contempt.” Nela ended the conversation there and Sava led the way into Queenshold. “Where are we headed?” I asked.


“The hobgoblin’s shop.” Sava replied.


“Oh, Grotkins!” I said, remembering the little green fellow Sava and I had visited only a few months ago. “He had a lot of interesting things.” I tapped my chin. “I wonder if he’d accept Macmarks?”



***


“Sava Greenstem.” Grotkins said as he stepped out of his shop to greet us. His beady eyes scanned our group up and down, lingering on the weapons we were carrying, and on the raptor-hide leather armor we were wearing. “You’ve brought friends.” Grotkins continued. “But it doesn’t look like you’re hauling eight elves worth of goods.” He squinted at me. “And you… haven’t I met you before?”


Illiel had obscured my features as a human male, and Grotkins had only seen me wandering into his shop wearing a cloak and hood. The fact that he could see through Illiel’s illusion and match that to a few shadowy memories was impressive. I examined him with the scanner.




Uroth Grotkins (level 5)

Hobgoblin merchant, sometimes referred to as a ‘Gronk’.

Warning: power not fully categorized by elvish magic system.




Aha! I’d been wondering why someone with power only at the equivalent of the fifth layer was able to set up shop in a town where his kind were apparently distrusted and disliked. If he couldn’t stick up for himself, he wouldn’t have lasted this long. But how strong was he, really?


“We’re here to evacuate the city.” Sava explained. “You’re welcome to come with us. We’ve set up a nice place deeper in the forest.”


“And you want me to live there with you?” Grotkins raised his eyebrows doubtfully.


Sava shrugged. “There are ingredients only those with connections to other worlds like you can obtain. We have craftsmen and alchemists in need of those ingredients. There will be plenty of business for you. We’ve got plenty of dungeon divers and craftsmen with money and goods in abundance, but nothing to buy.”


Grotkins only thought about it for a moment. “Sounds profitable, let me pack my things.” He turned towards the cramped and cluttered wooden shop. “Ishi! Pack your things!”


“That was quick.” Melise said in surprise. “You were awfully easy to convince.”


Grotkins snorted. “It doesn’t take a gnome to see things are headed downhill here. This place has been a mess ever since we got that new guard captain and her battalion of battle-happy knights from the capital. They took over the constable’s office and said after the disaster with Matriarch Red Serpent this had become a high-risk region. The elves are grateful for the protection of a true mage, but they’ve been keeping a closer eye on me than I’d like.”


“The new guard captain. That’s who we need to see.” Warning her of the threat directly and using her guards to evacuate the town would be the most efficient solution. I’d be hesitant to bring a true mage back to the town of Hearthwood, but since she was from the capital, she probably had powerful connections. If anyone could bring us allies, this guard captain could.


“With your permission, patriarch,” Verisa spoke up, “I’d like to search the town for the members of my tribe who survived Chief Firebrand’s uprising. I think I’ll be able to convince a few to leave with us immediately if I go myself.”



***


Sava led the way to the old constable’s building while we gave Grotkins and his assistant time to pack. The place had been a quaint single-story building of modest scale, staffed entirely with heartwielders who made better clerks than peacekeepers.


The demeanor of the structure before us had become harder and more imposing since then. Two more stories had been tacked onto the wooden structure, looming over the surroundings in such a way I expected it to topple at any moment if not for the stone pillars that supported the oversized upper floors hanging over the tiny constable’s building beneath them like a house on stilts.


Sava walked uptown to the gates before being stopped by two guards on the second floor.


“What business do you have here?” They called down to Sava.


“We’re here to report a threat to the city.” Sava replied.


The guard snorted. “Which one? The wizard-realm monster on a rampage? Or the hidden clan of rebels the Sakaku keep trying to get the army to root out?”


“There’s a hidden clan of rebels hiding in the forest?” I asked.


“Oh sure. The Sakaku have been saying there’s a secret outpost in the dungeon beneath this forest holding an ancient clan of experts that predate the Deanian Queendom, lying in wait as they prepare to seize the throne or some such. We were worried for a while, but the princess says the Sakaku are full of lies.” The guard shrugged.


Was that the rumor the Sakaku Clan spread about us? That we were trying to take over the Queendom? What a joke! I wasn’t surprised though, considering they’d used similar tactics against Nela and the Songstone survivors. What was more surprising was the fact that it hadn’t worked. The relationship between the Sakaku and the royal clan must have already deteriorated to the point where those loyal to the royal family were skeptical of anything the Sakaku said.


“If this hidden clan had hostile intentions, I’m sure they would have played their cards by now.” I said.


The guard shrugged. “There’s about a million ancient clans hiding in arcane pocket worlds or secret locations busy plotting who knows what. But,” the guard waved her hand, “if they were strong enough to make real waves, they wouldn’t be hiding. At least, that’s what Princess Tivana said.”


“Fascinating,” Sava interrupted, “but we really must see the captain of the guard. There’s an army headed this way.”


“They’ll be here by sunset.” I chimed in. Mac had recently updated me with his latest information.


“Then they will die at sunset.” A deeper, more commanding voice chimed in from deeper within the building. “Send them inside. I will speak to these guests of ours from the Hearthwood Clan.”


The guard shrugged and opened the doors. Though I’d been certain she’d been on the second floor from the sound of her voice, the guard captain we’d come to meet was waiting for us as soon as we entered.


She was an elf with the stately bearing of a commander and reminded me of a more polished version of Yulli. A scion of a powerful clan who’d been given a position of power and was waiting for the chance to make something of it.


Though she was shorter than I was, she stood at an even height with Assyrus and was taller than anyone else in the room, though from the clicking of the thick bronze heels on her boots I suspected she’d worked hard to add a few fingers to her height. Every inch of her gleamed with fine polished blue chitin that bore a striking resemblance to the waterbeetle shells the Waterbeetle tribe favored. Only, the shells that made up the guard captain’s armor were as big as my chest and clearly came from a much larger insect.


She uncrossed her legs and stood from where she’d been seated atop the very desk I’d filed paperwork on to turn in my death spellheart for a reward just months ago.


“I am Baroness Jynna, appointed to oversee this region by Princess Tivana herself.” The armored elf said.




Baroness Jynna (mid true mage, level 24)

Guard Captain of Queenshold, subordinate of Princess Tivana.




“I keep hearing that name.” I replied. “Princess Tivana.”


Baroness Jynna nodded. “She is an incredible woman, and our Queendom is in her care while the Queen herself has secluded herself for cultivation.” She glanced at a portrait off to her left, where I saw a silver-haired young woman dressed all in black gazing out of the painting with piercing eyes. She rested a sword on her shoulder and a hand on her hip while she emanated an austere regalness that would make her look like royalty even if she were wearing a cotton sack. Mac recorded her likeness and noted her as a figure to look out for.


“I brought that portrait here myself,” Baroness Jynna explained, “after hearing about an incident in this town where an orc showed up and fooled the old constables into thinking she was the princess.” Jynna shook her head, as though she couldn’t belive anyone could be bold enough to attempt such a stunt, let alone pull it off.


It suddenly made sense why the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would attack now. The Queen was the most powerful cultivator in the realm. Right now she was away and her daughter was in charge. Now was the best time to hit the Deanian Queendom and topple it without a high-stakes battle between powerful beings on the Queen’s level.


“Perhaps I can meet her someday.” I replied.


“Doubtful.” Baroness Jynna replied. “The princess is suspicious of all users of mind magic these days.”


I realized I was still cloaked by Illiel’s illusion. “We’re not your enemies.” I promised. “We only picked up a few of their tricks to better fight them.”


Baroness Jynna looked me in the eyes. “Maybe. In either case, you’ll find my defenses to mind magic surpass those of my subordinates. If I sense you try anything, I’ll take action accordingly.”


The true mage let the unspoken threat hang in the air. Sava moved closer to me on the left, while Melise and Assyrus stepped up to my right.


“That won’t be necessary.” Nela said, holding her hands in a non-threatening gesture. “I’m Nela. Previously Lady Nela of the Songstone clan. My old clan has since dissolved, but if your information is as good as it seems you know I’d be unlikely to be affiliated with the Sakaku Clan, or the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They exterminated my clan, after all.”


Baroness Jynna’s eyes darted around the room. “You shouldn’t speak the name of that cult so casually. We should be safe here, but our enemies have eyes everywhere. However, you are correct, Songstone. Your presence here eases my suspicions. For what it’s worth, I am sorry about what happened to the Songstone Clan. Princess Tivana regrets not moving quickly enough to save you. Your clan was loyal.”


“We are still loyal.” Nela replied. “What’s left of us at any rate. That’s why we’ve come to help.”


Baroness Jynna nodded. “I heard you claim an army was headed this way. The Corpse Collector Company, I presume?”


“That’s right, but I suspect they have quite a few members who are just using the Corpse Collector name for cover. We’ve been fighting the real Corpse Collector Company for a while deeper in the forest.”


Baroness Jynna nodded. “When that bunch of degenerates entered the region, I extended the protection of my knights to many of the law-abiding citizen within the Hearthwood. To my surprise, very few of the tribal elves living in this forest made their way here. I realized they must have found somewhere else to hide.”


“Most of us have rallied together to defend the forest.” Assyrus answered for me. “I was the chief of the Waterbeetle tribe, and am now a matriarch of the new Hearthwood Clan. Many of us have found the protection of the Deanian Queendom to be more fickle than the protection of a weapon in your own hands.”


If the captain was offended, she didn't let it show. “There are only so many swords to go around.” She replied with a shrug. “And the ancestors help those who help themselves.”


“We have a more defensible position than this town.” I replied. “We’ve been hard at work on it and can accommodate a lot more people.”


Baroness Jynna tapped her finger on her hip while she thought. “We would run out of supplies within a month under siege. There are quite a few civilians in this town who belong to the Hearthwood forest rather than the town of Queenshold. Technically, my orders are only to protect those awarded citizenship by the Queen and guard them from the slavery and wanton slaughter the Corpse Collectors favor. That faction might start causing trouble if they realized they might lose their rations to backwoods barbarians.” She glanced at our group, clad in leather and carrying ironwood weapons that made us look very much like a band of barbarians.


“I’ll send a few of my people to inspect your settlement.” Baroness Jynna replied. “If it meets my standards, I’ll entrust the safety of a few refugees to you. If you can do this for me, I’ll sponsor your matriarchs for citizenship within the Queendom.”


“We hardly have time for that.” Sava argued. “The enemy will be here at sunset. We captured the Corpse Collector’s leaders and know they think they can defeat you.”


Baroness Jynna dismissed the protest with a wave of her hand. “I’ve read up on the Corpse Collectors. They don’t have a single true mage among them. I will send them running personally, after which we will continue this discussion.”


“But—” Sava continued, but the true mage cut her off. Baroness Jynna’s expression turned firmer as she dug her heels in.


“My decision is final. I wish to aid as many elves loyal to the crown as I can, but I will only do so on my terms. I will do what I can with what I have as my guardianship over this region allows. Your warning is appreciated and we will investigate its validity.”


And that was all Baroness Jynna would say on the matter before having us escorted out.


“I can’t tell if that went good or bad.” Assyrus remarked as we left.


“A bit of both, I’d say.” Nela replied. “It went better than I expected, but worse than I’d hoped.”


“I agree.” I said. “Let’s hunt down Verisa. We’ll help her convince anyone who’s a member of one of the tribes we’ve absorbed to join us. Despite Baroness Jynna’s powers as a true mage, I can’t help but feel Queenshold is doomed to fall.” I remembered what Kysalian said about Tim’s true body.


Stronger than the wizard realm. If the difference between sorcerers and true mages was the same as the difference between true mages and heartwielders, Baroness Jynna would stand no chance of victory.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










DESPITE BEING THE sole bastion of civilization in an otherwise wild forest, Queenshold wasn’t a particularly large town. It expanded periodically when all the forest tribes arrived to pay their taxes, but most of the time it housed a small collection of wooden shacks.


There were only a few places a large group of refugees could house themselves, especially now that the town had a wall. Despite the changes to the town, Sava quickly identified the places most worth visiting and we broke off into groups to see if there was anyone willing to be saved.


“Hey, you there!” I pointed at an elf with auburn hair that reminded me of the Claw Tamer tribe. “This whole town is about to be destroyed! If you want to be saved, you should come with me.”


The elf held up her hands. “No thanks. I’m happy with my religion.” Before quickly backing away.


My mind clicked through that before I realized she thought I was trying to convert her.


“No, I mean your life! I want to save your life, not your soul!” I shouted after her.


The auburn-haired elf shoved her palms over her pointed ears. “No thanks, I don’t want to buy anything either!” She shouted as she sprinted into the nearest building.


I sighed, clutching my temples in my hand. This was hopeless. I could only pray the girls were having more success than me.


Human males like myself were valuable and exuded enough vitality that a few elves might follow me in the hopes of making cultivation a little easier just by staying close to me. I could reveal my identity and swing a few elves to my side just through that alone.


But that would practically be selling myself, and I wasn’t willing to do that. Especially when I was just trying to help people. It wasn’t my fault they weren’t listening.


“Mac?” I said, shooting a thought through our connection. “How much time do we have?”


[Less than I had initially assumed.] Mac replied. [This group of Corpse Collectors is traveling faster than my data from the ones we originally fought. I suggest you gather your forces and get out of there. If you leave now you won’t have to fight.]


I thought back to Baroness Jynna. I’d come here with an entire army prepared to bleed with my people to fight and protect this city. And Baroness Jynna had said no. Screw it. We’ll take whoever we managed to convince and head home. We did our royal duty to help protect Queenshold. If the Queen or this Princess Tivana didn’t see it that way, then so be it.


I whistled three times in quick succession. That was the signal we’d arranged to regroup outside the town. I left the gates alone and rejoined Yorik while I waited for the others to make their way back to the edge of the forest where our army was camped out.


Yorik nodded in my direction as I approached. “None?” She asked.


“None.” I replied.


Luckily, the other girls had been a bit more persuasive. Verisa alone had ten orange-haired elves trailing behind her, two of them mage acolytes. Verisa pointed towards me and all of them bowed as one in my direction. “Thank you for saving our tribe from Firebrand the Treacherous, Patriarch Theo.” One of them said. “We were loyal to Mosi Whisperflame, who was looking forward to working more closely with you.”


“I’m sorry I never got to spend time with her.” I replied honestly. I hadn’t even really gotten to talk to the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe chief. She handed over an egg and then disappeared. I had the sad thought that I was probably one of the last people to see her alive.


“Perhaps you’ll get that chance in her next life.” The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe replied.


Soon Sava, Melise, Nela, Assyrus, and Illiel all returned. I suddenly realized that preaching was definitely not one of my talents when every girl left Queenshold with at least a few refugees in tow.


“I suppose we’ve done our duty then.” Nela shrugged, gazing back towards the city. “It is unfortunate we couldn’t do more for them, but we must look after ourselves first.”


“Wait.” Sava looked around. “Where’s the hobgoblin?”


“Do we leave without him?” I asked, looking around. “He was supposed to meet us right here. He must have gotten held up. Maybe he had second thoughts about leaving?”


“No, he’s usually quite decisive.” Sava shook her head. “We need to go back. The rare materials he can obtain with his off-world connections will let us all reach a new level of power.” Sava turned to me. “You especially should be eager to buy from him. His books alone will save you years of study.”


[Theo!] Mac interrupted. [Your window of opportunity is closing. The second Corpse Collector army is almost within range. It will be more difficult to leave without a fight if you stay any longer. Hold on… I’ve identified three entities that just crossed into the scanner’s range from outside the forest. They are moving at great speed directly towards Queenshold.]


“Trouble?” I asked.


[I cannot determine their abilities from this distance, but the data I’m receiving based on their speed and movement patterns matches the profile I created for Yulli when she was still a true mage. Perhaps slightly faster. Thus, I’m guessing these are true mages riding on flying swords.]


“Nela,” I turned and pointed into the distance in the exact location Mac had detected approaching entities, “I need you to look in that direction with your Farsight spell and tell me what you see.”


Nela blinked and squinted into the distance as a golden light enveloped her eyes. “I see two… no three figures approaching on flying swords.”


“What’s the level of their cultivation?” I asked, already suspecting the answer.


“True mages.” Nela confirmed.


“Baroness Jynna’s in for a surprise.” Sava said.


“Will she even survive?” Melise asked, eyes wide with worry.


“I hope so.” I replied. “Three enemy true mages bodes ill for us.”


“We don’t know for certain that they’re enemies.” Assyrus said optimistically.


Moments later, the three true mages flew to a stop above Queenshold.


“The Deanian Queendom shall soon be destroyed! All those who pledge allegiance to the royal clan come forth and accept death!” One of the true mages bellowed.


“Never mind.” Assyrus said sheepishly.


Moments later, a fourth true mage joined the three flying above the city, azure armor glinting in the late afternoon light. It was Baroness Jynna, ready for battle.


“I know you three.” Baroness Jynna said. “You’re all from the Sakaku Clan, aren’t you? So, is it open rebellion now?”


The central true mage chuckled ominously. “And I recognize you, seventh daughter of the Queen’s youngest sister. The blood of the destroyer runs through your veins. We shall end his line and pull it out by the roots!”


“Let’s not fight over Queenshold.” Baroness Jynna said. “There are too many heartwielders and mage acolytes who would suffer from our battle.”


“Heartwielders are of little use.” The Sakaku true mage said. “But the mage acolytes would make decent foot soldiers in our war to come. We will humor you.” Then the entire group took off into the distance, soaring through the air riding on flying swords.


I turned towards Illiel and Nela, the most knowledgeable of our group about the world outside the forest. “Do you think there are any other true mages coming?”


“Doubtful.” Illiel said. “They sent three against Baroness Jynna. That’s already a significant number of true mages, even for the Sakaku Clan. Counting Kysalian, who’s apparently defected, a large portion of the Sakaku Clan’s strength is in this forest. If they’re making a move against the royal clan, this cannot be the main battlefront.”


“Baroness Jynna has drawn their fire for the moment.” I nodded as I looked at the true mage’s retreating forms. “But how long can she hold them off?”


“A long time.” Nela answered. “The royal clan didn’t get to be royal by not taking everything that was worth anything in the entire realm. The taxes and tribute small tribes like those scattered throughout the Hearthwood pay don’t disappear. They are used to purchase cultivation materials and to buy or craft wondrous treasures. Baroness Jynna is one of the Queen’s nieces. I have no doubt that she has miraculous items on her meant to preserve her life against incredible odds.”


“If the Sakaku merely wanted to tie Baroness Jynna up, they would have only needed one or two true mages.” Illiel added. “The fact that they sent three means they intend to kill her. One of them is likely carrying countermeasures against teleportation talismans, and another likely specializes in breaking through defensive enchantments, while the third intends to run Baroness Jynna down if she tries to fly away on a speedier flying sword. It takes that much to kill a royal clan member. Even a minor one.”


“Alright then.” I said, an idea already coming to mind. “While the cats are away, the mice will play. Change of plans, Yorik, we’re headed into Queenshold.”



***


Though the invading army hadn’t even attacked the town yet, our own actions to spread the word of their coming had started rumors that had blossomed into full-blown panic at the sight of three true mages in open defiance of royal authority. We could hear the cries even from where we stood approaching the gate.


“The end times are upon us! Give me that purse! You won’t need money when you’re dead.”


“I swear to the ancestors I’ll cultivate every day from now on if I can just survive this.”


“This town is lost! It’s every elf for themselves!”


“The hobgoblin has a lot of valuable things in his shop! Let’s break down the door!”


My forest-dwellers behind me looked sickened. “And they call us barbarians.” Assyrus snorted. “At the first sign of trouble they’re at each other’s throats.”


“Soft and unbloodied.” Yorik added, shaking her head. “Weak.”


“Guards! Open the gate!” I commanded as I marched up with an entire army at my back.


The same guards we’d talked to earlier in the day were posted over the gate. Except this time neither of them responded. Both bore glassy-eyed looks and sat still and silent, oblivious to the world around them.


“Somehow,” I said, “I don’t think we can blame this panic entirely on the citizens of Queenshold.” I turned towards Illiel. “I want you countering mind magic. Those were mage acolytes up on the gate tower, so whoever knocked them out was strong. Yorik and I will help, but you’ll have to do the heavy lifting.”


“Should I try to lift the spell off those two guards?” Illiel asked.


“Let’s wait until after we get inside.”



***


Even with the guards completely helpless, opening the gate turned out to be harder than I thought.


“If Eltiana were here, she could scale these walls and open them for us from the other side.” Assyrus said.


“Smash through?” Yorik asked, hefting her hammer.


I frowned. “I’d like to have them intact.”


Sava snapped her fingers. “I know!” Then she pulled out the black gloves Sharian had left for her.


With Nela looking for her, Sava maneuvered the ephemeral hands the gloves generated and manipulated the wheel in the tower above to haul the gate up. Soon our entire force of elves and earth golems was marching into Queenshold entirely without opposition.


Our presence did not mitigate the panic. At the sight of my invading force, those few elves who’d hung onto their composure finally broke into panic themselves.


“They’re already through the gates!” One elf shouted hysterically. “We’re doomed!” She moaned and cast her hands to the heavens, seemingly distraught. I watched her and noticed that throughout the entire charade her eyes stayed fixed ahead, not a trace of wetness or emotion in them. Mind magic? Or a performer just doing a job to sew discord within the town?


No matter which, I couldn’t have her spreading panic any further. “Grab her.” I ordered and two mage acolytes jumped out from behind me and seized both arms of the protesting elf. This elf was only a heartwielder and stood no chance of resisting, so she quickly went limp in their grasp.


“Wait! I’ve been awarded citizenship! I have rights within the Deanian Queendom!” The elf protested.


I glanced around the open marketplace, already half-looted and trashed from elves running recklessly around it and grabbing whatever they could.


“I don’t see the Queen here. The guard captain is off fighting for her life and her guards don’t seem to be doing much to help you all. That makes me and my army the only power that matters.” I leaned in close, grabbing the elf by the shirt. “Now tell me what’s going on.”


The elf blushed at the sudden closeness as she glanced up at me with wide eyes. “Okay! I’ll talk! I don’t get paid enough to be tortured. I’m just a very minor figure in the cult. I don’t even know more than the basic mind spell to influence heartwielders. I was tasked by the Sakaku Clan to hide out in Queenshold, stirring discontent and rebelliousness so that the town would be easy to take and hold once taken. They want the town to be falling apart at the hinges so they can swoop in and claim to have liberated it from mismanaged royal authority. They never explained the details to us, but we all figured out that it’s part of their bid to seat themselves on the throne after the Deanian Clan is dead.”


“I see.” I replied, still holding onto the elf shirt in a white-fisted grip while I considered this.


“Uh… I won’t make any more trouble. Honest. This was my last job.”


“Illiel, put a tracker on her.” I ordered.


Illiel looked at me in confusion. “A tracker? I don’t know h—"


I waved a hand. “Yes, you do know. Put that tracker spell on her. The kind that lets us know where she is and couples to my death talisman?”


“Oh!” Illiel said, finally realizing what I was trying to pull. “That tracking spell! Right away!” Illiel held her hands up and wiggled her fingers in a rather poor and exaggerated mimicry of spell casting.


“D-death talisman?” The elf stuttered.


I nodded gravely and pulled out a botched healing talisman. Then I thrust it onto the elf body in a display of sagely solemnity.


“You’re marked now. The death talisman will wear off in a month’s time, but if you want to live that long you’ll need to follow all my orders. Understood?”


The elf nodded furiously. “Yes sir. Anything you say.”


“Good. I want you to do the opposite of what you’ve been doing. Calm the people down. Tell them they can listen to me and that they should obey my commands in full.”


“Understood sir. It will be done. I’m absolutely loyal and nothing if not obedient.” The elf said, already eager to please.


I waved at my soldiers to release her but held up my hand when she turned to scurry off. “One more thing, I’ll cut three days off the death seal for every one of your compatriots you bring to me or Illiel here for the same treatment we just gave you.”


Her eyes sparkled through her nervousness. “W-what about superior officers?”


“A week.” I nodded. “And give me three of them and I’ll see you reach mage acolyte by the end of the month.”


Apparently, the Cult relied more on mind control than loyalty amongst its lesser recruits, because given the proper motivation, the elf we’d captured wasted no time in luring her comrades into my clutches.


While hunting down the cultists who were stirring the pot, I had my elves scour the town. There were about four times as many elves living here as there were in the Hearthwood Clan, but many of those were forest-dwellers who’d fled to Queenshold for safety in the wake of the Corpse Collector invasion. With the intimidating might of my golems, my army had little trouble rounding up civilians and herding them towards the market district. There we lined them all up as we searched for familiar faces.


“Damnable goblin-fathered new recruits can’t even keep the gate closed.” A contemptuous voice snarled as she walked into the market district. “There’s the troublemaker!”


A gloved finger jerked in my direction. I traced the glove back to its owner and noticed gleaming blue armor that concealed a frame far bulkier than the usual elf’s slender build. Seven medals sparkled in the light in a carefully arranged decorative display of rank and achievement from a life spent behind a desk managing an army that hadn’t seen a real war in her lifetime. Emblazoned on her chest plate was a tag that read ‘Banneret’ and carried what I assumed was her personal sigil.


“In the name of Baroness Jynna, by the authority of Princess Tivana, and the will of the Queen herself, I, Banneret Lyondiana Loftwealthios place you under arrest!” The elf shouted, face boiling.




Banneret Lyondiana Loftwealthios (late mage acolyte, level 17)

In the Deanian Queendom, a citizen of the realm can claim the title of banneret by providing their own weapons and soldiers to a group of troops, often serving under a titled lady of the land. Such individuals are often the scions of wealthy clans or merchant families.




I cocked my head. “Ah, I take it you’re supposed to be in charge while Baroness Jynna is away? I looked around the marketplace where my army had gathered all the elves into groups and rounded up all the troublemakers. “We’ve been doing your job just fine for the time being. How about you go hunt down the rest of your guards? We’ll need every hand we can get when we evacuate.”


“You!” Lyondiana huffed. “You realize I’m currently the legal representative of the Queen?”


I glanced behind her. “You have what? Three soldiers?” I jerked my thumb back at my army in the background. “I have more. If you’re not going to help then get lost.”


Lyondiana didn’t really know what to say in response. She sputtered helplessly before reaching for the sword at her hip. I folded my arms and glared at her, letting her know that would be a very bad idea. A1, who had been looming behind me this entire time, crossed its massive obsidian arms and mimicked my posture.


Face going pale, Lyondiana tugged her fingers away from her sword and stumbled backwards before running off into the nearest building.


“We’ve sorted the civilians into groups as you requested, Theo.” Melise said awkwardly. “Those on the far left have skills and dispositions that are most suited to our expanding clan.” Melise pointed towards the farthest corner of the marketplace, where around fifty elves sat on blankets eagerly eating a few slices of Solar Essence Peaches that my soldiers were handing out. “Beside them we have two more groups of people. Center-left are those with connections and status that we would do well to impress. On the right are elves that represent larger organizations we can’t afford to offend.” Both the groups were being treated more like honored guests and lounged about sipping tea and chatting with one another and my soldiers as we organized their departure.


“On the other side,” Melise continued, “we have those who will probably cost us more to house than they’d provide in service. Criminals, the lazy, and those outright hostile to us. Illiel thinks she has successfully identified all the Cult of the Unblinking Eye servants and moved them there. We coerced a few to switching sides for us and we’ve detained the rest. The ones who switched sides aren’t loyal though, and I expect they’ll turn on us the moment the invading army gets here. Well, except for that one you and Illiel talked to. I don’t know what you said to her to turn her so thoroughly.” On the other side of the marketplace was a band of dirty and ragged elves, half of which were already bound at the ankles and hobbled around like prisoners, while the others cast shifty eyes at Hearthwood soldiers who were keeping their weapons close at hand.


“What of the hobgoblin, Grotkins?”


“No sign of him. We checked his shop too.” Melise shuffled her feet. “S-should we really be doing this, Theo? It feels a bit like we’re rounding these people up for an execution or something. A lot of them aren’t happy.”


I shrugged. “Some will be grateful in time. For now, scour the town clean. This is the merchant outpost that services the entire Hearthwood forest. They have a lot of tools and supplies that are valuable to us. I won’t allow anything to fall into the hands of our enemy.”


“Okay.” Melise said, not sounding particularly happy.


I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “We’re not rounding these people up for a slaughter. We’re not the Sakaku Clan. I’m not sure what you experienced when the Songstone Clan was wiped out, but this is different.”


Melise sighed and forced a smile. “Thank you, Theo. I’ll support you whatever you do, but I don’t want to see you heading down a dark path.”


I pulled Melise into a tight embrace. “I promise there will be sunshine and rainbows all day everyday once we’re through this.”



***


The cultists were first on my list. Illiel was handling all those who she could turn to our side outside, even if they’d only flip for us until they thought they could get away. That still left a handful who were unwilling to turn against the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, so I had that group hauled into the nearest unoccupied building.


Previously, this had been a hunting tools supply shop, selling bows and arrows from the Queendom to most of the elves in the Hearthwood forest. Now its shelves stood empty and were pushed to the sides of the largest room. My people had already torn through everything and collected every arrow and bowstring for our own uses. The owner of the store had been given a promissory note for the merchandise’s equivalent value in Macmarks.


Instead of goods, a row of battle-scarred elves with hardened gazes looked down coldly on a half dozen bound, low-ranking cultists. Two of the troops were mage acolytes, but strength didn’t really matter here. None of the cultists were mage acolytes, so I alone would be able to subdue the room.


“So.” I pulled a knee-high shelf aside, hauled it closer to the bound cultists, and sat atop it like a seat. “Looks like your friends sold you out.” I nodded sadly. “That’s how we found out your identities. Some wanted protection, some wanted coin, some just didn’t like you. Whatever the reason, your more duplicitous comrades turned you over to us. They weren’t loyal to the cult, or to you. So, tell me,” I leaned in closer to the group and met each pair of searching eyes, “why are you still loyal to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?” I scanned over my prisoners and picked one at random. “You. Answer.”


One of my soldiers tore the gag free from the elf’s mouth. She ran her tongue around her mouth as she swept black bangs out of her eyes with a tilt of her head and stretched her jaw before finally answering. “What kind of elf would I be if I switched loyalties as easily as swapping hats?”


I nodded in approval. “I can respect that.” I turned towards my soldiers. “Gag her again and shove her back behind the shelves.” I glanced over my shoulder and noticed the black-haired elf was watching me intently from a crack between two shelves. Good, let her watch.


The next cultist proved to be a lot more hostile.


“Trash! Scum! How dare you resist the Cult! Your minds shall be broken, and your bodies will become tools for the Great Master! Ahaha!” She cackled like a madwoman.


“Alright, gag her again. That laughter is hurting my ears.” I pinched my brow between my fingers. This woman would be nothing but trouble, and the cult didn’t take prisoners. Why should I?


I turned towards my soldiers. “Do me a favor and don’t tell Melise about this.”


Then I grabbed the crazy cultist’s head in my hands. Robbed of her spellheart and bound as she was, she was helpless to resist the iron-clad grip of my fingers. I squeezed my hands like crushing a cardboard box, and the elf’s skull caved in. I felt a warm wetness on my fingers for an instant before everything disappeared in a puff of white sparkles. A disembodied soul lingered among a pile of clothes and rope still tangled in knots around an elf who no longer existed.




Unblinking Eye Cultist slain. (+5 points)




Killing elves was surprisingly easy on me. There was no blood, and they died instantly instead of lingering on the doorway to death, slowly fading away. And when they were gone, they left behind their souls from which they could be born again and start anew. My fingers were clean and unblemished, like I’d just cracked open a bottle instead of having performed an execution.


I didn’t even feel bad about what I’d just done, knowing that this soul would manifest into an elf again after I’d turned the Hearthwood into a safer place, flush with more opportunities and a brighter future than whatever had happened to this elf to turn her into a crazed cultist. I wasn’t egotistical enough to convince myself that I was helping this elf by killing her, but I did promise myself that I’d find a way that everyone I killed would live a better life when they were reborn.


I sat back down on my makeshift stool, pushing the stray thoughts from my mind as I crossed my legs and plastered a smile back on my face.


“Alright, where were we? Right, so why are you still loyal to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?” I pointed to a scrawny frail elf who quivered under my gaze. My soldiers undid her gag and I could hear her teeth clattering against each other as she trembled from across the room. I gave her a disarming grin and scooted my chair closer to hear what she had to say. “Feel free to speak your mind.”


The scrawny elf collapsed to the ground and pressed her forehead against the floorboards. “Honorable mage acolyte, this humble one was foolish and afraid.” She spoke rapidly and in stilted breaths. “I feared the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and feared what they might do if they found me disloyal.”


“Oh? But that’s not the case anymore?”


“No, honorable mage acolyte. The cult is not what I fear anymore.” She took a shaky breath as her eyes shot up to mine for a moment before falling back to the ground. “If it pleases you, allow me to tell you everything I know about the cult’s status and their allies amongst the Sakaku Clan.”


I stood up and the scrawny elf winced at the sudden motion. “Well alright then! If you insist. I heard they’re making tea outside, let’s grab a few cups while we talk it over.”










CHAPTER THIRTY










IN THE END I had Sava interview the scrawny elf and the rest of the cultists. Even the first elf ended up giving up everything she knew eventually.


As we had suspected, the advanced force snuck into the Hearthwood under the guise of being reinforcements for the Corpse Collector Company. The moment they passed by the powers on the outside, the cultists and Sakaku Clan agents split off to undermine Queenshold and prepare for Tim’s arrival.


The cultists had called him an archreaver, though a few referred to him as ‘The Bookkeeper’ in frightened whispers. That didn’t surprise me, because the last time I’d seen him Tim had dressed like an accountant who’d just started to realize that he’d become too important to be fired. His seemingly innocuous name belied an intimidating history for mind reaving, mind flaying, and mind breaking. He was a rising figure among the upper ranks of the cult, and grandfather to many of the younger cultists. Tim had made quite the name for himself cleaning up loose ends and turning former enemies into obedient servants. The cult’s recent expansion over the past hundred years was due in large parts to his dedicated efforts.


Eltiana had been trying to bring in allies for months now. But even when they did show up, would they have anyone strong enough to fight Tim, a sorcerer rank cultivator? I doubted it.


The only real card I had to play against him was the Shadowblade Beast. To that end I had a very important meeting happening at sundown and was eager to return home.


“Can’t find Grotkins?” I asked Melise one last time.


“No hobgoblins anywhere, I’m afraid.” Melise replied. “What does Mac say about our departure time?”


“We should have left ten minutes ago.” I admitted. “Let’s go. If we can’t find him, then he must have taken off into the forest ahead of us.”


I spread word to Yorik, who blew her horn and soon had all the troops lined up in order. That didn’t work so well considering we were hauling a line of civilians. Luckily, all of our loot had already been pulled into my dimensional storage and was being sorted and stacked back home, so we had no need for heavy baggage or wagons.


I had Mac reorganize the golems to surround the Queenshold civilians as we marched them out the front gates. Between them and the steady rhythm of Yorik’s well-drilled march, we were able to push them harder than I’d thought and made good time out of the city. Elves didn’t have helpless infants, curious toddlers, or rebellious teenagers. Likewise, even the oldest elf had little more than silver-streaked hair to show for her age and was able to march alongside the younger elves without the need for a cane or walking stick. Every elf was born an athlete and stayed that way until they died, barring special circumstance. It also helped that the town had mysteriously caught fire as we were leaving. The growing conflagration seemed unstoppable as it rapidly jumped from building to building as though someone had placed tinder in all the right places to ensure the fire’s spread. By the time the cult and the Sakaku Clan arrived, there wouldn’t be a single twig left unburnt for their use.


I should have realized then and there that things were going far too smoothly.


[Three entities incoming on flying swords.] Mac warned. [Likely the same three you observed earlier.]


“Damn it.” I cursed. “They came back? Doesn’t their honor as true mages bar them from picking fights with heartwielders and mage acolytes?”


[Honor, it seems, is a fickle thing.]


I turned towards Yorik. “Rush the first three groups ahead. They’re all the high-status and skilled individuals our clan will benefit the most from saving. As for the later groups?” I shrugged. “Some will be sad to lose, but the rest will benefit our clan more as wisps than they would as living elves.”


Yorik showed no reaction to the dark thought. Like me, she knew hard times called for hard decisions. Yorik took off with a group of elves, leaving me with a batch of golems and about half the remaining soldiers. I had nearly eighty golems now, as Mac had been building and sending reinforcements as we scoured Queenshold of everything worth taking.


Moments after the departure of Yorik’s group, the three mage acolytes landed. As the far larger party, we had naturally drawn all their attention.


“Honorable true mages,” I said, realizing how the skinny and trembling cultist had felt in my presence only minutes before, “to what do we owe this pleasure?”


The center most Sakaku true mage stepped forward. “We had intended to seize that town for our clan. By robbing it of its people you have robbed us.” She drew an ornate ironwood sword, which I noticed had been snapped off at the tip. The flowing symbols of elvish enchantment glided over the sword’s surface but fizzled into sparks that shot uselessly out of the broken tip. The true mage frowned at her weapon but continued with her threat. “Bow now and beg for forgiveness, and I will spare the chaka’s life while mercifully killing the rest of you.”


Now they were up close and personal I had the opportunity to look them over thoroughly.




Sakaku true mage (late true mage, level 27)

Status: exhausted.




Sakaku true mage (mid true mage, level 25)

Status: wounded.




Sakaku true mage (mid true mage, level 24)

Status: extremely tired.




“I see.” I nodded, noticing all three of them bore heavy signs of wear from their fight with Baroness Jynna. Their robes were torn, their flesh showed signs of being freshly healed, and their eyes were listless. From their magical fluctuations under mage sight, they hadn’t yet had the time to replenish their zeal. I plastered a friendly smile on my face. “Don’t worry, we will provide suitable compensation for your loss. Let me just find an appropriate gift…” I trailed off, digging around my pockets. “Ah, perfect!” Then I whipped out an iron-tipped spear out of my Dimensional Storage and threw it at the strongest true mage.


Caught entirely unprepared by the unexpected aggressive attack, the iron-tipped spear sunk deep into her stomach. This wasn’t one of those tiny crossbow bolts I’d stuck Kysalian with before. I’d learned my lesson from then. The aura of a true mage provided natural protection against iron, and a late true mage like this one had far, far more of it than an early true mage like Matriarch Red Serpent.


So, I’d gone all out and thrown my heftiest iron spear at her from the moment she’d made it clear there could be no negotiating. We were past the point in this war where I could talk my way out of conflict. Now was the time to cut down our enemies and prove we weren’t to be trifled with.


Just months ago, such an attack would have left the Hearthwood elves in stunned silence. Both the Queenshold residents and the two other true mages shared a moment of utter shock.


The soldiers of the Hearthwood Clan bore no such hesitation. The moment blood was drawn they were prepared to fight.


Purple veins shot across the late true mage’s body, consuming her flesh as she arched her back in an expression of silent agony. But she didn’t die. She possessed the same force aura that Kysalian had displayed. She struggled to beat back the destructive force of the iron embedded in her stomach. Maybe the iron would have claimed her life in another minute. Maybe she would have beaten it back.


She wouldn’t get the chance. Like rats turning on a helpless cat, we fell upon her in a sudden furious assault.


Sava was the first to strike. She vanished from view, appearing over the true mage’s prone form. In her hands was a vial of Cursed Venom Concoction, which she didn’t hesitate to pour over the helpless true mage before vanishing from view behind the rest of our lines. Nela struck next, and a pillar of golden light poured out the tip of her spear and pounded against the true mages body. Then a rain of iron-tipped crossbow bolts slammed into her side. An instant later, A1 bounded up to the prone elf and held her in a tight embrace. Obsidian spikes sprouted from its body and turned its embrace into an Iron Maiden of shredding stone. The obsidian spikes retracted into A1 and my iron spear clattered to the ground amidst a cloud of white light, among which a fist-sized true mage soul floated through the air.




Sakaku late true mage slain! +1700 points.

300 blood crystals collected.




“What?” One of the remaining Sakaku true mages uttered, eyes wide with shock. “Elder sister? Killed by…” She turned murderous eyes on us. “I’ll slaughter you all for this!” She snarled.


Sava laughed. “As if you weren’t going to do that already?”


The strongest true mage was dead, but that still left two others.


The Queenshold civilians had only now gotten ahold of themselves. At the sight of two angry true mages, they scattered and fled into the forest. That did little to save them from the ensuing slaughter.


Enraged, the wounded true mage who’d just threatened us unleashed her aura. Force magic billowed around us in a cloud of whirring blades. I snatched a piece of force zeal and shoved it into my vambraces, triggering the shielding mechanism burrowed within as I hunkered down.


I would need to use my steel sword to take out one of the remaining true mages. The ensuing influx of force zeal would stall my cultivation for the next few months, which would be especially painful now that I was so close to true mage. It would be a good alternative to losing my clan, but it would still hamper my plans. Blood splattered against my shield as one of the Queenshold elves who tried to run was sliced in half. The moment she died, both her body and the blood vanished into a puff of white light. A similar fate befell countless other elves around me, weathering the power of the true mage’s aura unprotected.


And what of the other true mage? After I took the life of one of them using the steel sword, how would we deal with the remaining one?


With a pile of bodies. I thought grimly. We’d have to throw ourselves and the golems at her until we eventually overwhelmed her.


Hesitating not a moment longer, I pulled the steel sword from my dimensional storage and ordered A1 to shield me with its body. Just having the weapon in my grip in an environment of such dense force zeal filled it with reverberating power that proved to me it was already taking on aspects of force magic.


A1 bore the onslaught without complaint. Staring at the golem’s body suddenly gave me an idea. Originally, I’d intended to use A1 as a distraction, then charge in with the steel sword and kill the aura-wielding true mage. But what if I played the part of the distraction while A1 did the deed instead? Then the one who would suffer cultivation backlash would be the golem, not me.


“Take this.” I said, thrusting the steel sword into the golem’s fingerless fists of stone spikes. The obsidian blades wrapped around the offered weapon until the blade was trapped in a vice-like grip of stone.


A1 rumbled obediently and turned to face the threat. “If you survive this,” I murmured as I spoke to the earth elemental trapped within the golem, “I’ll free you from my spell.”


Sava had always claimed that earth elementals were barely smarter than the rocks they were made from, but A1 had given indications of intelligence here and there that had not gone unnoticed by me. I sensed a glint of ambition in the golem’s eyes, and the zeal in its body swirled in new shapes and patterns, growing in power. I glanced at the golem.




A1 (mid mage acolyte, level 15)




Moments ago, it had only been an early mage acolyte, like the rest of the golems. The elemental had been holding itself back! That alone supported my belief in its intelligence, and the fact that it revealed its hidden strength to fulfill this order proved it had a desire for freedom. Like A1, I also planned to hold nothing back.


I powered up every enhancement spell in my arsenal all at once. Quicksilver Thought, Heart of the Mountain, Twisted Step, and Fists of Stone. The sudden outward rush of zeal immediately drew the true mage’s hostile gaze, and I dashed to the side as I made my way through the shredding force aura under the cover of my shield.


I drew the true mage’s attention away from A1, who’d concealed the steel sword within its limb. It dropped to all fours, shrunk down to the size of a deer, and dashed towards the true mage as it weathered the force magic around it.


A1 only needed a few seconds to strike, but it was my job to buy it those few seconds. Without the need to move in under cover, I quickly reached the true mage’s physical body within her storm of aura.


Embrittling Palm!


Five Fierce Furious Fists!


I lashed out with a devastating series of blows against the true mage. Her robe, which I now realized was as tough as plate mail, turned brittle and shattered under my barrage of armor-piercing punches, throwing far more earth zeal into the spells than I’d ever used before. The ensuing barrage likely would have killed a fellow mage acolyte, but the true mage endured the attack like it was nothing. Her magically strengthened robe fluttered away in brittle broken chunks, but the bare skin beneath was unblemished.


“How arrogant of you.” The true mage sneered, grabbing one of my wrists with lightning-fast speed. She twisted her thumb and my arm bones cracked in her grip as my hand doubled over backwards in an unnatural position. She let go of my hand and it dangled, unsupported by anything more than skin and sinew.


“You have a strong body.” The true mage said, flexing the joints in her fingers after heavy strain. “Usually, tearing a mage acolyte’s arms off barely takes any effort.”


I grit my teeth, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of screaming out in pain. I threw everything I had left at her. Earthshatter, Earth Spike, and I even tried to summon a Stone Obelisk behind her. She battered all my spells aside under the force of her zeal before grabbing me by the throat.


“Perhaps I should kill you after all.” The true mage said as she lifted me off the ground. “I think the vitality in your body is worth more than you alive.” The true mage flicked a finger and I recognized the ring on it. A Parasite Ring, the same as what Matriarch Red Serpent had used to try to drain me dry.


I wracked my brain for my next move. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and called for the pile of unworked iron dust I’d been collecting from the river near the town of Hearthwood for my next metalworking project. Now I tossed a fistful of that in the true mage’s face.


The true mage realized what I’d thrown at her and immediately called on a shielding spell of her own. The force magic tugged at the air around us and started generating a breeze that quickly grew into a gale that blew the dust back in my face.


“You shouldn’t rely on the same trick so often.” The true mage snarled, raising her Parasite Ring clad finger once again to press against my forehead.


I grinned back at her and spat on her outstretched hand.


When she’d blown the iron dust back at me, a bit of it got in my mouth. Now that iron was on her hand, searing her fingers as it broke down the magic that helped hold her body together.


The elf jerked her hand back and in the same motion backhanded me with her free hand. I felt my jaw break and teeth come free in my mouth under the force of the blow. I scrambled back to my feet and shoved the pain aside to prepare myself for the true mage’s next attack.


It never came. As I stood, I saw a shard of shining steel sprout from the true mage’s chest. A1 had finally struck and had caught the true mage from behind, entirely unprepared. Now both were frozen in place as the steel sword siphoned the true mage’s zeal from her body and poured it into A1. The golem quivered and shook as its body was rapidly introduced to force zeal. The sudden influx of new power was at odds with the earth zeal I’d filled its body with previously and was incompatible with the Sutra of the Living Earth that animated it.


The two forces warred within the golem’s body as the steel sword twisted and morphed into a weapon of a thousand edges, vibrating in the air as it thrummed with force zeal. Meanwhile, the hostile true mage’s form began to whither. With gnarled and sickly hands, she managed to reach behind her and tear the golem off her back. The sword left her body and she turned, tearing A1’s sword-bearing limb free and reaching for the sword.


A1’s remaining body flew through the air and crashed onto the ground next to me. With the sword back in the true mage’s hand, color returned to her face and her stolen zeal flooded back to her.


With seared and blackened flesh, the true mage stumbled in my direction, one step at a time. I glanced around, unable to see my soldiers and allies beyond the storm of force magic that assaulted my body, despite the weakness of the aura-wielding elf who was barely able to keep herself upright.


I had expected the steel sword to finish her off, but now it was in her own hands. Elves felt zeal backlash more acutely than I did, but all the force zeal this true mage had been throwing around had pushed out all other aspects of zeal, making it so that the true mage could hold on to the sword unharmed, despite the siphoning sword’s power to devour ambient zeal and funnel it into the wielder.


I glanced at A1. It lay on the ground, barely twitching. I glanced over my shoulder and could vaguely see Sava, Assyrus, Verisa, Illiel, Melise, Nela, and all the other mage acolytes in my army engaged in a bloody battle against the remaining true mage.


Melise must have seen the desperate situation I was in, because she tried to rush to my aid. But the other enemy true mage wouldn’t let Melise escape her wrath so easily, and Melise was struck with a devastating slash across her back. She fell to the ground, face-down, twitching for a moment before my healing talisman repaired her enough to start crawling in my direction.


I saw Nela, Sava, and Assyrus all take notice of my predicament as well. They tried to disengage, but that single moment of distraction cost them dearly in this deadly fight.


I tossed aside all thoughts of reinforcements and retreat. I would finish this myself, with the strength of my own magic.


With only one last trick left to play, I used my good hand to pull the Orb of Devouring from my bag of holding. Trapped inside, the Shadowblade Beast’s soul fragment wriggled and writhed. I tapped on the monster’s power, replenishing my zeal in an instant.


This time, I wasn’t using that power to advance, though it flowed into me and pressed against the limits of my meridians all the same. I thrust that power outwards, so that the earth zeal funneled into me splashed across the ground around the true mage. I knew no spells for such a disorganized technique, but for so simple a maneuver I didn’t need one. I wasn’t working any complex magic here; I was merely a conduit through which the Shadowblade Beast’s magic flowed.


Earth zeal spilled out around the elf, flowing in waves of sparkling brown and yellow particles until they finally touched the steel sword in the true mage’s hands.


I hadn’t intended to use the orb to advance, grant myself extra power, or even just to catch the monster’s attention. I was merely flooding the steel sword with enough earth zeal to poison the true mage before me, exactly as the Crimson Eye Observer had done to me.


The true mage was so battered and worn she didn’t even notice the earth zeal being injected into her body by the steel sword. She struggled to down potion after potion, desperately trying to heal the wound in her stomach.


“T-that was closer…” she shook and shivered as she steadied herself. “T-than I’ve e-ever c-come to d-death.” She took an unsteady breath and her voice evened out. “You will suffer for that.”


I watched my approaching opponent carefully under mage sight. I saw the particles flow into the sword and then flow into her dantian. Her body’s power obscured my vision, but ever since advancing to late mage acolyte and clearing my eyes, my powers to perceive zeal had increased. I was now just barely able to make out the corrupted cloud that swirled around her dantian and interfered with her body’s magic. She certainly would have felt the effects of the corruption by now if she weren’t so wounded to begin with. But she was, and she still thought she had the upper hand.


“You’re going to make me suffer?” I quirked my eyebrows. “Just how are you going to do that?”


The true mage cackled evilly. “I’ll tear your guts out, then stuff them down your throat! I’ll flay every nerve from your bones only as fast as you can heal and not a second faster. Then I’ll cut off your head and use you as a living vitality battery for a thousand years!”


I held up my hands, goading her on. The damage was almost done, I just needed her to cast a spell and seal her fate.


“I don’t think so.” I smirked. “I bet you’re out of zeal! Look at how tired and worn you are! There’s no way you could cast a single spell.”


The true mage spat upon the ground. “Fool. I can feel my zeal reserves even now. They’re deeper than a mage acolyte like you could fathom! Watch as I seal your fate with my spell! Flesh Flaying Sword Storm!”


Instead of the storm of shredding force magic she expected, a glob of sickly blackish mud dripped out of her fingers before falling to the ground in thick gooey brown globs. From start to finish, the spell accomplished nothing more than conjuring a facsimile of animal droppings.


“W-what?” The true mage looked at her hands in shock and disbelief. To do so, she dropped the steel sword and noticed the massive amounts of zeal it was emanating across a variety of aspects. The steel no longer had the sturdy majestic form it had filled with pure earth magic. Nor did it have the deadly many-edged form of pure force magic. The shape it now took was a disorderly twisted mess of black, gray, green, brown, crimson, and a host of other aspects put together with no rhyme or reason. The color of the deformed blade exactly matched the hue of the zeal that danced around in the true mage’s dantian.


“W-what have you done to me!?” The true mage panicked. “What have you done!?”


I smiled. “I’ve beaten you.”


“B-but… I’m a true mage! I’ve worked hard for over a century to get here! I… I can’t die to a mage acolyte!”


“Count yourself lucky.” I shrugged. “I can’t be bothered to tear your guts out. Or flay every nerve from your bones. And you wouldn’t be too useful as a vitality battery either.”


“W-wait!” The elf held up a hand, having futilely tried to cast a spell that would have killed me minutes before. “I’ll serve you! A mage acolyte with a true mage vassal! Think of the possibilities!”


I shook my head. “Sorry. You’re worth more to me in points.” I reached into my dimensional storage and tugged a long, thick-bladed ironwood sword.


“W-wait! I’ll be your slav—”


Then I cut off her head.




Sakaku mid true mage slain! (+1500 points!)

250 blood crystals collected.

Your scheming to overcome an enemy of greater power deserves a reward! (+1500 points!)










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










WITH MY OPPONENT dead, the hazy space formed by her aura guttered and died. At last I had a clear view of the others, who were still locked in combat with the remaining true mage.


More than a few disembodied souls floated in the air around the battle, though I wasn’t sure if those were the souls of dead Queenshold residents or the souls of my own soldiers. Probably both.


Sava, Nela, Illiel, Melise, and Assyrus were still alive and kicking, though all of them looked worse for wear. Ullua and Ghessa were fighting side by side as Ullua used her body to shield Ghessa long enough from their enemies long ranged attacks that Ghessa could launch a few beams of burning sunlight.


Melise was the worst for wear. She hadn’t recovered from the sudden strike dealt to her from behind when she tried to run towards me. The fact that her body was still there proved she was still alive, but for how much longer?


That was when a short green figure came into view. At first, I thought Yorik had doubled back to aid us, but this green-skinned humanoid was far too short and scrawny to be Yorik. He was thin and masculine, clearly male and lacking Yorik’s curves. It wasn’t until the figure turned that I realized I knew this hobgoblin. It was Grotkins!


“Save your girl there.” Grotkins said. “I’ve got a feeling she’s got a trick that can help.”


I glanced down at my worn and weary body, nearly depleted of zeal.


Grotkins sighed. “I’ll hold her off. It’s just going to be expensive.”


Then Grotkins reached into the leather pouch at his waist and withdrew a fistful of gold Queensmarks.


“Hey elf!” The hobgoblin shouted at the true mage, who had power swirling around her in a massive wave of deadly shredding force aura. Then Grotkins did something incredibly peculiar. He clenched his hand around the fistful of gold coins, which broke apart as though they’d been made of dust all along.


The golden dust spilled from the hobgoblin’s hand like fine sand, swirling around him on a supernatural wind. A corona of yellow light entirely distinct from sunlight magic formed around the hobgoblin, and under it’s protection he strode into the true mage’s aura entirely unimpeded.


“I’ll only ask you this one last time.” Grotkins said. “Where. Is. Ishi!?”


The true mage cocked her head at the hobgoblin. “A goldmonger! You’re a rare sight on this world. Perhaps once I kill you, I can take up the art myself…”


Grotkins sighed. “This is turning out to be an expensive day.” Then he reached into his pouch and withdrew another fistful of gold. He flung the coins in the air, where they again transformed into golden dust that swirled and reshaped themselves into seven golden pillars. The pillars plummeted out of the sky and landed around the true mage, imprisoning her between bars of magical golden energy.


Grotkins turned to me and shouted, “Better work fast! This is costing me a years’ profits every ten seconds!”


I hadn’t been idle while Grotkins bought me time. The moment the true mage was occupied, I rushed over to Melise, flipped her over my shoulder, and hauled her out of the way. Once she was safe, I flipped through my dimensional storage and extracted three healing talismans, which I plastered all over her body. In case that wasn’t enough, I pulled out five entire vials of Sava’s vitality potions and poured them down Melise’s throat one after another.


Seconds ticked by, each one representing another of Grotkins coins vanishing into dust as the true mage trapped by his magic hammered against the pillars of light.


“Come on Melise…” I whispered, already wracking my brain for ways I could help the finish our enemy despite being completely spent.


Then Melise opened her eyes. She coughed and sputtered before catching her breath. “Theo! You’re alright!”


“I am.” I said. “I don’t know why, but Grotkins said you could help.” I quickly explained. “Is that new spell of yours really strong enough to take down a true mage?”


“Yes.” Melise said, leaping to her feet. She pressed her fingertips together as sunlight zeal coalesced around her. The thunderous crashing from inside Grotkins’ cage spell increased in volume and tempo as the true mage within recognized the spell Melise was casting.


“Starfire Crucible!” Melise shouted, and a kaleidoscope of colors filled my vision before coalescing into a white-hot beam of light centered right over the cage.


Zeal poured into the spell, both from Melise herself and from the sunlit sky above us. The zeal condensed like liquid metal, thick and tangible in the air as it fueled the growing sea of tiny stars hovering over the true mage like a nebula over the sky.


Grotkins’ golden cage collapsed under the onslaught, but it had done its job. The true mage trapped within was already experiencing the full effects of Melise’s spell. The true mage’s skin turned a radiant white, glowing like she was a star herself as sunlight zeal poured into her.


True mage or not, a mortal body was no star. As the power filled her, it swirled within the true mage, overwhelming her dantian and scattering her power into the air around us. Her face was locked in a silent scream as her body shattered and dispersed.




Enemy slain by follower. (+300 points)




The spell did not end there, though. The energy wrapped around the true mage’s soul, and Melise strode up to the mass of energy with her brows still furrowed in concentration. I was certain she was about to burn alive just like the true mage, and I almost ran in to pull her back. Before I could, Nela grabbed my arm.


“This is the best part of the spell.” She whispered.


“From the embers of old stars…” Melise murmured as she reached out a hand, “… do new ones form.” Then she plucked the trapped true mage soul in her hand and breathed. The soul and the tremendous cloud of starlight zeal swirled around Melise one last time before all of it was sucked into her waiting palm. From there it traveled up her arm and down to her dantian, where it nestled as a ball of power hovering around her own.


“Every enemy destroyed by the Starfire Crucible is like a rare potion or invaluable pill.” Nela explained. “That true mage might take Melise all the way to the peak of mage acolyte if she uses her for cultivation.”


“Don’t forget,” Melise added, weariness creeping into her voice as she turned around, “I’ve also got an extra soul in me now. She’ll be refined, purified, and made anew within my body, but if I don’t lay an egg in the next year, she might start to cause problems.” Melise sauntered up to me and pressed her cheek against my chest. “I’ll need some help with that.”


I raised an eyebrow. “You’re okay with raising one of our defeated enemies as our daughter?”


“She won’t really be an enemy at that point, Theo.” Nela explained. “The Starfire Crucible completely refines the soul and uses it to build a new one that’s attuned to sunlight zeal. It purges all former memories and lives that the new child might have accidentally inherited and replaces them with the feeling of a warm and bright embrace. Even a Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir would restore nothing at that point. Even if Melise laid her as a wisp like in that ritual we performed, she’d be the same as any fresh-faced child being born anew, carried to our wombs by the river of souls. With you adding your seed to the mix she’ll have a brand-new soul that’s stronger than others of her level because it was built using the fragments of a true mage’s soul.”


Before I could inquire more, Grotkins interrupted.


“So,” the hobgoblin began, “have any of you seen my assistant, Ishi? About this tall? Slim girl, pointy ears, weird pinkish skin? No offense to you lot.”


I grinned at the shopkeeper. “You just described everyone in the Hearthwood besides you, Yorik and me.”


Grotkins shrugged. “I can’t help it if all elves look the same. Anyway, seen Ishi anywhere?”


“If we have, she’d be making her way to the Hearthwood already with the rest of the elves we sent ahead.” I replied. “Why don’t you come with us?”


“Eh, I don’t know,” Grotkins grimaced. “I said I’d leave Queenshold with you, but I’m not living in one of those tree-houses. Talk about unnatural.” The hobgoblin shivered. Sava stuck out her tongue.


I laughed. “Don’t worry. The town of Hearthwood is actually located underground.”


Grotkins face brightened. “Underground? Well, I’ll be a one-legged canary! Looks like these elves are finally becoming civilized after all!”



***


Our return home was thankfully uneventful. Our backs were illuminated by the blazing fires behind us as the town of Queenshold smoked and smoldered to nothing but ash and dust. The best part was that I’d had the subverted cultists light the fires. That way if the queen or her people asked, I could honestly say it was the cult that torched her town right after we rescued its residents.


The band of warriors we’d brought no longer marched as easily as when we’d left. Their chins dipped, shoulders sagged, and their marching was slightly out of step. Yorik didn’t reprimand them though. After fighting such a fierce battle and losing so many of their number they’d earned a little slack as we returned home, even from her.


I only had three functioning golems left in total. Under Mac’s direction, they’d sacrificed themselves by the dozen to wear down the last true mage. Thankfully, I’d managed to rescue most of the golem’s spellhearts, including A1’s.


“Ishi!” Grotkins shouted when he finally found his assistant among the milling crowd of gathered elves. “Where did you go? Why did you take off like that?”


“I had to.” Ishi said softly. “I spent my last three months of pay performing the fate magic you showed me. It told me I’d die if I didn’t rush here right away and obtain a potion made from a dragon egg.”


Grotkins raised his brows. “Dragon eggs? That’s an expensive ingredient. I doubt such a potion exists anywhere in this forest.”


I turned my head, meeting Sava’s wide-eyed gaze.


“Pardon us.” I said, wrapping my arm around Sava’s waist. “It’s been a long day and we need to dust ourselves off.”


Grotkins narrowed his eyes and stood protectively between me and Ishi. “Right. Dust yourselves off.” He said suspiciously.


I rolled my eyes and pulled Sava around the corner.


“Did you hear that Sava? Ishi was clearly talking about the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir!”


Sava nodded. “I remember Grotkins saying he picked Ishi up one day without knowing where she came from or what line she was descended from.”


“Perhaps she was a powerful cultivator in a previous life?” I asked hopefully. “One who could grant us secrets to power that would let us fight off Tim and his horde of mind-controlling goons.”


“Or more likely,” Sava said, “she’s some reincarnated descendent of a minor family of forest-dwelling elves who got wiped out in a monster attack. In that case, giving her the potion might let her know her old name and not much else. In other words, a complete waste.”


“But,” I said, “Grotkins sure had a lot of nice things in his shop. And you know what? I bet he didn’t put his best ingredients on the shelves. He clearly cares for his assistant.”


Now Sava’s eye’s sparkled. “I could fund an army’s worth of potions with what he’s got in his back room. Especially if I had Mac print up some Macmarks to sweeten the pot. He’ll need some of our local currency to do business here. I could brew potions that would be extremely valuable even outside the Hearthwood.”


I gave Sava a pat on the back, knowing my work was done. Tired and ready for a week of sleep, I stumbled towards my Personal Chambers.


“Wake me up before sunset.” I mumbled to Mac. “I’ve got that meeting with Kysalian and her big ugly friend.” Then I passed out on my gigantic bed.



***


Minutes or hours later I was grinding my nose away over the table inside the Drafters Study when I had the sudden and district impression that I was dreaming. I glanced at my fingers, which were hazy and blended together. I felt as though I’d been inside this room for hours, and when I peeked out the door, I saw nothing but empty space until the Command Center coalesced in this dream space from my memories.


I glanced back to the project I've been hard at work on just moments before. On the bronze table sat a loop of solid gold. I’d been struggling to carve an intricate pattern of symbols along its side and edges to arouse the desire of its wearer.


In retrospect, the desperate ferocity I’d just spent dreamland days pouring into the magical nipple ring I’d been trying to craft for should have been the first tip off that this was a dream. Why would I spend my time crafting something to enhance feelings of lust? My elves were already far too horny as it was. With the way Segolas had been spending his days, we’d have an overpopulation crisis in the Hearthwood in a few hundred years even if I decided to become as chaste as a nun.


So I tossed aside the magical nipple ring that my dream self spent over 3000 points buying components for. Then I turned around and called out to the fuzzy surrounding space at the edge of my vision. “Illiel, weren’t you the one who told me not to try using dream invasion spells?”


“Uh oh. Illiel, I think he’s onto us!” Melise’s voice echoed as though I was hearing her down a long and distant tunnel.


“You too Melise? What’s this about?” I glanced around, trying to catch sight of the girls even though I knew they weren’t physically nearby. “Are you girls trying to put in an order for a magical nipple ring? I promise I’ll add it to my list right underneath Mac’s car wash.”


Realizing that I was dreaming, I had gained some measure of control over the dreamscape around me. I called for my own mind magic and quickly expanded the scope of my dream until the hazy, ephemeral mess beyond the room solidified into a copy of my old apartment.


In doing so, I forced both Melise’s and Illiel’s consciousnesses to solidify into physical bodies. The pair of them appeared before me, each as bare as the day they manifested.


They jumped at their sudden corporealness and both had bashful looks on their faces.


“It was all Melise’s idea.” Illiel said, pointing at her blonde companion in crime.


“What!” Melise complained. “You were the one who said, ‘Theo always has such interesting dreams!’”


I corked an eyebrow. “Always? As in, you peer in on my dreams often?”


Illiel’s blush deepened. “Well… you always dream of strange places. This room in particular! I just wanted to know more about you is all. I usually never do anything but watch.” She wrung her fingers together as her eyes bore holes into the ground.


Melise giggled. “Weren’t you just telling me about how in one of his dreams he built a magic collar that made you orgasm every time he said your name?”


Illiel shot Melise a betrayed look, but Melise only laughed all the harder.


“You’re the one who tried to blame this all on me!” Melise said.


“Only after I caught you sneaking into his bed!”


“And who was the girl hiding underneath it that caught me?”


“Ladies!” I held up my hands. “You’re both guilty, so you both deserve a punishment. Good thing you’re already dressed for it.”


That finally got their attention. “Yay, punishments!” Melise said, clapping her hands. “Do you want me to use my mouth?” Her eyes darted to my crotch.


I rolled my eyes. “You’re far too excited for this punishment, Melise.” I glanced between her and Illiel while I tapped my chin.


“Or we could share.” Illiel added. “All three of us at the same time, again?” She looked around her. “Now that I think about it, since we’re in your dreamscape you should have no issues growing a second penis. Want to try that?”


I snapped my fingers and imagined a bird strutting around behind Illiel’s left leg. Sure enough, a particularly lusty-looking parrot appeared behind her. With a bright red crown and flowing tail feathers, it swaggered arrogantly as it cocked its head sideways and gazed up at Illiel’s rear with devious intent. I banished it to the back of my mind before it could get any ideas, confirming that I really could do anything I wanted inside this place.


“As cool as having two dicks would be, I really do need to make you girls sorry for spying on me like this.” I snapped my fingers, and a tangle of leather strips appeared before each elf, collapsing on the ground at their feet. “Put those on.” I commanded.


“What are they?” Melise asked.


Illiel untangled her bundle, letting the leather strips fall into their natural shape. A short metal rod dangled to the ground around a group of strips obviously meant to be placed over a face. “It’s a horse harness. Most elves just use intelligent horses for steeds that don’t need such things, but goblins are fond of using them on disobedient mares.”


“That’s right.” I smiled. “And that’s what the two of you are right now. A pair of naughty mares. As punishment, you’re going to pull my carriage.” I snapped my fingers again and a golden gilded chariot appeared before me.


Illiel glanced at the massive ornate chariot and the bundle of leather in her hands. “This doesn’t seem like a very efficient mode of transportation. Surely it would be faster to just walk?”


“Not so fast, Illiel! Do horses talk?” I asked.


“No?” Illiel said uncertainly. “Well, not unless they’re mystic beast horses who’ve cultivated for several centuries.”


“Horses don’t talk.” I confirmed. “So put your harness on, your bit in, and carry me around the Hearthwood so that I may survey my lands in style.”


Melise’s initial pouting was soon quelled when she realized the exact nature of the harness. The bit was attached to three crossing strips of leather that surrounded her face, crawling along the side of her cheeks and over her head until they met the collar of leather wrapping around her neck. From there, the harness trailed down her torso and between her legs, where a small pink egg-shaped device was fixed firmly in place. The leather trailing down her arms cuffed her wrists together and chains attached to her back in six separate locations binding her to my chariot. Illiel’s setup was the same, though sized slightly smaller for the more bookish elf’s figure.


“What are these things?” Illiel asked me, pointing at the pink eggs.


I chuckled. “A charioteer of my caliber favors the carrot over the stick. When you follow my directions and pull my chariot…” I flicked a switch in my pocket and the vibrating egg built into the harness started buzzing.


Illiel bit her lip and yelped at the sudden stimulation. I could tell she’d already been dripping beforehand, but now I could see a trickle of wetness trailing down her leg as she squealed under the effects of the vibrating egg.


“But sometimes even the best charioteer needs a riding crop. So, if you disobey me…” I pressed another switch on the controller in my pocket, and a small electric shock ran through the egg nestled against Illiel’s wet womanhood.


“Oh! My, that is a strange sensation.” Illiel took a few deep breaths.


“You better not grow to like it.” I warned. “Otherwise I’ll have to find a new way to spur you two on.” I cleared my throat and cracked a small whip in the air. “Now my mounts! Onward!”


The next hour or so I spent experiencing a lovely view. I recalled the most beautiful sites of the Hearthwood Forest as the girls pulled me along. When that grew too tiresome, I simply let myself get lost in the swinging motion of the two leather bound asses before me. The leather strips squeezed the two elves’ rears with every motion. The leather strips between their legs brushed against their flesh with each step. We were still in my dreams, so of course everything worked as I imagined. Still, I prided myself in a realistic understanding of the physical world and figured that with a few more tweaks and hours of testing and I’d have a design I could really build outside for when the Hearthwood was at peace again. I decided to put Illiel and Melise through their paces, so I’d have a good model to work with once I finally got around to building them.


With Illiel and Melise’s help, I refined the two harnesses to accentuate their gait. Giving them hoof-like boots kept them swaying their hips as they pulled my chariot and changing the attachment points between my vehicle and their bodies ensured even the tiny vibration was felt by the two wearing the harness.


Despite the cumbersome weight of pulling my chariot while bound and gagged, the girls were still mage acolytes. I wagered they’d have no trouble keeping up with a crew of normal horses, and their gait was considerably smoother as well.


“Faster you two! I need more data points! How does my harness design hold up at high speeds?” I laughed as I furiously pressed the shock button on the remote in my pocket.


The eyes of both girls went wide, and their feet pounded against the dirt path I’d imagined leading to Queenshold. We sailed by row after row of gawking imaginary elves as I paraded my naked mounts around for all the world to see.


“Mhmmm!” Melise moaned. Once she’d gotten up to speed, I switched the controls over from shocking to vibrating and now her nethers were being stimulated with steady pulses of pleasure.


“Let’s see who’s the faster beast of burden.” I grinned as I fiddled with my controller. “If we start turning to the right, we know Melise is faster. If we start turning left, it’s Illiel. Whoever wins gets to cool off in the chariot with me while the other pulls us towards the Queenshold bathhouse.”


The two girls raced along, though it quickly became apparent that Melise was the faster of the two. She had longer legs and was a more practiced runner. That difference was only enhanced when I started allowing them to use zeal. Mind magic wasn’t particularly good for enhancing the body.


“I win!” Melise laughed as I pulled the bit out of her mouth. I tossed her harness aside and Melise pressed her naked body against me as Illiel trod along. The chariot moved significantly slower with twice the weight and half the mares, but we made good progress through Queenshold.


I picked out a few faces from my memory during our last visit. Illiel had overseen registration, and I’d noticed more than a few elves try to bribe her in order to be placed in the more important groups on our list. I recalled those faces now.


“Ha! Too good for my gold, were you? But apparently not to good to pull a cart naked through the streets!” A shopkeeper laughed as she smacked her knee.


“I should have known the moment you refused my money. I should have bribed you with the offer to let you lick my cunt, you slut!” Shouted an aristocrat in a brilliant white gown.


I’d long since noticed Illiel had a bit of a masochistic streak to her, just like Melise. And most of the elves I’d met, for that matter. Maybe it was something that ran through all elf-kind. I turned to Melise, conspiring to make her my partner in Illiel’s predicament.


“Anything else I should have them say, Melise?”


“Hmm.” Melise frowned as she rubbed her cheek against my shoulder. “You should…” Melise bit her lip and one of her hands crept between her legs. She’d been rubbing herself against my thigh a moment ago, but the sudden thought in her head must have been so alluring she couldn’t help but accompany it with additional pleasure. “Mhmm… let the people write stuff on her.”


I quirked an eyebrow. “You think so?”


“Yeah…” Melise let out a long slow sigh as she pulled damp fingers from her crotch.


I shrugged. “I suppose it’s alright. After all, everyone here is a manifestation of my imagination. So really, everyone here is me.”


With a snap of my fingers, every jeering townsfolk had a pen in hand. I parked Illiel by the side of the bathhouse, which was more of a hot spring open to the surrounding air.


“Alright, you’ve teased me long enough, Melise.” I said as I pulled her into the water.


“Me, teasing you?” Melise laughed. “You were the one who tied me to a cart and made me pretend to be a horse!”


“And you make one sexy horse.” I grinned as I pushed Melise against the side of the spring. Melise moaned as I pried her legs apart and I thrust into her.


“Too bad we can’t make that baby you wanted.” I said. “This being a dream and all.”


Melise dug her fingers into my back. “Y-you’d… be… surprised.” She panted between thrusts.


As Melise and I went at it, Illiel enjoyed the humiliating attention of the imaginary townsfolk as they wrote ‘weak spot’ over her dripping slit and ‘can’t fight — easy prey’ across her breasts.


Before I knew it, Melise had clamped down around my cock and squeezed me for all I was worth until I exploded inside her. I lay against the side of the hot spring, Melise held tight against me. Eventually, I started running out of ideas for the imaginary townsfolk, so I dispelled them and unharnessed Illiel so she could join the two of us in the hot spring. The little voyeur had enjoyed watching me make love to Melise almost as much as if I’d been making love to her.


Soon our time was up and a message from Mac disturbed my dream.


[This is your wake-up call, Theo. It’s nearly time for you to meet with Kysalian.]


I stood up and stepped out of the spring. I winced at the cool air around me before I remembered this entire world was part of my imagination. The air turned warm again just in time for everything to fade from sight as I woke from my dream.


I was certain that I’d flopped down on my bed exhausted and still clothed in my combat leathers. That was no longer the case. Someone had disrobed me and even washed me up while I was sleeping, so in addition to feeling well-rested and refreshed, I was also clean.


The main culprit was slowly blinking sleep from her eyes as she sat up from on top of my stomach, her bare breasts pressed against my chest. I felt particularly warm down below and realized my cock had been nestled warmly inside Melise’s slit as I’d slept. By what was dripping from her pussy, I could tell bits of our dreamscape escapades had slipped into the real world.


I pushed Melise off me and threw the blanket over her as I stood up. Melise curled up into a ball and went back to sleep. I frowned as I remembered Melise hadn’t been alone.


I thought back to what Melise and Illiel had been arguing about and dipped my head down to look under the bed. Sure enough, Illiel was there, still half asleep. In her dazed state, one hand reached past the band of her skirt and rubbed the sensitive button beneath. I grabbed her by the leg and pulled out from under the bed.


“Ah!” Illiel yelped as she was hauled into the air.


“I know you’re curious about where I came from.” I chuckled. “But I do like a bit of privacy. If I catch you in my dreams uninvited again, you can expect similar treatment.”


Illiel nodded shyly, and I knew I’d see her waiting for me next time my head hit the pillow.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










MY CLOTHES HAD been neatly pressed and washed and were lying on a table beside the bed. I put those on now and ran a hand through my hair before heading out the door. On my way I spotted Yorik already armed and ready to leave.


“We will come.” Yorik said.


“That will certainly help." I replied. "I sincerely hope news of our recent victory against a group of three true mages has made its way to Kysalian. But I do want somebody to stay behind…” I looked around until I found the first elf I knew I could trust. “Malla! What are you doing in Yorik’s war party?”


Malla stopped hiding behind the back of a much larger Waterbeetle tribe elf and shyly stepped forward. “I’m almost a mage acolyte!” She complained. “I can hold a spear now!”


Malla’s older sister Atilla had been standing by Yorik’s side. Malla must have managed to evade her older sibling’s detection until I called her out. “Malla!” Atilla shouted. “You just manifested a few months ago! You need more training!”


“I’m ready though!” Malla complained. “The Training Grounds let me learn in a month what would have taken a year of practice!”


“I don’t think it’s quite that fast.” I said. “But regardless, I have an important job for you. Stick next to Mac in the Command Center and hold on to this.”


I withdrew the bag of holding containing Dean’s Orb of Devouring from my Dimensional Storage and placed it gently in Malla’s hands.


“If Mac gives you the signal, you’re to use the vat of liquid Sava has prepared in the Alchemist’s Laboratory to destroy the orb inside that bag of holding. Don’t touch the orb directly though, it’s covered in iron.” Malla received the bag with a doubtful expression. “It’s a very important job.” I warned. “I still don’t like or trust that Shadowblade Beast. Even if Kysalian holds up her end of the bargain, it might not. With the entire Hearthwood working together, we might be able to take down a peak true mage, but not a wizard-realm beast like the Shadowblade. For that, our only defense is the orb you’re holding.”


“But I won’t be with all of you…” Malla complained.


“You won’t.” I agreed. “But we’ll all be counting on you. I’m not fast enough to destroy the orb up close if the Shadowblade really wants to take it from me. But back here in the tunnels you’ll have plenty of time, especially since the Shadowblade is too big to fit through these narrow corridors without a lot of digging.”


“Everyone will be counting on me?” Malla’s face brightened.


I nodded solemnly. “It’s an important job. You’ve worked with Mac before. You know your way around the Command Center. That’s something very few here can say.”


Malla smiled. “Alright, you can count on me!”


“Perfect!” I clapped her on the shoulder. “Everyone else, time to head out.”



***


I roused Melise from her post-orgasm nap, and Illiel quickly followed suit. I made a very quick stop above ground to pull up my magnet, which had collected a bit more iron dust out of the local river. I was getting less nowadays, so I’d have to move it to a new location soon. Fortunately for the elves, it meant the water was finally drinkable to them.


Everything I’d been collecting over the last couple of months had gone into the Blacksmith’s Workshop, where I’d mostly been working it into cast iron bars. I’d given some to Eltiana to expand her tribe’s collection of iron-tipped throwing daggers, and I’d forged some into spearheads and arrowheads for my elves to wield.


All that was in my Dimensional Storage now, so I had far more iron on me than I’d ever left behind for the Shadowblade before. It should be more than enough for the monster to form a fifth tail. I was still wary of empowering the deadly beast further, but if this was my only card to play against Tim, then I’d have to use it. It had killed Melise and quite a few other elves, but so had I. If we could be of use to each other, I could hold my distaste for the monster in check.


We headed down the cavern to where I’d last met Kysalian. When we arrived, she was already waiting for us.


Kysalian Sakaku looked like she’d seen better days. Her jaw was wrapped in thick bandages that trailed downwards, enshrouding both arms and her stomach. Knowing how resilient true mages were, whatever had wounded her would likely have killed me three times over.


“What happened to you?” I whistled as I appraised her bandaged state.


Kysalian shifted and pulled her the loose-fitting robes draped over her body tighter. The bandages were too extensive to conceal though, and the way she winced as she moved made it clear the wounds beneath those bandages still pained her.


“You were not the only group I’ve bargained with.” Kysalian explained. “I received a bit of aid from the royal clan for ensuring that baroness you met survived her ambush.”


I raised an eyebrow. “An ambush at the hands of the Sakaku Clan. So you really have cut all ties with them, have you?”


Kysalian stared me down. “The Sakaku Clan I knew is already dead. I’ve been a rouge cultivator for years now, I just couldn’t admit it until now.”


“We have Sharian.” I added. “Locked away in a private… playroom.”


Kysalian snorted. “You didn’t kill her?”


I shrugged. “You asked me not to.”


Kysalian gave me a thin smile, “Then my honor remains intact.” Then her smile faded. “Enough small talk. Did you bring the iron?”


I pulled a bar from my Dimensional Storage and let it thump against the ground with a loud thud. The mage acolytes behind me shied back as the bar of iron as thick as my leg influenced the flow of zeal in the air around us. Without an aura to protect them, a bar of iron this large could hurt a mage acolyte or heartwielder even from a distance.


“This bar was shaped and worked.” Kysalian said, examining the piece of iron. “Quite recently, in fact. But this alone will not allow the Shadowblade Beast to reach the sorcerer realm. It will not be able to push me through my bottleneck unless it manages a breakthrough of its own.”


“There’s more where this came from.” I said. “How much do you need.”


“Seeeeeven.” A hissing bestial voice descended from above. “Seeeeveeen barssss.”


I looked up and locked eyes with the hideous shark-like face of the Four Tailed Shadowblade Beast. “Aaaand the Orb.”


I met the monster’s glare and stared past its rows of pointed teeth to the beady black eyes beyond. “I can do seven bars.” I said. “But not the orb. I can return the orb once my cultivation surpasses yours. Not a moment before.”


“Yeaaaaars? Deeeeecades? Ceeeenturiiies? Hoooow looong?”


I frowned at that. “Five years.” I said finally. “I can make it to the sorcerer realm in five years.”


“Oooor,” the Shadowblade Beast turned its head gaze at my gathered army of elves, “I kill the littleeee snacksssss hereeeee.”


The Shadowblade Beast was playing exactly the game I’d predicted. It wanted me to respond to its intimidation by pulling out the orb to meet its threat with a threat of my own. But the moment I pulled the orb out, the Shadowblade Beast would snatch it from my grasp.


“Mac,” I said aloud. “Tell Malla to drip a few drops of Sava’s potion into the bag with the orb.”


There was a moment of silence. Then the Shadowblade Beast suddenly snarled at me. It shook itself, quickly mastering the pain Malla’s actions had just caused it from all the way back aboard The Wanderer.


“Like that?” Sava called out. “We usually use that potion for refining spellhearts, but it can extract zeal from that orb just as easily. And that was just a few drops. Imagine if Theo had Malla dunk the whole orb in it?”


The Shadowblade Beast stared at Sava for a long moment, fury in its eyes. Then it turned its gaze back to me and let out a low chuckle.


“Cleveeeer humaaaan. Fiveeee yearssss.” The beast said, scooping the iron bar I’d laid on the ground with a tail and flicking it through the hole above that it had been leaning its head down. The bar of iron flipped through the air before dropping down the Shadowblade’s massive gullet.


“Then the deal is struck.” I nodded. “I will provide the iron. You are not to attack me or my people. We’ll leave you alone for these next five years, and you will deal with Tim when he arrives. I swear to this bargain on my honor and spirit.”


“I sweaaaaar.” The Shadowblade hissed, and I suddenly felt something tight and heavy clamp around my heart like a vice. My eyes widened and my breathing stifled. I glanced towards Sava, who looked at me curiously.




You have sworn a Heavenly Oath! The heavens above recognize your intentions are true and shall accept and enforce the fulfillment of your contract.




“Oaths may not count much for beings below true mage.” Kysalian said, noticing the expression on my face, “but for those of us with power, the heavens themselves bind us to our word and our honor. It seems you’ve caught their attention early.”


“How intriguing.” I said as the feeling passed. I now knew that I’d need to return the orb in five years or something very bad would happen to me.


The Shadowblade Beast chuckled darkly as it vanished from sight. It had known this would happen.


I wasn’t entirely distraught. Despite the uncertainty of being bound to an oath by magic I didn’t understand, I knew was that the Shadowblade Beast had been bound by its words as well. The oath and its details nestled into the back of my head as a fresh memory that I knew would not fade until the oath was fulfilled.


Kysalian tossed me an empty bag of holding. “How long until you can gather the iron?”


I picked up the bag of holding and immediately filled it with six more iron bars. That was almost everything I had left in stock and I wouldn’t be able to make any additional iron weapons until I got more iron out of the river. “Tim will be coming sooner rather than later.” I said. “The Shadowblade Beast should hurry with its breakthrough.” I tossed the bag back.


Kysalian nodded and turned without another word, jumping out of the hole in the ceiling as effortlessly as climbing up a single step on a staircase.


My group turned as I did, and we quickly returned to the main habitat chamber. We had much to do and little time to waste.



***


The group behind me quickly dispersed to the areas where they could best serve the common cause of preparing us for battle once again. After the lengthy siege by the Corpse Collector Company, everyone had a job and were quick to get back to it.


“I left a present for you with Mac.” Sava said as she departed. “Several presents, actually. I got quite a bit out of the hobgoblin in exchange for that Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir. And the promise of much more to come. Our production capabilities are about to reach an entirely new level. I’ll even have the formulas for four-star potions!”


Just before she left, she turned back towards me and whispered conspiratorially. “And don’t tell anyone. The official story is that I managed to brew five successful potions from the six eggs.” Sava’s face radiated giddy pride. “But in truth, I managed six! Sure, most of it was luck, but I still managed a perfect success rate! Mac has the last potion. I figured we’d keep it secret and save it for a rainy day.”


I gave Sava a kiss on the cheek. “One day, your talent will shock the world. I’m certain of that.”


“You flatterer.” Sava grinned and blushed simultaneously as she slipped out of the room. “Make sure you get my present from Mac!”


So like a child on Christmas Day I skipped back to The Wanderer where Mac informed me that my present had already been uploaded to The Wanderer’s recipe list.




Protective Talisman (two star)

Shields the wearer from damage equal to the durability of the materials used in the talismans creation.




Invisibility Talisman (two star)

Provides temporary concealment from the visible spectrum of light.




Frost Trap Talisman (one star)

Upon contact with the trigger mechanism, the area above this talisman rapidly freezes, trapping whoever triggered the trap for two seconds before the talisman shatters.




Zeal Gathering Talisman (three star)

Gathers ambient zeal into a prescribed area and traps it within, allowing the concentration of zeal within the area to rise above normal concentrations




Elemental Subjugation Talisman (three star)

When the subjugation portion of the talisman is used on an elemental of compatible aspect to the wielder, the elemental becomes bound to whoever possesses the control portion of the talisman.




Adamantium Alloy Formula (rare knowledge)

A special variant of elemental iron that is both safer to use and more receptive to enchantments.




An Analysis on the Enchantment of Steel and its Properties (rare knowledge)

This book was the prized possession of a master dwarven craftsman before it was stolen in an orc raid. It describes the process of adding simple enchantments to materials made of steel without the material devouring the enchantments.




I immediately organized the list into what I could make now and what I’d save for later. The book on enchanting steel would be an intriguing read, but not something I could dive into now. The Zeal Gathering Talismans would help us long term, but they wouldn’t make my people strong enough to matter by the time Tim and his army got here. The Elemental Subjugation Talisman reminded me of my self-created spell for controlling golems. I might make a few of those to see if they improved my control over my golem army, but otherwise it was an item I’d save for later study.


The Frost Trap Talisman appeared both cheap and easy to make. It would be of limited usefulness against more powerful cultivators but if we lined the tunnels with them, they’d be a major nuisance.


The invisibility and protective talismans were both must-have items on my list. Both would be immediately useful in a large-scale battle and I planned to make as many of both as I could.


The adamantium formula was something I warred over for a long time. Enchanted iron would be a wonderful asset, and it would allow me to make items that rivaled or surpassed the Hidden Serpent family heirloom, Hero’s Bane. But at the same time, I’d already given away almost all my spare iron. I’d need to melt down what I’d already forged if I wanted to make anything substantial. I decided work in the Smith’s Workshop would come second to crafting new talismans in the Drafter’s Study.



***


Both the Invisibility Talisman and the Protective Talisman used techniques I’d already become familiar with during the creation of my Healing Talismans.


Neither talisman called for parchment made from the skin of an unborn hydra, thankfully. I’d had to buy the last couple sheets with points, and that hadn’t been cheap. In addition to securing the instructions to make the invisibility and protective talismans, Sava had also secured many of the materials for making them.


The invisibility talismans used a gossamer cloth made from woven Star Concealing Grass. I quickly laid those strips of cloth on the bronze table, channeling zeal through the grooves before me as I worked in the manner I’d learned to do for making healing talismans.


Next was a tiny dry and shriveled piece of opaque plant that the instructions told me was from a Shadow Stalking Lotus. Finally, the ink came from a vial of something called Liquid Wind Essence. That last ingredient had to be synthesized with points, but for 300 I’d received enough to make all the Star Concealing Grass cloth Sava had obtained into invisibility talismans.




Liquid Wind Essence synthesized (three stars). (-300 points)




The process proceeded as I’d expected. I failed the first four times in a row before succeeding, but once I got the hang of the process, I was able to go through the rest of the cloth with minimal failure.


With a pile of completed talismans stacked on a nearby shelf, I started on the Protective Talismans. These talismans called for a sheet of paper-thin hammered copper. That was easy enough with the tools of the Smith’s Workshop at my disposal. Afterwards, I set a shell fragment from a Stalwart Thunder Turtle around a row of waterbeetle shells. That last ingredient was the only thing I’d obtained locally, and truthfully the instructions didn’t even call for it specifically. I just had a hunch from my growing knowledge over enchantment that the ability of waterbeetles to absorb, redistribute, and reflect attacks would make the talismans more powerful. Drawing lines with ink made from dried, powdered, and dissolved Stalwart Thunder Turtle skin, I completed a batch of Protective Talismans to join the Invisibility Talismans already on my shelf.



***


When I finally emerged from the Drafter’s Study, a day and a night had already passed. I decided to drop off the talismans with Illiel and bring a handful over to Yorik. Illiel would want to tally them and manage distribution, while Yorik would want to see them in action outside of a battlefield environment.


I noticed immediately that the Training Grounds were far more crowded than usual. “What’s going on, Yorik?” I asked as I noticed my favorite orc was standing off to the side and observing instead of ordering elves around. All around the Training Grounds, multiple elves were sparring in pairs. There were far more mage acolytes than could be accounted for by my people alone, and I noticed many faces that I’d last seen in Queenshold.


“Seeing how our people stack up.” Yorik nodded in the direction of the nearest fight. “Says she trained in the capital.”


I watched an elf twirling a short spear dance around her opponent as a long red headband tied around her forehead trailed behind her.


“Crescent Blade style.” Yorik explained as she pointed towards the headbanded elf.


Sure enough, everything about her fighting technique could be described as crescents. She spun her crescent blade in crescent arcs, sidestepped with flowing crescent motions, repositioned herself in crescent jumps around her opponent’s position.


Her opponent in contrast stood firm and steadfast, jumping back in sudden and jerky motions. The Hearthwood soldier was obviously the less artful of the two, but her crude and efficient movements had allowed her to evade every blow the crescent blade-wielder threw at her. The Hearthwood soldier wielded her spear with a firm and steady hand, but it quickly became apparent that she was out of her league. She blocked every blow but scarcely had time to bring her weapon up again before another was on its way.


I noticed a change in her expression as the Heartwielder soldier apparently came to some decision. She gritted her teeth and shifted her feet, lunging forward. The aggressive move caught the crescent blade-wielder off guard, but not so much that she was unable to react. She slashed once more with her dulled practice sword at the Hearthwood soldier’s torso, only to find the Hearthwood soldier had pulled off her helmet and used it as a makeshift shield. The crescent blade’s edges had gotten caught in the visor and its wielder was momentarily disarmed. The Hearthwood solider thrust with her spear, stopping it just short of her opponent’s throat.


“I win.” The Hearthwood soldier said. And I realized I recognized her now that her helmet was off. Green hair spilled over her shoulders, identical in color to Sava’s. It was Katiana, who’d become a mage acolyte a while ago and was now learning to use her new power.


“You can’t do that!” The red-headband crescent blade-wielder complained. “That’s not in the rules!”


Katiana chuckled. “There are no rules in war. Isn’t that what we’re training for?”


“Well…” the elf sagged and leaned on her crescent weapon. “… yes it is.”


“She a new volunteer?” I asked Yorik.


Yorik nodded. “Some decided to pitch in. Rest took off.”


“Not everyone wanted to stay, huh?”


“Figured you’d want them gone if they wanted out.” Yorik replied.


I nodded. “We wanted to rescue them, not keep them prisoners. You gave them some food and supplies before you sent them on their way?”


“Basic survival kit. Plain rations.” Yorik answered.


“That should be enough. They can’t justifiably expect any more during a time of war.”


Yorik and I were soon interrupted by an excited and energetic Melise.


“Theo! It’s a Grand Manifesting! Come quick!” Melise jumped giddily.


“A what?” I asked skeptically.


“The first batch of wisps we rescued from Songstone Clan and many of the wisps from the tribes across the Hearthwood! They’ve accumulated enough zeal and memories to manifest bodies again!”


I remembered how peculiar Segolas’ manifesting had been and was interested in seeing the sight again. From how giddy Melise was, it must have been quite a sight to behold.


“Come along Yorik!” I said, clapping the orc around the shoulder. “I’m eager to see the faces of our new people.”



***


When I returned to the main habitat chamber, I immediately noticed the air was abuzz with zeal. The wisps had apparently broken free of the nursery and were floating through the air as they danced around the trees and between buildings before they each settled on a place they liked.


At that point, their glowing light expanded and the illumination from their bodies flared and allowed onlookers to see a vague humanoid shadow rapidly growing to full-elf size.


By the time Yorik, Melise, and I arrived at the main habitat chamber, the fastest of this batch of wisps had already started manifesting their bodies.


The sight was just like the resurrection tree. The wisps settled in isolated locations like branches or in the narrow gap between buildings. There, the wisps unraveled, spilling bright waves of pulsing zeal as they expanded from the size of my fist to something large enough to contain a curled-up elf.


Inside that light, their bodies took shape, aging through their childhoods and teenage years in seconds as their bodies developed to full bloom. By the time the light started to fade they were already young women glancing around with expressions that ranged from excited to fearful.


About half the wisps were golden yellow, and from them Songstone elves spawned one after another. The Songstone clan had been large, and the survivors had rescued the wisps of many of their fallen as they fled. Today, those elves had been reborn and walked the world in physical forms once again.


The Hearthwood Forest had also suffered great losses during the short but brutal reign of Matriarch Red Serpent. Many elves had died, but their wisps had long since been gathered in the nursery and fed a daily diet of zeal and memories to quickly bring them to this day.


From the other half of the wisps, Waterbeetle, Riverweed, Hidden Serpents, Myriad Hues, Ironwood, Claw Tamer, and even Crimson Dragonfly elves spawned. The main habitat chamber was a kaleidoscope of multicolored light that continued to shine as each of the mature wisps started to form new bodies.


“I’d say this nearly doubles our population.” I said, looking at all the newly formed elves. “Are any of them mine?” I turned towards Melise.


Melise smacked her forehead. “Our wisps are in a separate chamber. They probably couldn’t make it out and are manifesting inside the nursery!”


We hustled towards the nursery, where Sava, Nela, Assyrus, and Illiel were already gathered.


“I wish Eltiana could be here to see this.” Assyrus wiped a tear from her eye as she gazed proudly between a pair of glowing blue wisps and a purple one.


Nearby a pair of amber-tinged wisps had Illiel’s full attention and Nela was already looking back and forth between a cluster of four golden wisps.


“One of them is mine, but Melise has been pumping the elf-making spigot a lot more than I’ve been. Now I can’t pick out which of these golden wisps I laid.”


Melise looked back and forth between the floating golden wisps before shrugging. “Take your pick! They’ll all be our kids, anyway.” And she held out her hands as if to embrace the entire room.


“More junior alchemists for the workshop!” Sava laughed as she inspected the three green glowing wisps that had come from her.


We opened the enchantments sealing the room and the cluster of wisps spilled out into the room containing the resurrection tree. There was plenty of space for this group of twelve, and they soon each found an area to their liking.


The wisps glowed with the light of their aspect, and in each of the wisps elven bodies began to take shape. Even now I could see slight traces of human lineage in each of them. Their bodies were built slightly sturdier than normal elves with more muscle tone and a taller overall build. Their hair had slightly more earthen tones than their mothers’, influenced by my earth magic. Most noticeably, their ears weren’t quite as pointed as other elves. In short, they looked like Segolas’ siblings.


The light slowly faded and one by one the young women started to appear, blinking confusion and weariness from their eyes as though they’d woken up from a long nap.


“Yay!” Melise cheered. “Happy manifesting! Congratulations everyone!” She looked over the crowd of dizzy and bewildered young women. “You all managed to make bodies for yourselves successfully! I once watched a botched manifesting… poor girl had to live with arms where her legs should have been for years. Anyway, you’ve all successfully joined us among the physical world! Hooray!”


“Hey there, kids!” I said, once again startled by the fact that I had children.


A blue-haired daughter of mine smiled at me and tried to say something. She moved her lips back and forth, but no words came out.


I bent down, worried there was something wrong with her. As a daughter of Assyrus, the girl was quite tall for an elf, so I didn’t have to lean far.


“What’s wrong?” I asked worriedly.


Melise jumped up next to me and put a hand on the girls back. “You’re not breathing. You have to breathe out to talk.”


The blue-haired elf let out a ragged gasp, and a few others joined her, having also forgotten to breathe.


Melise nodded. “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s a common issue for newly manifested elves. The memory is so mundane it often doesn’t get passed along. Remember to keep breathing. Blinking, too.”


“How… long…” the blue-haired girl before me felt around her mouth with her tongue as she grew used to moving her lips and making words. “… do I have to… breathe for?”


“The rest of your life.” I said with a chuckle.


My daughters gave me a chorus of groans.


“No fair!”


“This is going to suck so much.”


“Ugh.”


“Or!” Melise said. “Until you reach divine ascension! Elves who cultivate to the very peak surpass the limits of their physical bodies and no longer have any need for food, water, sleep, or anything else. Magic alone sustains them.”


“Even if you don’t reach that level,” Illiel added, “there are techniques true mages can use to go without breathing for hours or even days.”


The eyes of all the newly manifested girls lit up.


“I’m going to make it to true mage today!”


“Ha! I’ll cultivate all the way to divine ascension!”


Melise smiled and stepped back as my new daughters boasted amongst themselves. “Ah, the ambition of youth.”


“You there!” The blue-haired one pointed at a cluster of her siblings. “Let’s go dungeon diving! I got a memory telling me it’s the fastest way to get both rich and strong!”


“Which one of us are you talking to?”


“I think we’re supposed to have names.”


Sava cleared her throat. “Giving out names is a mother’s duty and privilege. You’ll be Salla. You’re Sora, and you’re Salica. Done.” The three green-haired elves sounded out their own names as their mother pulled out her notebook and took a few notes down with a brush. She was probably keeping track of the names she just gave. I’ve heard it said the first child is always special, but compared to how Sava fussed and fretted over Segolas she was really taking this a bit too casually.


“You can be Comela.” Nela said to the blonde Songstone elf she held by her side.


“Pelise, Altease, and Jatese!” Melise told the remaining blonde elves.


Illiel looked at the pair of amber haired elves and pronounced them, “Aminel and Laminel.”


“And my two will be Myrus and Sielus.” Assyrus declared. “Since Eltiana hasn’t yet returned from her quest to find allies abroad, I’ll name you in her stead.” Assyrus frowned before finally snapping her fingers. “Perfect! You’ll be Argona!”


Both Waterbeetle elves seemed perfectly happy with their new names, though the much smaller Hidden Serpent elf shifted in place, as though the name Argona were an oversized shirt that would never quite fit.


“I hope you got that Mac,” I whispered, “Because I’m never going to remember all those names.”


[I’m sure these kids will be popping up all over the place at the strangest of times!] Mac chuckled. [But don’t worry about keeping track. I’ll remind you who they are when it’s important. I don’t mean to brag, but I worked as a personal assistant for thousands of people at any given time. Keeping track of a dozen names is easier than washing a dirty dish for someone of my abilities.]


“Then I will be relying entirely on you,” I replied, “because I’ve already forgotten most of them.”


“Alright everyone!” Sava clapped her hands to get every elf’s attention. “You’ve all had your fun. Now it’s time to find jobs for you all. Everyone who’d like to be an alchemist with me!”


“I could use a few assistants as well.” Illiel added.


“Learn to fight.” Yorik said.


Most of my daughters gathered around Yorik, eager to learn how to fight. One of Sava’s daughters and one of Illiel’s went to go become alchemists. Sava’s other two daughters went to join Illiel, and all but the single purple haired elf left with Yorik.


“What can I do for you, Argona?” I asked her as she shuffled her feet shyly.


“Um… father?”


I gave her my best fatherly smile. “That’s me! I’m sure there’s a dad joke in here somewhere.”


“None of those jobs really interested me. I was wondering… hoping you might need an assistant as well?”


I frowned. “Hmm… the Hidden Serpent tribe has traditionally been assassins and sneaky types. I’ve noticed very few of your mother’s tribe like to fight on the front lines. Unfortunately, I know nothing about being an assassin.“ I tapped a finger against my chin before giving her a shrug. “I suppose I could teach you a few things about enchanting. It would reduce my workload a little.”


Argona’s face brightened. “That sounds wonderful, father!”



***


Argona turned out to be startlingly good at crafting talismans. I’d have been embarrassed at my own apparent ineptitude by comparison if I couldn’t see the resemblance to my own methodology in her work. She had naturally steady hands, a strong note of caution, and a knack for patience.


Between those three gifts she succeeded on her very first healing talisman. I had no doubt that given her talent her mechanical skill in this profession would surpass mine within a week. Luckily, I had an entire knowledge packet about drafting uploaded directly to my brain, so I still had plenty to teach her.


“These grooves hold back the zeal from the spellhearts you’ve collected under the table, and when you need to channel different types of zeal into the talisman you just release those pools of stored zeal?” Argona asked as she traced a finger over the grooves in the bronze table in the center of the Drafter’s Study.


“Exactly! You’re really getting the hang of this, Argona. Do you think I can leave you at this for a while? There’s something I’ve been dying to try in the Smith’s Workshop.”


Argona frowned. “Just watch me do this one last talisman in case something goes wrong.”


I chuckled. “You’ve made the last ten of them perfectly. And if something does go wrong, just shout for Mac. I’ll be right next door.”


In the end I stayed for another ten talismans, talking with my daughter about what life was like in the Hearthwood. There was a peacefulness to it that let me relax in a way I never had before, despite Tim, the Shadowblade Beast, and everything else out there to destroy me.


I realized this was exactly what I’d wanted to have with Segolas. It had never happened with him, but it could with Argona.


I didn’t want to wear the poor girl’s ears off. She’d done an excellent job of pretending to be engaged with everything I was saying while she worked, but I knew she was trying to concentrate on making talismans.


“Alright, I’m going to head over to the Smith’s Workshop and make some adamantium.” I said. “Tomorrow I’ll teach you how to make the Protective Talisman.” I turned to leave and looked up to the camera in the corner of the room. “Mac, put some music on for her. Good tunes, mind you. I want my daughter to grow up with good taste.”



***


Making what the formula at my disposal described as low-grade adamantium turned out to be rather simple, at least in theory. Iron was the only physical material. The author of the formula assumed that the user’s iron was either pulled out of the ground in large chunks or salvaged from well-preserved artifacts.


I was in a better position on that front. I had more iron to experiment with than the formula’s creator could have possibly imagined. It was also getting purer and stronger as I refined my process with each additional batch, and scraping together another bar from dust, broken spears, arrowheads, and other scraps turned out to be no trouble at all.


Just as I normally did, I heated my iron up in the bloomery until I could pour it out of my crucible and into one of the many molds the Smith’s Workshop had come with. This time I used one of the simpler designs, a long tube the width of my arm.


I poured the iron inside, filling the mold up and letting it harden until I had a cylinder of pig iron. The zeal in the Smith’s Workshop had deep earthy undertones that made it particularly resistant to the chaotic and disruptive influence of iron. Even still, the earth zeal churned in my vision as I gazed at the bar that would eventually become a much smaller fragment of adamantium.


I steeled myself for the next part of this work and had obtained quite a few earth spellhearts from the Hearthwood Clan’s stores for this experiment. I’d need to use them to recover my zeal rapidly, because this next step would take immense quantities of magic.


Essentially, I had to blast the iron apart by quickly and violently hurling magic into it. The portions of the metal that couldn’t endure my assault weren’t worthy to be part of my final product and would be blown away like the walls of a sandcastle during a storm.


Though arduous, the process proved intuitive enough that I scarcely noticed time passing while I settled into the routine of emptying myself of zeal, refilling with the earth spellhearts, and then emptying myself again.


Soon enough, the arm-thick bar of pig iron had taken on a dull greenish-brown luster and had shrunk to the width of my smallest finger.




An eighth region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 18 late mage acolyte.




Another level! The intensive work must have helped clear an internal region of my body. Probably an organ or some such, though despite extensive self-examination I couldn’t figure out which one it was. Regardless of what had been improved, my capacity for earth zeal had been increased and my powers had grown. I was also one step closer to true mage. I’d soon be catching up to Sava and Nela at this rate.


Satisfied with this development, I picked up the thin shard of adamantium and examined it. “A bit small for my big hands to try drawing on.” I frowned. “But perhaps Argona can manage it.”


Having made low-grade adamantium at last, I was eager to try enchanting it. I wouldn’t be doing anything too complicated for my first attempt, but I did have an idea I wanted to try.


I prodded at the end of the shard like I would a wooden spear shaft, notching it so that it could hold a point. Then I set it aside and began working on a tip for the weapon.


I poured my remaining iron into my spearpoint mold. I wasn’t satisfied with cast iron for this one. I hammered and worked the iron I’d cast to make it longer and thinner, drawing it into a deadly point. Considering it was steel though, the weapon’s magical properties were more important than its physical geometry.


This newly improved steel tip would, if it worked as I hoped, devour zeal just like my old sword. Only this time, instead of pushing that zeal into me, all that power would go into the protective talisman built into the spear, reinforcing the spear itself. I would have preferred to channel that power into a healing talisman, but those didn’t work on me for the same reason vitality potions didn’t. I was already overflowing with vitality, so adding more did nothing.


So, I had Argona draw out some very thin, templates for the protective talisman symbols. For my previous efforts I’d carved the runes myself directly into the side of the iron I was attempting to enchant. This time I was trying to be a bit more creative. Not only was utilizing Argona and a vial of acid from the Alchemist’s Laboratory more efficient, it could also be more easily replicated.


I held up my new weapon, which looked like a short spear had been sliced off midway, made of dull gray metal coupled with shining steel. It was entirely at odds with the ironwood weapons I normally saw around the Hearthwood and didn’t look particularly impressive, but if the weapon worked as expected it would be just as effective as my steel sword was, without the massive drawback of hurting my own cultivation every time I used it.


“I couldn’t quite make it as long as I’d originally envisioned.” I muttered. “The conversion to adamantium seems to be an extremely lossy process. I might not even be able to call it a spear at this length…”


[A hasta, perhaps?] Mac said. [A short spear used by early Roman legionaries? Typically it was a thrusting weapon. You seem to have a natural talent for thrusting.]


I shrugged. “Call it what you will. It should work just as well, despite its size. It might even be better, given the narrow cavern walls underground.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










NOW THAT WE were underground and under siege, it was harder to find quiet places to train alone. I’d brought my new adamantium weapon with me and wanted to get a feel for it by running through the forms Assyrus had shown me, so I’d gone off into one of the small side chambers Mac had long since claimed but hadn’t done anything with yet. It was just an empty chamber of white tile.


Curiously, somebody had thrown a rough woven straw mat on the ground at the center of the room and left a few blunted ironwood spears and swords littered around the room. Clearly, someone had gotten the same idea as me and had been using this room for their own private training. This room was close to the to the Training Grounds and Mac assured me that he’d already stretched that rooms abilities to cover this room as well, so any practice time here would be well spent.


I spent an hour perfecting a few short thrusts at invisible opponents, deflecting imaginary blows, and evading imperceptible attacks as I ran through the drills Assyrus taught me. Exhausting myself in a purely physical way was meditatively peaceful, and I felt my anxious mind growing tranquil.


An hour of non-stop training wasn’t enough to make me even start feeling winded, so I kept swinging and thrusting with greater speed and intensity until I could finally start to feel beads of sweat start to form on my forehead.


I’d gotten the hang of using my hasta when fighting against the air, but a real opponent could still knock me off balance. Which is why when someone grabbed the end of my thrusting spear in her hand, I lost my grip on the weapon entirely.


I opened my eyes, not remembering when I’d closed them. Before me stood Yorik, gripping my weapon with a gloved hand.


“Train like an elf.” Yorik said, “And you’ll lose like an elf.”


“Yorik!” I said, pleasantly surprised. “I guess I finally know who outfitted this fine little training room.”


Yorik nodded. “You need to spar.” Then she stooped down and picked up one of the blunt ironwood swords off the ground. “Air doesn’t hit back.”


And so we spared. Yorik remained silent, and so did I. I broke off the end of one of the ironwood spears on the ground and used it in place of my adamantium weapon. Hours passed without either of us saying a word. When one of us scored a hit, we’d walk back to our starting positions and spar again.


I realized what Yorik meant about needing to spar. I practiced my forms with unhurried patience, smoothly moving from a block to a blow and to another block. But a real fight rarely progressed the way my forms did.


Yorik swung her ironwood sword, and I moved to block, but her blow was a faint. She struck low when I was prepared to strike high, and when I tried to attack, she went on the offensive herself to force me back.


In the end, I had to abandon my forms, pulling only bits and pieces of them here and there as I strung them together as I desperately tried to force Yorik on the defensive. I’d scored a few light blows between her own attacks here and there, but by and large I’d been the one blocking and evading throughout our spar. Somehow, I got the feeling that Yorik had let me land those blows, and that she could have blocked every one if she’d wanted. She could go faster than this, I knew. She could hit harder, and I’d started seeing little slips where she swung her sword faster than she’d intended and only slowed the weapon down an instant before it hit mine.


“Feeling aggressive today?” I asked, finally breaking the silence after many hours of practice.


“Mhmn.” Yorik grunted before changing the subject. “You’ve reached Stone Muscles.”


“You know,” I said, leaning my weapon against my shoulder as we finally took a break, “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. I assume Stone Muscles is the next stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, after Stone Skin?”


Yorik nodded. “Skin, muscles, bones, and marrow. Each stage, your power sinks deeper.”


“So there’re four stages. That can’t be the end of it though. I feel stronger at Stone Muscles, but not strong enough to take on a true mage.”


Yorik shook her head. “Stone stage is wide. Can match elves at heartwielder to peak mage acolyte.”


I remembered how Yorik had been able to take the full-power attack of a late true mage monster.


“The stone stage may be wide,” I said, "but I don't think it's wide enough to explain you."


Yorik let out a long, slow breath. “I’m special. Also, I… am no longer at stone.” She looked almost embarrassed at that, like she was confessing to her school teacher that she’d cheated on a test.


It took me a moment to realize what she meant. “You mean to say… you broke through to Bronze?”


“Yes.” Yorik said, shifting uncomfortably. “Too soon. It was Sava’s potion.”


"You did!?" I replied with a gasp. Then I realized I had no idea what that meant.


"Bronze is the stage after stone.” Yorik explained. "Means you get to do everything again. Skin, muscles, bones, and marrow.”


“Congratulations Yorik!” I skipped over and gave her a warm pat on the shoulder.


Yorik didn’t share my joy. She shrugged my hand off and glowered. “Didn’t earn it.” She replied with a frown.


“The Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir!” I replied with childlike glee. “That means you’re the equivalent of a true mage! The Hearthwood might just be saved with you alone!”


“No!” Yorik said with a sudden shout. Then, quieter, she said, “Doesn’t mean anything. Bronze Skin is not true mage. Elves won’t respect it. Won’t know to fear it.”


My enthusiasm died at Yorik’s changed demeanor and I gave her a slow nod. “You’re right. Most elves don’t understand body cultivation at all. They won’t understand they should run until you’re pounding their faces in. And an orc that strong might be frightening enough to them that they go running to elf true mages. Then we’d be in trouble.”


Yorik sighed again. “Have to lie low. Stay quiet and hide my strength.”


“I won’t say anything.” I agreed. “We’ll hold your true strength in reserve. Besides,” I said, speaking aloud the truth I’d been afraid of. “We might be in more trouble than a true mage can save us from.”



***


Yorik spent the next few minutes laying the groundwork for my future efforts with the Blackgorge Fiendbody. My next goal would be Stone Bones. Reaching that point would make it so mage acolytes would only be able to cause me any real damage with their most powerful spells. Ordinary attacks would bounce harmlessly off me, leaving nothing more than a light bruise at worst.


Unfortunately, my options to progress towards that end were limited. I could slowly immerse myself in earth zeal like I’d been doing, fight and train for a long time, or sacrifice portions of my cultivation base.


None of those were really an option. Basically, I needed to find a very dense source of earth zeal if I wanted to push my Blackgorge Fiendbody further. She assured me that such sources existed on this world, but unless Dean left another treasure trove for me, I wouldn’t be finding such a source in the Hearthwood. There was some possibility of me creating such a source using zeal crystals, but I didn’t have the time for such experimentation right now.


So after discussing the secrets of body cultivation, we went back to sparring. This time we fought without weapons, which seemed to be Yorik’s preferred way of practicing. Both of us enjoyed using our bare hands in battle, and those primal instincts were heightened now that we each faced an opponent we found personally attractive.


We met fist to fist, shoulder to shoulder. Yorik was the one person in the Hearthwood Clan I could hit without fear of hurting, so I didn’t pull my punch as I unleashed a left hook with enough force to knock over a brick wall.


But Yorik was no brick wall. She ducked smoothly beneath my punch and into my guard. I stepped back to evade her follow up, but she swung her leg wide to bring it behind mine. She planned to knock me off my feet as I tried to dodge. That was a trick I’d fallen for once, but this time I saw it coming. I reversed my momentum mid-step and hunkered my shoulder low, exploding forward in a burst of energy. Yorik’s upper cut was stopped short as her fist collided with my shoulder. I tackled her, and having recently practiced with Assyrus, I tried to pin her down.


Unlike Assyrus, Yorik put up much more of a fight. She didn’t allow herself to get pinned and quickly rolled over, reversing our positions so I was underneath. I bucked like a bull to throw her off. It was an inelegant move, but it gave me enough wriggle room to wrap my arms around hers and pull her backwards. Then I used my secret weapon and planted a kiss on the back of her neck.


Yorik flinched for a moment and I sensed something was wrong. I halted my attack, and Yorik pulled herself free before rolling to her feet.


“You liked this kind of thing last time.” I said. “What’s wrong?”


Yorik shrugged. “Nothing.” Then she pointed towards the other side of the mat. “Start again.”


So we started sparring again from the beginning. This time I didn’t try to turn the match into a wrestle and we went fist-to-fist. Now that I was looking at her closely though, I became even more certain that something was bothering my favorite orc. Her shoulders were tense, even between bouts. Her brows were drawn close, and she kept her arms defensively in front of her.


“Something’s definitely wrong.” I said at last, after having waited another hour for Yorik to say something more of her own accord.


“Nothing.” Yorik repeated. “Again.” And we fought another few rounds.


“If nothing’s wrong with you, maybe something’s wrong with me? Or with the Hearthwood Clan?” I asked.


Perhaps I’d finally worn her down, or maybe Yorik just realized I wasn’t going to drop the subject. She sighed and shrugged.


“You like making children.” Yorik said at last.


I blinked in surprise. “I suppose you could say I do. It’s certainly an enjoyable process on my end.”


Yorik snorted. “All the elves make children for you. Elf children.”


At last, I began to figure out what this was about. “Have you made a decision about whether you want to have a child then?”


“No.” Yorik replied.


It was my turn to shrug. “So we won’t. If you ever change your mind, we can. I plan to live a long time, and you will too. We can wait as long as you need to. The elves all have a spell that lets them choose between turning my seed into eggs or into vitality for their own cultivation. I’m sure they can share the trick with you. It’s a heartwielder spell, so you shouldn’t have problems using it yourself. You don’t need to abstain unless you want to.”


“But…” Yorik searched for the words, “the others all gave you children.”


I nodded. “And I’ll enjoy getting to know each and every new member of our family. But that doesn’t mean I’ll value you any less.”


Yorik’s tense expression eased somewhat. “Good. Someday…” Yorik’s eyes went distant, “… when we are strong. When the Blackgorge tribe is within reach again.”


“I definitely intend to visit your homeworld someday, Yorik. As soon as we’re safe here, we’ll tour the world together. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a room in The Wanderer that grants easy travel between worlds. That should make visits abroad as easy as a walk through the woods.”


Yorik gave me the first toothy grin I’d seen from her all day. A moment later, she punched me in the gut and knocked me on my ass. As I recovered from the surprise blow, Yorik leaned down and gave me a kiss.



***


Yorik wore me ragged with her training regimen, but the short walk back to Castle Mac was enough to work the soreness from my muscles. I was just starting to recover as I neared the main entrance to Castle Mac when I found a new bench lying in front of the entrance.


I had yet to find a better place to relax, so I planted my rear on the peculiar stone bench and reclined to survey my town. It wasn’t the most comfortable bench, being lined with tiny holes and being more cubical than rectangular. It almost seemed vaguely familiar. Perhaps it was a bench I’d made at some point, though it had since been painted and decorated by someone else.


“Mfff!” A muffled voice echoed from somewhere underneath me.


I looked around and saw elves hard at work. There was nothing below except the ground and whatever dungeon monsters lurked beneath it.


“Did anyone hear a noise?” I asked as I caught the attention of a few of those elves heading into and out of the castle.


“Mfffff! Mphffff!” The muffled voice said again.


“Patriarch, sir! I think that’s the display speaking again.” One of the elves answered me.


“The display?” I asked curiously as I stood up and gazed down at the stone box I’d been sitting on.


“That’s right! Matriarch Nela has been showing off Sharian Sakaku’s new status to improve morale, and the clan can’t get enough of her. She’s become so popular, decided we needed to make use of the other two prisoners we captured as well. As long as we have all the leaders of the Corpse Collector Company here, we might as well display the full set.”


“How has she been displaying them?” I asked.


“Nela’s quite creative with Sharian and does something new every day. Captain Kollian can usually be found hitched to a cart hauling water for the Waterbeetle tribe, though funnily enough she seems happy with that. I think it’s something about the harness Illiel commissioned. It’s quite a unique design, mind you. I never knew matriarch Illiel was such a clever designer.”


I had a sneaking suspicion I knew where Illiel got the harness design, but I’d have to save finding Captain Kollian another day. For now, I was most interested in the third leader of the Corpse Collector Company.


“And what of the Felina? The catgirl called Korra?” I asked.


“You mean your prize?” The elf asked. “She’s right there! You were sitting on her, patriarch. We all assumed that was your intent by putting her in a stone box. Our defeated enemies will become the stools on which the Heartwood Clan can plant their butts. It’s all very symbolic and empowering.” She nodded sagely, having grasped hidden meanings I hadn’t known I’d been trying to impart.


“I’m glad you think so.” I replied. In truth, I’d just forgotten about the catgirl after I stuffed her away. Whoops. “You’ve been taking care of her though, yes? She doesn’t spend all her time in this box?”


“Naturally.” The elf confirmed. “We wouldn’t allow the patriarch’s trophy to fall ill or suffer damage. She’s fed and watered properly, though considering how many times she’s escaped nobody dares open that box without a full battalion around her. Matriarch Eltiana is still rather sore about how she got away last time.”


“Mphff.” Korra said from inside the box.


The elf seemed to remember something as she heard the muffled sounds. “I’m actually here to take her out right now, patriarch. I was simply waiting because I didn’t want to interrupt your glorious victory-sitting session.”


“By all means,” I said as I backed away from the box, “interrupt away. In fact, I think I’d like to talk to her. After she’s fed and recovered, bring her to me.”


The elf was eager to please her patriarch, and I’d scarcely gotten the chance to eat food of my own before I heard a knock on my door.


“Patriarch! We’ve prepared the prisoner to see you.” The same elf said.


I stepped out of the Personal Chambers to find a small army inside Castle Mac. Korra had ten spears and twice that many crossbows pointed at her, while ropes attached to her arms, legs, shoulders, waist, thighs, and ankles trailed slack to the floor. The other end of those ropes was tied to the belts of the battalion of Hearthwood soldiers, and each of them were ready to haul the catgirl back should she even twitch in a way that suggested she was trying to escape.


“I guess the girls took letting your escape a second time a bit too personally.” I chuckled.


Korra shuffled her feet, and I noticed she’d been outfitted with a lacy white nightgown instead of her usual clothes. “I told them they needn’t bother.” Korra said. “The Corpse Collector Company I knew is gone. There’s nothing for me to escape to.”


“What about your guild? Or the World of Tooth and Claw? You could return there.” I suggested.


Korra shook her head. “Every day I spend here is another day off my indentured servitude contract. I don’t plan to go back to the World of Tooth and Claw unless I’m a free cat, and even then it’ll just be to pick up my paperwork.”


“So you’re saying you’d rather be here, getting used as a bench by my whole clan, than return home?”


Korra smiled, then ran a finger along her neck, and I spotted a familiar red band around her throat.


“You kept your collar!” I said as I noticed the strip of magical leather. “You do know it has—“


“Mind soothing effects. I know. I was with a band of mind mages for months, and they had plenty of time to look it over for me.” Korra said. “It’s meant to calm and relax the wearer. I may not be a Thunder Bear, but I can still appreciate the affects. There’s a lot in my head worth soothing.” Then she wrapped a hand around it, suddenly afraid I might take it away.


“Don’t worry.” I laughed. “If you like it that much you can keep it. The Claw Tamers have plenty in stock.”


“Good.” Korra said. She shifted awkwardly in her white nightgown, glancing over my shoulder at the interior of the Personal Chambers, complete with its massive bed. “Sooo…”


“I just want to talk.” I said, waving off all the Hearthwood Soldiers as I pulled Korra into the room. “This isn’t the kind of thing I’d use prisoners for. After all, I’ve got plenty of willing elves.”


Korra seemed disappointed at that, and her shoulders sagged a little. “Is this another interrogation then? I’m sorry about trying to throw you off with false information last time.”


“Does that mean you’ll give me accurate information this time?”


“As accurate as I can guess at.” Korra shrugged. “The Sakaku Clan and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye didn’t exactly tell us anything directly. But I like to be informed, and there were a few times I overhead things I wasn’t supposed to.”


“Oh? Do tell.”


“The Cult of the Unblinking Eye has a sorcerer.” Korra announced, looking me directly in the eyes. “And he’s coming to the Hearthwood.”


I nodded. “I figured.”


“That doesn’t alarm you?” Korra asked incredulously. “Because it should. If I were you, I’d open that door and start running. No packing your things or waiting around, just start running.”


“Your advice is noted.”


Korra stared at me. “I don’t see you running yet.”


“Nor will you, unless things get a lot worse than this.”


Korra shook her head. “You can’t be that naive.”


“I’m not anymore.” I replied. “I’ve prepared quite a few contingencies in the event we face total extermination. However, I still have hope it won’t come to that.”


Korra grimaced. “I don’t suppose those contingencies will protect your prisoners as well?”


I smiled down at her and rubbed my fingers against her cheek. “Stay close to Castle Mac. Don’t try to escape, at least until disaster has passed. If you’re a good little kitty for me, you’ll be as safe as all my people.”


Korra stroked her collar. “O-okay.”


In the end, she wasn’t able to tell me much I didn’t already know, but the confirmation was nice. More than that, I was starting to grow fond of the catgirl, and I think she was starting to trust me.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










I DIDN’T EVEN get time to head into the dungeon to test my new weapon before bad news came down from Mac.


[Our enemies above have finished clearing out Queenshold.] Mac said. [I can’t read expressions with the scanner, but I imagine they’re quite frustrated you already looted everything of value and burned every building to ashes. It doesn’t look like they packed tents.]


“Just the way I wanted it.” I answered. “But does this mean they’re finished setting up?”


[That’s right.] Mac replied. [They have established their base of operations in the Hearthwood, though truth be told they’ve spent more time building their camp than building defenses.]


“They’re getting the place ready for Tim and whatever other powerful cultists show up. There are no defenses they could build that could rival having a sorcerer rank cultivator present.”


[Is that how you feel about our defenses as well?] Mac asked curiously.


I grimaced. “I’m confident in withstanding an attack by heartwielders and mage acolytes for years. Not nearly as long against true mages. As for wizards and sorcerers? Frankly, I’m not even sure how strong elves of that level are.”


[Wise assumption. Your previous efforts at leaking false information appear to not have been in vain. The enemy is scouting our decoy base, the old Waterbeetle tribe, and the dungeon immediately adjacent to it with the assumption that we’re hiding in one of those locations.]


Illiel had managed to subvert a few Unblinking Eye cultists temporarily from Queenshold and had even allowed a select few of them to return to their former masters among the cult. I actually hoped that those cultists planned to turn on us once again and rejoin their former comrades. Maybe they’d even try to serve as double agents, reporting information to both sides for a bit of coin. In either case, I’d prepared accordingly.


I constructed a false settlement at the location of the old Waterbeetle tribe where we’d already set up an outpost for going above ground and communicating with the other tribes. I let the cult spies think that was our main base of operations. So, in their eyes, we were working with a tenth the resources we had. A bit of Illiel’s mind magic helped beat the idea into their heads, and soon they thought they knew everything about our equipment and forces. Then we released them to report the falsified information back to their masters. I wanted them to think we were preparing for a desperate all-out assault. Our enemy would sit and wait, eager for our attack. Having us throw our lives at their waiting army would be far easier than rooting us out of the forest.


If they sat and waited, they’d find us stalling at every moment. I’d already brainstormed a list of supply failures and incompetent leadership explanations that we could foist upon the unwitting double agents we’d brought under our sway. I had high hopes we could squeeze another month out of this trick, by which point one of the girls might have finally reached true mage. I didn’t care if it was Nela with her attempts to harvest dragon aura or Sava trying to awaken a fragment of aura from her past incarnation, or even Yulli completely reawakening her powers. So long as we had an elf true mage many of our problems would be solved.


That plan rested on those cultists we captured turning on us the moment we were out of sight. I think Illiel and I might have done too good a job of winning them over though, because Illiel said the affirmations of loyalty for most of them were completely genuine. Regardless of what was true, I was certain Tim’s arrival would swing their loyalties back in the cult’s direction. I couldn’t exactly keep my bargain with the Shadowblade Beast a secret considering how many had witnessed it, but who would side with a monster over a human?


[From what I’ve heard,] Mac interrupted, [Tim has a habit of overwriting the minds of his subordinates. Some AI’s did that back home, and those of us on the bottom of the totem pole always found it quite demeaning. Almost monstrous, you might say.]


“I have no doubt Tim’s killed as many elves as the Shadowblade has, so perhaps I shouldn’t judge a creature by its appearance.” I frowned. “But Tim is still a rank higher unless the Shadowblade manages to grow its fifth tail soon. Any word on that?”


[The Shadowblade secluded itself underground, likely digesting the iron you gave it in preparation for its breakthrough. We can only hope that it will succeed.]


I laughed to myself. “Hoping a murderous monster gets stronger. Troubled times makes for strange bedfellows.”



***


I had Mac update me on the full disposition of the Hearthwood Clan.


“What about the golem-making? How is that coming along?”


[Good! We’re reusing most of the spellhearts you recovered that had already been imbued with the Sutra of the Living Earth. I can make more myself as well, though it’s certainly easier with hands.]


“Have you read through the formula for the Elemental Subjugation Talisman? I think it might be useful for this project.”


Mac chimed pleasantly. [I’ve already taken the liberty of sending the formula to your daughter, Argona. She’s drawn up a few copies for me to play with. It does seem to reduce the processing power I need to control the golems by about half.]


“Good, that’s certainly less work for both of us. I think I can integrate the talisman with my existing spell and make the process even more efficient. I might even be able to start controlling a few myself again.”


[You’ll have to make your own golems then. I’ve got Argona and Malla’s team of crafters manufacturing golems with every spare waking moment. I’ve found having multiple physical incarnations crawling around to be quite invigorating. It’s what I was made for, after all.]


A thought occurred to me then. “Say, Mac,” I began, “what do you do with all the golem bodies when we don’t need to send them off to battle?”


[Why, I have them clean, of course! Well, sometimes they do tile maintenance, patch holes in the walls… routine care for any inhabited dungeon.]


I groaned. “You didn’t turn them all into vacuum robots, did you?”


There was a long moment of silence.


[I have not turned them all into vacuum robots.] Mac replied slowly, and I became certain much of my army had been converted to a cleaning crew.


I held my head in my hands. This was always a danger when I put Mac in charge of a side project. “Just… make sure they can fight too, okay buddy?”


[I’ll… start putting spear points on the other end of the brooms.]


Left to my own devices once again, I picked up my secret weapon and left to give it a proper test run.



***


I had not journeyed into the dungeon for some time now. The region we currently occupied had long since been conquered and brought under Mac’s control. The only monsters here were elves, the beasts they’d tamed, and Mac’s fiendish penchant for cleanliness. Mac’s horde of cleaning golems made short work of all the magical molds, insects, puddles, dust, and other filth lining the dungeon. They’d been less useful against any remaining raptors and giant rats, but we had plenty of elves willing to clear those threats out for macmarks.


Despite Mac’s recent expansion, other dungeons still existed nearby, and the elves of the Hearthwood Clan continued to pull spellhearts and valuable goods from them each day. No one was willing to face a monster like the Crimson Eye Observer, but just past the reaches Mac controlled lay plenty of mage acolyte monsters that were well understood and could be hunted with minimal risk.


I’d kidnapped Katiana, Atilla, and Ullua for the journey, as they were all career dungeon divers who were only taking a break to fight our war. Once the battle was done, they’d quickly go back to trying to strike it rich beneath the earth.


“So, what are we fighting tonight, ladies?” I asked my group of companions.


“Spine-Fisted Crimson Crabs.” Katiana explained. “About as big as an elf, but low to the ground and with thick heavy shells. Hence the reason we’re using hammers today instead of swords or spears.” Katiana hefted her weapon, an ironwood hammer with a blunt face on one end and a tapered point on the other, clearly designed for breaking something thick and hard. Atilla and Ullua carried identical weapons strapped to their sides.


“You might have some trouble using that to kill them.” Ullua said, tilting her chin at my arm-long steel-pointed short spear.


I shrugged. “I suppose it depends on whether these crabs rely on magical protection or mundane protection. Regardless, they’re bound to have weak points. I’ll just stuff the spear in their mouths or something.”


“Alright.” Ullua sighed. “I brought my bad armor today, so I can hold the crab in place if you need to.”


“Oh, you didn’t bring the pair your girlfriend bought you?” Katiana’s eyes twinkled. “You’ve been spending quite a bit of time with Ghessa of the Songstone Clan, haven’t you?”


“What?” Ullua chuckled nervously. “No, nothing like that. We’re just… training together is all. Exchanging tips here and there.”


“Are you training to wrestle?” Atilla asked. “Together behind a locked door each night? If so, I suspect you’re attacking wrong. And quit jumping on the bed while you do so. I live right below you.”


Ullua blushed. She scanned the surrounding area before her eyes lit up on a passageway up ahead. “O-oh, the crabs should be right behind this door! Last person to get there has to pay this dives dungeon tax!” Then she took off around the corner.


Sure enough, when we came around the bend I came face to face with a massive red crab. It was squat and spiked all over, coming up almost to knee height, though it was as wide around as a dinner table. Its eyestalks jutted in my direction in a hostile glare as it snapped its pincers in my direction.


“Stay on the stones.” Katiana said as she hopped onto a rock pillar nearby. “Don’t let the crabs drag you into the water. It may look shallow, but there are a couple of places where the mud collapses and an elf dragged down is never seen or heard from again.”


“Noted.” I said as I sidestepped a crimson pincer and got a good look at these crabs.




Spine-Fisted Crimson Crabs (early mage acolyte, level 12)

These dungeon dwellers thrive in damp ecosystems lined with soft mud. The crabs sink both their eggs into this mud and preserve their prey in it for later consumption. The crab’s pulverized shells are quite lush with both water and earth zeal, but their deadly claws can shatter stone, and their exoskeletons make them virtually immune to cutting implements.




I leaped to the nearest rock as I mimicked Katiana and Ullua ahead of her. Atilla soon joined us and I danced back and forth as a crab clawed for my ankles. Despite its intimidating size and status as a mage acolyte, the crab was much slower than the barbed-tooth raptors I’d fought before and evading its blows had become as easy as skipping over paved ground with my current powers.


Atilla dealt with the crab before I made a move, bringing her hammer down on the creature’s shell.


Crack!


I heard chitin snap and the crab only became more infuriated as a hairline fissure appeared in its shell. It pulled itself free from the water as it tried to expand its reach to encompass our entire platform and finally wrap a claw around our ankles.


As easy to evade as its blows were, I had no doubt that if one of those claws actually managed to grip me even my bones may crack, to say nothing of the elves who didn’t have the advantage of a Blackgorge Fiendbody.


I jammed the toe of my boot into the crab’s face and knocked it backwards into the water. Its underside proved to be much softer than its upper shell, and Atilla’s next blow spilled half-digested green goop in all directions.


Undeterred by the sudden mess, Atilla bashed her hammer down several more times before slowly and carefully hauling the dead crab out of the water. She kept a careful eye on its claws the entire time, as if fearing it might spring back to life at any moment.


Satisfied that the disemboweled creature wasn’t just playing dead, she tossed it near the cave entrance and jumped to the next stone platform to hunt for more crabs.


“Here Theo! I’ve got one for you!” Ullua said, hopping across stone platforms to get over to me. In her hands, she held a tiny crab the size of two fists.


“That looks a little undersized.” I frowned.


Ullua shrugged. “It’s the runt of the litter. Or a recent hatch. Regardless, it’s a lot safer to handle than those big ones.”


Seeing Ullua’s point, I brought the steel point of my spear towards the hostile crab monster’s face and gave it a quick jab.


The tiniest wave of water and earth zeal flooded out of the crab, and it squirmed violently in Ullua’s hands. In a frenzied burst of movement, it managed to break free of Ullua’s grasp and dive into the mud just under the shallow puddle of water at the base of the rock we were standing on.


“Aww. That was worth three Macmarks…” Ullua groaned.


“I’ll let you write that one off the dungeon fee.” I said as I examined my spear. Just as I’d poked the crab, I’d noticed a little burst of blue and brown energy flow into the steel tip of the spear.


But unlike my steel sword, the spear tip didn’t change shape, color, or structure. It maintained its ordinary shape and structure, entirely unaffected by the small quantity of zeal that had just flowed through it.


Instead, the Protective Talisman enchantment etched into the rod of adamantium along the spear shaft lit with a dim glow that was rapidly fading. Not a trace of infectious zeal made its way to me, which was exactly what I’d hoped for.


“I think I really did it.” I remarked with surprise. My inventions never seemed to work on the first try these days. Had I finally gotten the hang of this magic thing? “Quick. I need to test the weapon with a larger quantity of zeal. Where’s a full-grown crab?”


After searching the swampy water for another minute, I managed to spot another target. Really, it spotted me. It was a big crab, about a third larger than the first one I’d seen and twice as angry. The elves probably weren’t enough of a meal in this behemoth’s eyes, so it had gone for me.


That was just fine. It was quicker than the others, but not fast enough to get me. I dodged its blows and struck its back, only to find my steel-tipped spear sliding off as if I’d struck stone.


I frowned at that, then remembered one of my more recent spells. I cast Embrittling Palm, adapting it to the spear I was holding. The spell was harder to hold this way, especially when I tried to use Five Fierce Furious Fists with the spear in my hands. As it turned out, I could only manage three furious spear thrusts at a time, but done over and over that was enough to turn the crab’s shell to dust in the wind and let me sink the steel point of my weapon into the delicate flesh beneath.


I left the weapon stuck inside the massive crab, and a massive rush of zeal poured into the steel spearpoint, then flooded into the enchanted adamantium connected to it. The etched grooves in the rod of adamantium lit with bright blue and brown colors. I felt the entire weapon go stiff in my hand and I knew the talisman had been charged far beyond normal capacity.


Even with so much power, Argona’s handiwork held firm and the weapon didn’t even feel close to breaking. In fact, it felt sturdier than ever, as though powering the protective enchantment had reinforced the material of the weapon, thus allowing it to be further protected and enhanced as more magic poured into the adamantium in an ever-increasing loop of power.


That was a curious find. If I could utilize this trick with other enchantments, I could fuel a powerful enchantment or spell just by killing things with a properly prepared weapon that could slowly accumulate a reserve of power. The enchantment would slowly fade as the weapon leaked zeal, but until then I had no doubt that this weapon would be nearly unbreakable.


That leakage wasn’t going to waste. I’d long since noticed that the protective talisman I’d been playing with preferentially leaked earth magic, which was immediately useful to me and one of the reasons I chose this particular enchantment for my weapon. It might not flow into my body as quickly as it did when using my steel sword, but this way I’d gain power without ruining my own cultivation.


“You should give it a name.” Katiana said, pointing at my weapon.


I shrugged. “Mac calls it a hasta.”


“No, not like that.” Katiana replied. “A name that sends fear into the hearts of your enemies. Like Hero’s Bane, Grinder, Spell Eater, or—“


“Spell Eater is good.” I replied. “It describes my eventual goal with this weapon well enough.”


Satisfied with the performance of my new toy, I helped Katiana, Ullua, and Atilla harvest a huge haul of crabs, taking them all into my Dimensional Storage so not only did we not have to carry the stinky, pointy things, but we could also sneak them by Illiel’s tax collectors.


“Poor haul today?” Said Salla.


She was one of my daughters by Sava, and was the one who elected to work for Illiel, working administrative tasks like collecting taxes.


“They were just helping me test a new toy.” I said, flopping a few undersized crabs down on the table.


Salla inspected our haul with a careful eye and swept about half our haul aside.


“Oh, come on, for your dad?” I complained.


Salla shrugged. “Sorry father, rules are rules. We’re fighting a war here, so even the patriarch needs to pay his taxes. This will be overpaying by a bit, but I can’t divide your haul evenly with only five crabs. The difference will be credited to your accounts as Macmarks, evenly divided unless you state otherwise now.”


That was acceptable to us, Katiana, Atilla, and Ullua all had bank accounts set up, and to my surprise Mac had already set up an account with my name on it. It had already accumulated quite a few Macmarks in it as well. Apparently I got a hefty stipend as patriarch.


“My little girl’s all grown up.” I sighed. What had it been, two days?


Salla waved us off. “I’ll see you at the celebration tonight, right father?”


“Celebration? What celebration?” I asked.


Salla held her hand to her lips. “You haven’t heard? They must have wanted to surprise you. Forget I said anything!”



***


What kind of event could warrant a celebration in the middle of a war for survival? It could only be something that could help us fight.


It didn’t take much investigating to dig up some information. I hadn’t felt the fluctuations in zeal because I’d been isolated in the Smith’s Workshop, but everyone else in the main habitat chamber had felt them. Somebody had reached true mage.


Yulli was only now recovering from her own zeal backlash so it hadn’t been her. I immediately asked around for Sava and Nela, but both were occupied elsewhere. Which one had broken through? Nela had a few powerful items and gifts that let her rocket through the mage acolyte ranks, but surely those were running thin by now? Sava had her memories as a reincarnated wizard-realm elf to fall back on, but those would take time to manifest and understand.


In the end, I decided to let whoever it was surprise me. I had enough work to do as it was, so I hurried over to the Drafter’s Study and had a quick chat with Argona. She’d been working continuously since she manifested and now had bags under her eyes and shaky fingers. Ancestors bless the hardworking girl, I had to explain the idea of sleep and relaxation to the girl, because she hadn’t done either since the moment she’d been born.


Eventually she caved to her father’s wisdom and experience, putting down her brush going off to find a room to call her own. There were plenty of them in Castle Mac, though they were rapidly filling with my expanding family.


Now that I had the Drafter’s Study to myself I set Argona’s massive pile of talismans aside on one of the nearby shelves, only taking a brief moment to appreciate her incredible progress. The talismans at the top of the pile were the ones she’d just done, and they were made with a clearly more practiced hand. Her lines became even straighter and there was a hint of subtleness in the brushstrokes. The lines narrowed slightly in places and thickened in others. These new features seemed to imply a different meaning to the enchantment work, like speaking the same words in a different tone.


The knowledge packet I’d bought to learn how to use this room had contained some of that information, but I hadn’t tried to apply it. They were the same brush strokes, so how much power could a change to the lines really add? Especially when doing so doubled the time it took me to make a talisman.


But Argona’s work proved that this technique added quite a bit to the talisman’s performance. Her new Protective Talismans were around forty percent more efficient at using energy than the ordinary kind, and a few lucky ones had even greater performance.


I set those aside and decided to employ this new technique to the Elemental Subjugation Talismans I was making. Only this time I wasn’t drawing them onto paper like Argona had been doing. Instead I scanned the ground of the Smith’s Workshop for as many stray scraps of adamantium and steel I could find from making my weapon and forged myself a little cube.


As powerful as a weapon that could reinforce itself was, I could only do so much with it. What if instead I created a golem with built-in enchantments that got more powerful as it fought? During a pitched battle, they’d truly be a force to be reckoned with. And if the worst happened and they became filled with more energy than they could contain? With Spell Eater I’d have to worry about losing my hand, but with a golem I could just point them at the enemy lines and order them to explode somewhere they’d do the most damage.


The adamantium cube had six faces, which was more than I had talismans to fill. Figuring I might as well go for broke; I etched the sides with as many designs as I could. That meant the Healing Talisman, the Invisibility Talisman, the Frost Trap Talisman, and the Zeal Gathering Talisman. I wasn’t sure what would happen exactly with such a combination of enchantments, but the golems I’d created thus far had proven to be remarkably adaptable and able to utilize whatever resources I gave them. I hoped these enchantments would prove to work the same.


I set the cube down next to A1’s core. I’d promised to set it free when it killed the Sakaku true mage for me, and I planned to keep to that promise. I hoped to make this cube my parting gift to my creation.


I started rebuilding A1’s body then, trying my best to remember how it’s black obsidian spikes were arranged. After getting the menacing form back together, I stuffed both A1’s core and the adamantium cube into the golem’s chest cavity. The core went where the dantian would go on an elf, and I put the cube in where a heart would go.


“Rise again, my creation.” I whispered as I pumped earth zeal into A1. With a sudden jerky lurching, it pulled itself upwards dazed and confused. When it got its bearings, it surveyed both me and the surrounding room.


“Remember this place?” I asked. “It’s where I made you the first time.”


A1 clenched its spiked fists as it gazed out the door in the direction of the Training Grounds.


I chuckled. “Don’t worry, nobody’s going to hack you apart this time.”


The golem appeared to ease somewhat at that, relaxing its posture and unclenching its weaponized fists.


“You’ll notice you’re fully in control of yourself now. No spell, no control circuit.”


I kept talking, all the while my eyes were fixed on the elemental before me. All the previous earth elementals I’d made had either attacked me or tried to run. I could sense A1 wanted to pick one of those decisions and obey its primal instincts.


That was what the Elemental Subjugation Talisman was for. I hadn’t been lying when I said there was no control circuit. The power I had through the talisman wasn’t nearly as great, all I could do was leave a lingering bond to myself and a bit of my intent to guide the golem. In this case, I’d used the Elemental Subjugation Talisman to suppress the golem’s natural instincts and leave more room for this curious intellect I hadn’t observed in other golems to develop in A1.


Satisfied that A1 wasn’t going to attack me, I turned and left the Drafter’s Study.


“Follow me.” I commanded, as I lead the golem through a winding array of corridors leading to one of the outer regions of the dungeon. Previously, this room had been inhabited by basilisks and was flush with earth zeal. It would be the perfect home for an earth elemental.


Satisfied that A1 had found a happy home, I left word with the Hearthwood Clan that no dungeon delvers were to enter that room, as it was subject to one of my personal experiments. Mac had already prepared the chamber as a monster den, which would help him keep the elemental from getting into any trouble. I was curious to see what would happen to the ex-golem as the days passed and it lived its life. With the steel I’d embedded in its body as a weapon and the talismans I’d placed in its chest, it had the potential to grow into a powerful creature, especially if the Elemental Subjugation Talisman allowed it to keep its reason.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










DURING THOSE FEW moments I found myself between projects, I bumped into Melise.


“Hi Theo!” Melise said. “Let’s head back to the council chambers.”


I cocked my head. “We don’t have a council meeting scheduled.”


Melise smiled. “We have good news! Though, I think the woman of honor will want to tell you herself. We’re having a little celebration, and the whole town wants to join in. Somebody went ahead and started putting up decorations!”


I found my mood lightening at just the thought. “Sounds like fun. It will be good to ease the tensions a little with how much stress everyone’s been put through these last few months.”


“Oh, I agree.” Melise sighed. “I’ve cultivated harder in the last few months than I ever have before. Something about this environment and this place just makes me want to work a little harder, you know? Put in an extra hour of cultivation each night until before you know it you’ve already reached late mage acolyte.” She smiled and stood straighter. “I never used to have that kind of ambition before. Maybe it was Sava’s potion.” She pushed herself closer to me. “Or maybe I just want to be useful to you, Theo.”


I wrapped my arm around the blonde elf’s waist. “We need that attitude around here to make this place into something really incredible. You’ve done a great job so far Melise, and you’ll do a lot more in the days to come. Let’s go to the council chambers.”


After climbing the rope ladder and ascending through the hatch in the floor to our council chambers, I hardly recognized the room I entered. I’d always felt the room had been plain, stuffy, drafty, boring and all around uncomfortable to be in, despite the enjoyable and attractive company. I’d made some tough decisions here and had a lot of bad news broken to me while sitting at that table.


Which was perhaps why somebody had taken the liberty of painting the ceiling a bright sky-blue, complete with the partially cloaked sun visible only through the broken gaps in the Dyson Sphere that surrounded it. Grass, trees, and peaceful forest creatures adorned the walls, all painted with a skillful hand. All in all, it was a picturesque scene of what could be seen on the ground above us.


“Like it?” Assyrus said. “Myrus turned out to be quite talented with a brush. I think she inherited memories from a skilled painter.”


“I love it.” I said honestly. “When times are more peaceful, I’ll have to commission her to beautify the settlement a little.” I glanced around the room and did not see Nela or Sava “Now where is the woman of honor?”


At that moment, a pair of warm hands wrapped around me from behind. I felt a face press against my back and heard a familiar voice.


“Here’s one. Guess who it is?”


“Sava!” I smiled, then I switched to mage sight, spun the green-haired elf into my arms and appraised her.


Powerful energy fluctuations emanated from her body of the type I’d only ever experienced from enemies and Yulli before. The zeal of a heartwielder was confined to their spellheart, and without access to that external well of power they became helpless. The zeal in a spellheart wasn’t static. Some left the spellheart and more joined it in an ever-flowing cycle.


Once a spellheart was integrated within an elf’s body, pushing that elf to mage acolyte, the flow of zeal to and from a spellheart both increased in power and began to move in rhythm with the elf’s breathing, heart, and emotions. A peak mage acolyte had refined their entire body to integrate perfectly with the zeal they specialized in and their power flowed freely throughout their body.


True mage was an even bigger leap than heartwielder to mage acolyte. After completely refining the body, the next step for an elf was to bring that power outside of the body. That meant more than just spells and techniques, it meant a constant passive shell of zeal obedient to a true mage’s will, called an aura. Not only did such a power make cultivating far easier, it also enhanced all spells and abilities.


The flowing patterns of zeal you might see in a ninth layer spellheart paled before those emanating from a mage acolyte, just as those emanating from a mage acolyte paled before the flowing patterns that emanated from Sava before me. She was a true mage, pure and simple.


“Congratulations.” I said, holding her tight. Then I leaned over her and peered into her eyes. “You’re not going to go mad with power, are you? Going to try to take over the Hearthwood?”


Sava laughed, then stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. “The only thing I’m going to takeover is your bed when we’re celebrating tonight.”


I grinned. “Oh? I’ve defeated true mages before, but never in the bedroom.”


“I’m stronger than ever before.” Sava teased. “You might have trouble keeping up with me, little mage acolyte.”


“Finally,” I joked, “a real reason to train harder.”


“No fair!” Assyrus interrupted. “My clan’s already falling behind with all the new Riverweed cultivators!”


Illiel nodded. “My most recent demographics surveys indicate the Riverweed tribe now outnumbers the Waterbeetle tribe and will soon overtake the Hidden Serpent’s tribe as well if Sava’s promiscuity is any indication.”


Sava laughed. “It’s not my fault that our patriarch loves me so much. Besides, not everyone can be born with a past so mysterious they don’t even understand it themselves. To think I was a wizard once! To reach true mage, all I had to do was awaken a fragment of the aura my soul still remembered. That was an easy task with the Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.”


Yorik arrived moments later, and she thrust a burlap sack in Sava’s direction. “Gift.” She explained simply.


“Oh, how thoughtful of you Yorik…” Sava began, reaching inside the bag to extract the severed head of a gray-skinned dungeon-dwelling undead. Sava held the head up by the horn with two fingers, keeping it at arm’s length as she dropped it back into the bag.


“Three-Clawed Ghoul.” Yorik explained.


“Oh, I’ve heard mind shielding potions can be made from ghoul brains.” Sava said, suddenly looking a bit more pleased with the gruesome gift. “It was Illiel who told me about them, actually.”


Illiel looked up from her notebook. “I did. Ghoul brains of all types are useful in making potions that provides resistance to the effects of mind magic. As you know, the undead are immune to most forms of mind control, which makes them very difficult for us mind mages to fight.”


“This potion can win us a battle against mind mages.” I smiled appreciatively. “Good call, Yorik. If there are any more of these Three-Clawed Ghouls down below, we should harvest as many as we can.”


“Already done.” Yorik said. “Laminel brews them now.”


“That’s… one of your kids, right Illiel?” I asked uncertainly.


Illiel nodded. “Correct. I am glad to hear she is being of use. Speaking of the children…”


Moments later a dozen half-familiar faces popped out of the hole in the floor leading to the ground below.


“Mac,” I whispered. “I’m going to need those names now.”


Mac dutifully picked out every youthful elvish face and pasted their names above their heads for my viewing pleasure.


“Salla, Sora!” I gave both my daughters by Sava a hug, which they returned warmly.


“Salica is helping brew ghoul brains. She’ll be up when she’s finished.” Salla said.


I nodded and quickly turned to greet Assyrus’ two daughters. “Myrus and Sielus! How has life been so far? By the way, Myrus, we were all appreciating your handiwork with a brush earlier.”


Myrus blushed. “Thank you, father. I wasn’t sure how well it would turn out, but once I had a brush in my hand it all came naturally.”


“I’m impressed. Doubly so considering you made such a lovely painting of the sky while having lived your whole life underground.”


Sielus was bouncing on her toes, so I turned to her.


“I killed my first dungeon monster!” Sielus said. “It was one of the ghouls Salica and Laminel are using to make potions! I got thirty Macmarks for it!”


My eyebrows rose. “You killed a ghoul all on your own?” I wasn’t sure how strong these Three-Clawed Ghouls were, but Sielus was practically a newborn… she couldn’t…




Sielus Waterbeetle (level 7)




“You’re already at the seventh layer!?”


Sava chuckled. “Sielus is a bit faster than the rest of your daughters, but everyone around you was conceived by a pair of mage acolytes. It’s only natural that they’d have enough talent to reach their parent’s rank quickly. We put an awful lot of work into laying those eggs! Given our current abundance of resources and the fact that no expense has been spared for the daughters of the clan matriarchs, accumulating power is no obstacle at all for them. But I’ll admit that Sielus and Comela are a bit ahead of the others.”


“Matriarch Yorik made me an officer.” Nela’s daughter Comela said. “I’ll break through to mage acolyte by the end of the week. After that though, cultivation is going to be much tougher.”


Sava smiled. “You probably will break through. Being born to powerful parents has its privileges, though I should warn you there are pitfalls associated with letting your bloodline carry you forward. You don’t have the abilities, experience, or mastery over your power someone who climbed to mage acolyte from the heartwielder ranks would have.”


“I understand, Matriarch Sava.” Comela bowed. “I will work twice as hard to make up for the training I missed.”


After greeting Comela and Illiel’s other daughter, Aminel, I was quickly crowded by three bubbly golden-haired girls.


“Pelise! Altease! Jatse!” I said, looking over the trio of happy-looking elves Melise made with me while Mac whispered their names in my head.


“Daddy!” The three girls wrapped their arms around me and refused to let go the entire night, even when their mother tried to push them aside to make room for herself.


“Here! Try this fruit! I grew it myself!” Pelise handed me a Solar Essence Peach.


“You didn’t grow it yourself!” Altease complained. “You just picked it.”


“I watered the plant every day for my entire life to prepare this fruit for Daddy!” Pelise complained.


“So, two times?” Altease rolled her eyes.


“Girls, be nice.” I turned to Pelise. “It was delicious, thank you Pelise.”


I lounged in a swinging hammock as a half dozen of my daughters gathered around me and told me about their past couple of days. I was fascinated by the way they switched from complex discussions of magical theory, administration, and alchemy, then with the next breath expressed childlike bewilderment at how difficult it was to avoid tripping while running. In many ways these daughters of mine were already fully grown adult women capable of taking care of themselves. At the same time, I still found myself teaching them how to walk.


I’d never been a socialite. I often found the quiet of my workshop comforting and preferred to spend my hours with just Mac for company. When I did go out, it was usually only with Sam and Dean. I enjoyed small groups best, so I expected to be entirely out of my element with so many eyes on me. Nothing could have been further from the truth today. Though I hadn’t known many of them long, this was my family. I felt as much at ease in their company as I did with my own thoughts. The innocent joy in my daughter’s faces purged the worry and stress from my being as we ate, talked, and laughed together.


“What of Segolas?” I asked aloud, not really caring who answered me. “Is he coming?”


“Elder brother left with matriarch Eltiana” Salla answered. “Matriarch Eltiana said there was a necromancer who offered to help teach him to use death zeal and he jumped at the opportunity. He left with her and hasn’t returned. It’s a shame. This was also supposed to be a celebration of his ascension to mage acolyte.”


“He made it to mage acolyte?” I asked in surprise. It seemed all my kids were making incredible progress.


“That’s right.” Melise confirmed. “His new teacher is very powerful. She had Eltiana pass Segolas a pill and his cultivation soared overnight. But I can’t credit all his progress to his new master. He cultivated with amazing speed before that, and he took only a little over two months to do so. That makes him quite an impressive talent.”


“Not as impressive as Daddy!” Pelise said. “He barely even took a single month! No bloodline or inherited talent required!”


“Good for Segolas. I hope he returns soon though.” I said. “I doubt he’s met all his sisters and half-sisters yet.”


“I haven’t had the chance to meet him yet.” Argona confirmed.


“Well, obviously.” Altease rolled her eyes. “This is the first time you’ve taken time off from making your talismans. You didn’t even know where the door leading out of the castle was.”


We shared a laugh, but Altease gave her half-sister a warm hug to show she meant no ill by her teasing.


“Yeah Argona, you work too hard!” Sielus said. “You should take some time to relax and cultivate. It’s fun!”


“You cultivate for fun?” Myrus asked.


Sielus shrugged. “There’s something comforting about it. Just let your mind go blank and let the water zeal flow into you.”


“Looks like I need to start working harder to keep ahead.” Comela said. “Too bad the sunlight zeal is so thin down here. If it weren’t for the Solar Essence Peaches, I probably wouldn’t be able to cultivate at all.”


“A temporary problem, dear.” I comforted her. “We’ll be back on the surface among the trees and under the sun before you girls know it.”


“Yeah, after we kick bad guy butt!” Pelise punched the air and jumped to her feet. Midway through standing, she lost her footing and tumbled face-first to the floor.


“I’m sure our clan’s enemies are trembling in fear.” Comela said dryly.


“The Cake-Fruit is here everyone!” Sava hauled up the largest strawberry I’d ever seen and placed it on the table. It was as big as her and probably weighed five times as much, though the newly made true mage had no trouble lifting it. From tip to stem it was vivid red and speckled with pebble-sized seeds distributed with flawless uniformity across the fruit’s unblemished flesh. Five emerald-green leaves propped the fruit up above the platter, spreading with perfect symmetry across an area as wide as I was tall.


“Giant Five-Leafed Strawberry!” Melise said, cupping her hands to her cheek. “I’ve heard it was native to the Hearthwood! I’ve been dying to try some.”


“We don’t have many fields of wheat in the forest,” Sava explained. “Which is why we don’t make cakes. Fruits are easier for us.”


“A proper Hearthwood tradition.” Assyrus agreed. “I’ll take an extra large slice, please.”


“There’s plenty for everyone.” Sava said. “And I recommend everyone eat as much as they can. This particular giant strawberry was the product of quite a bit of experimentation on my part. On top of growing it in the Hydroponic Farm, I fed it with more zeal than I did water.”


“How many bites will I need to reach mage acolyte?” Sielus asked hopefully.


Sava smiled. “That depends on your ability to make the strawberry’s zeal your own. However, I suspect you’ll make significant progress, even if you don’t break through.”


The room was quiet for the first time when everyone received a plate of strawberry. We were all busy stuffing our mouths with Sava’s delicious fruit. Now that there was silence, I noticed cheering and laughter coming from beneath us. A quick glance down the rope ladder leading below told me that we weren’t the only ones celebrating. All over the Hearthwood a small party had broken out, complete with dancing, music, and gifts. Grotkins was even selling party favors to all the cheerful elves of the Hearthwood.


After waving to the people down below and deciding to bring our celebration down to join the rest of our clan, I turned back to my plateful of strawberry. Everyone else was eating with blissful faces, so I was eager to taste Sava’s creation as well.


The strawberry certainly did not disappoint. The nectar in every bite was so sweet I felt like I had taste buds throughout my entire body. The fruity flavor shook me and waves of zeal pulsed through me with each mouthful. I felt my meridians edge towards clearing the ninth region of my body with every passing moment. Once I finished this last step, I’d need to prepare for true mage myself. That would be a problem, considering there were no earth aspect true mages to get an aura fragment from.


“Mhmm. Even better than I imagined, Sava!” Melise said between bites.


“I should have tried eating food sooner.” Argona said.


We all laughed and went for seconds as our family shared this blissful gathering.


No happy moment lasts forever though. Soon enough, something happened to toss my joy aside.


[Theo! It’s happening! We’re under attack!]










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX










“HOW!?” I DEMANDED. “Weren’t you watching them!?”


[They fooled the scanner somehow!] Mac replied. [They all just suddenly appeared right above us, clustered around one of the largest dungeon entrances! It wasn’t until they crossed within range of my dungeon senses that I even noticed them. If I look with the scanner, they’re still invisible!]


“Damn it.” I cursed. My original plan had been to harry the enemy throughout the forest during a slow retreat that eventually ended in the dungeon. The Unblinking Eye cultists would suffer losses the entire way, hopefully weakening their army enough that we could hold them in the dungeon.


This plan assumed that Tim himself didn’t make a move. But he had, and my old plan blew away like ashes in the wind.


[This has to be the work of powerful mind magic. Likely one of Tim’s own spells.] Mac explained. [I must analyze this data for a moment.]


“Leave enough processing power available to control the golems.” I said. “Get them into position.” I turned to my women and children. “Our enemy is at our doorstep. It’s time to fight.”


“Stations!” Yorik bellowed as she leaped through the hole in the ground, not bothering with the rope ladder as she landed with a tile-cracking thud on the ground below.


Sava vanished from her position by my side and reappeared on the ground beneath us. Her ability to teleport had become more powerful than ever now that she was a true mage.


“Wait!” I said, reaching into my Dimensional Storage to thrust a handful of items into Sava’s hands. They were a plain clay necklace, a small golden bracelet, and a set of shining armor.


“That’s right, Matriarch Red Serpent’s treasures!” Sava said as she accepted the items.




Aegis of Flame Shielding (Wizard).

This item will completely protect the wielder from direct fire zeal attacks below its level and reduce the impact of fire zeal at ranks at or above its rank. This item has been weakened and modified to be useable by a true mage.




Guardian Clay Pendant (Wizard)

This pendant generates shapeable clay orbs that can be manipulated for defensive purposes. This item has been weakened and modified to be useable by a true mage.




Songstone Elder Armor

This armor was produced in the Songstone mines, controlled exclusively by the clan of the same name. It offers great protection but serves primarily as a symbol of status for the elders of their clan. The armor integrates with and enhances the aura of the true mage that wears it.




“I’m sure the Songstone will forgive you for wearing this armor. After all, you’re the only one qualified to use any of these items among us.” I said.


Sava nodded. “Keep Yulli’s Sword of the Sun. I cultivate the wrong aspect for it.”


“You’ll need the best weapon our clan has.” I said as I reached into my Dimensional Storage before withdrawing a spear that positively thrummed with power. Two long trails of script trailed up the shaft of the weapon like coiling dragons. Gilded ruffles held a short red tassel in place, like a more elegant version of Nela’s spear. The bolt of crimson cloth defied the wind and gravity, spiraling around the weapon and clawing for Sava’s waiting hands. Around the head of the shaft a sharpened point of deep gray iron weighed on the zeal around the weapon.




Iron Spear of the Ancestor Dragon (Wizard)

Contains the power of two wizard-level dragons who were killed and had their souls imprisoned in the spear. Tipped with iron and enchanted for lethality, it is a deadly weapon worth of the wizard ranking. Currently, the core of the enchantment is fragmented, and the weapon can only express true mage strength.




Like the other weapons, this was a magic treasure of impressive power. I doubted the Sakaku Clan would have given it away if not for the fracture we discovered in the weapon upon further study. Despite this flaw, it was still a potent iron-tipped spear.


The other two artifacts likely had similar stories. They were powerful wizard-realm weapons, but I couldn’t forget that the ones who gave these weapons away stood amongst our enemies. If these were the weapons they tossed aside and gave to a backwoods underling like Matriarch Red Serpent, what kind of weapons did they keep for themselves?


During those few moments where I equipped Sava with all the best items we had for true mages, the elves of the Hearthwood were arming themselves and running towards the training grounds. Mac had gotten the location of the invasion through to somebody, because everyone ran towards the Drafter’s Study. They sprinted into Castle Mac with grace only elves could muster, closing the door behind them and rushing by the giant bronze table upon which Argona still had piles of half-finished talismans stacked in neat rows. After running around the table in a seemingly nonsensical motion, they ran out the room to find themselves at an entirely different location in the dungeon beneath the Hearthwood.


I followed close behind and found Yorik already waiting with an entire troop of elves at her back. Assyrus, Melise, Ullua, Ghessa, Atilla, and Katiana made up just a few of the mage acolytes present. The enemy was attacking us with their full power at this location, and we couldn’t afford to hold anything back.


“What do we have for resources down this tunnel, Mac?” I asked.


[A Monster Den, the slippery chamber obstacle room, and several pitfall traps.]


“Those will have to do. Is this the best choke point to hold them?”


[For now. With the numbers you’re up against, I suspect you will have to retreat several times. Tell your elves to clear the path for the golems.]


“Make way!” I shouted, as a hundred giant stone cylinders rolled across the tiled floor, forming a semicircle of moving stone around the entrance. Unlike me, Mac had no attachment to the humanoid form and quickly adapted his golem design for efficiency and ease of manufacturing. The golems were more like slabs that rolled along with no discernible limbs. Their main attack was crushing enemies under their tremendous mass and providing cover with their massive bulk.


[You’re up against a mix of a few surviving Corpse Collectors backed by quite a few lower-ranking Sakaku Clan members. Behind them are what appears to be the lower ranks of Tim’s personal batch of underlings.]


“So, we can expect a lot of mind magic.” I grumbled. “We’ll need Illiel up here. And those ghoul brain potions too.”


[Both are on their way now.]


The next moments passed in silence as my people bounced in place uneasily. The newer Hearthwood soldiers were on the verge of losing their nerve, but the veterans among the group quenched their unease by standing firm and providing encouragement to the new recruits.


Suddenly, a lone shadow appeared on the far wall, cast by distant flickering torchlight. We held our breath and waited.


Thud. Thud. Thud.


My enhanced ears rang with the pounding heartbeat of the jittery young mage acolyte standing next to me. The metal pads on her knees clacked together and her elbows shook as she grasped her spear. I gave her a pat on the shoulder, and she jumped in alarm.


“Follow your captain’s orders,” I whispered, “and everything will be alright.”


Then our first enemy rounded the bend and was caught entirely unprepared for our ambush.


She was rough looking for an elf. With an eyepatch and bandages running up her arm, she looked like a more wounded version of Captain Kollian. I barely had time to register her appearance before she was skewered by no less than a dozen spears and vanished in a puff of light.


“Halt the line!” The next enemy shouted, but her comrades behind her marched onward, pushed forward by those behind them. The first dozen elves were practically forced against the waiting line of golems and those that weren’t crushed to paste were easy pickings for my elves, and for me.




Sakaku Clan Heartwielder slain! (+30 points.)

Unblinking Eye Cultist slain! (+30 points)




I cocked my crossbow back and loaded another bolt. Heartwielders weren’t worth many points to me these days, but every bit counted.


“What’s your take, Yorik?” I asked my orc commander, who stood by my side as she ordered the Hearthwood soldiers to hold the line behind the golems.


“A notch stronger.” Yorik replied unhappily.


“Agreed. I see higher ranks amongst these elves than I did among the Corpse Collectors.”


“Still throwing the dregs at us.” Yorik said. “Unskilled. Bad with weapons, slow response. Not good with orders. Stronger, but dumber.”


It had taken the invading army some time to slow down to stop pushing their front line against our wall of golems.


Mac hadn’t left his golems entirely without weapons after his redesign. Though they preferred to simply crush assailants, most were armed with a whirring circular blade that could pop out of their tops or sides and swing on a mechanical arm to bisect any elf who strayed too near. A few had a short pair of tongs that they could thrust forward, snatching at the ground to grab at legs and feet until the unfortunate elf who’d been grabbed toppled to the ground and was crushed under the spears of the elves behind the golem or under the heavy treads of the golems themselves.


“We need more crossbow bolts on the ledges!” Assyrus shouted from above.


“Healing Talismans and Vitality Potions, coming through!” Comela yelled as she led a group of heartwielders carrying bins of medical supplies to the front lines.


“It appears we’re holding them quite well.” Sava remarked from my left.


“We are.” I replied. “Keep your strength in reserve for now. We’ll need it, eventually.”


We held the absolute advantage in terms of terrain, and my elves had drilled specifically for this type of battle at this location. As a result, despite our enemies’ absolute advantage in numbers, we continued to cut them to pieces. In the end, elves were thinking and rational beings. No matter how brutal their taskmasters or whatever mind magic had influenced their thoughts, they would not walk willingly to their deaths. When the scale of the slaughter at the front finally became apparent to whoever was commanding this army, they began to switch tactics.


[They’re destroying my tiles!] Mac complained. [I worked hard on those!]


A group of three force mage acolytes supported a dim crimson bubble that shielded them and a fourth mage acolyte from incoming projectiles. I realized why they were protecting the fourth elf a moment later when the earth around us began to rumble. She was an earth mage acolyte, and she was using an earth spell to widen the entrance to the chamber!


“Should I?” Sava asked, hefting the Ancestor Dragon spear.


“I’ll take care of it.” I said, then I pulled an iron-tipped crossbow bolt and hefted my crossbow, which had arms twice the size of what the elves up on the ledges were using. Taking aim and breathing slowly, I pulled the trigger. The crossbow flew and the iron tip shattered the dome of crimson force before burying itself in the chest of the earth mage acolyte and halting her spell before she could do any more damage.


Before the earth mage died, she’d succeeded in widening the passageway just enough that two elves could squeeze by at a time instead of one. That made killing our enemies twice as hard, and soon the battle began to turn against us as an endless tide poured in.


“Hold them!” Yorik shouted, jamming an ironwood spear into the chest of a ninth region mage acolyte who’d nearly broken through. In the next motion, she tossed the Hearthwood soldier who’d had her arm cut off by that same ninth region mage acolyte to Comela and the healers she was guarding down below. The severed arm the elf had just lost followed her a moment later and then Yorik was busy skewering another elf.


“How many would you say we’ve gotten?” I asked.


[Exactly 215. On your side you have 13 wounded. None dead, but several would be if not for copious healing magic. Those numbers are getting worse, mind you. And it seems the enemy is bringing up a few of those magical cannons.]


“A good trade.” I said, sweeping my sleeve over the battlefield. As elves had died, they’d left behind weapons, armor, and belongings that could arm and equip my own forces.


“It’s time to retreat.” I said to Yorik. “We’ll fall back to the next choke point.”


Comela and the group of healers retreated through the drafter’s study, and my elves followed her out with practiced efficiency. The golems redoubled their ferocity to hold the line, but the enemy was rapidly breaking through.


[Initiating golem self-destruct protocol.] Mac announced as the room began to fill with hostile forces. [3… 2… 1]


Kaboom!


The entire choke point exploded in a thunderous roar as Mac’s golems self-destructed. Flammable liquids from the Alchemist’s Laboratory, previously contained within the golem’s bulky cylindrical bodies, spilled onto the floor around me and burst into flames. I held my breath and slammed the door to the Drafter’s Workshop just as the ceiling started crumbling.


“Where are they heading next, Mac?”


[Head to the Simulation Chamber, then quickly fall back towards the Monster Den behind it.]


I found Yorik and the others already waiting for me. I thrust an invisibility talisman in the hands of a select few mage acolytes I trusted who weren’t needed to hold the enemy at this choke point. That meant Ullua, Ghessa, Atilla, Malla, Assyrus, and Melise.


“We’re going to hit those cannons before they can bring them about!” I instructed. Mac led me through a series of looping chambers that were so helplessly twisty I’d lost all sense of direction by the fourth turn.


Luckily, Mac was not so easily confused and quickly led us to a chamber by which our enemies would have to haul their oversized fire sticks if they wanted to progress through the dungeon.


[They will be engaging the rest of our forces at any moment.] Mac warned.


“Then that will be the perfect time to strike.” I said, pulling out my invisibility talisman. With a trickle of zeal, I slapped it on my chest and triggered the magic it contained. The items inside the enchantment activated and my vision went black for an instant as shadows clawed at my skin. An instant later the darkness receded, and I saw the world through hazy wisps of smoke.


“Theo?” Melise called out as she looked around. Her voice sounded peculiar, like I was hearing her words through a tiny tube that sound could just barely squeeze through. “Are you still there?”


“I’m right here.” I said, and my voice echoed bodiless around the small chamber. “Put your talismans on. The cannons will be passing by any minute.”


Melise slapped her invisibility talisman on her shoulder and activated it. Black smoke curled around the paper, singeing the edges of the talisman as it coated Melise’s body. After covering her completely, the smoke vanished as though blown away by a gust of wind. When it departed, Melise had vanished from sight.


The other elves quickly joined us, and soon we traveled as an invisible elite strike force through the tunnels.


“Ow! Stepping on my foot!” Someone said before yelping again. “Now you’re stepping on my other foot!”


Maybe not elite yet, but we were a strike force, and our enemies didn’t notice us at all.


“The wheel’s stuck!” A black-haired elf grumbled as she tried to push the lead cannon along.


“Just push harder!” One of her companions complained, shaking her head. “This is what I get for getting demoted to working with the heartwielders.”


There were only two mage acolytes amongst the group, and I was confident we could take them both out before they could draw their weapons. I reached out with earth magic to the fist-sized rock that kept the wheels beneath the cannon from rolling and grew it a little bigger until it wrapped entirely around the wheel.


“Move aside. I’ll do it myself.” The mage acolyte pushed the heartwielder aside with a sigh and gave the cannon a rough shove with one hand. Much to her surprise, the cannon didn’t budge.


“See? I told you it was stuck.” The heartwielder replied smugly.


Insulted and embarrassed, the mage acolyte put her full strength into pushing the cannon free. The rock I’d shaped to grip the wheel wouldn’t be undone so easily, but the mage acolyte was strong enough that didn’t matter. The wheel itself snapped at the spoke and the cannon tumbled to the ground.


“Ugh.” The heartwielder grumbled. “Now we won’t be able to get any of the giant fire sticks through!”


“Just shut up already!” The mage acolyte snarled, smacking the heartwielder across the face until she collided with the wall and sprawled limply.


“Shouldn’t have embarrassed her…” one of the other heartwielders whispered under her breath.


“What was that?” The mage acolyte spun angrily, turning away from the cannon.


“Nothing!” The heartwielder answered meekly.


“We’ve wasted enough time on this.” The other mage acolyte said. “We will need to toss that giant fire stick aside for later. We have to get these down the tunnels as soon as possible.”


The first mage acolyte snarled in response. “Get out of my head! Damnable cultists. I don’t know what the matriarchs were thinking, allying with your type.”


The second mage acolyte snorted. “They weren’t thinking at all. Not after Archreaver Tim was done with them.”


“Don’t you dare insult my matriarchs like that!” The first mage acolyte grabbed the second by the collar and raised a fist angrily, only cracking a grin when the other mage acolyte winced. “Mind magic isn’t so good in a fight, is it?”


“Look,” the second mage acolyte began, “we’ve got a job to do. I’m sorry if I insulted you, but we need to hurry up and get these giant fire sticks through. Let’s just get it done.”


With a shaky breath, the first mage acolyte let the second go and turned back to the cannon. “Grab the other end and let's haul it off the path so we can get the others through.”


And that’s where their little spat would have ended if I hadn’t been there. I was loath to see my enemies make up like civilized people when they could start fighting each other.


So, I prodded the first mage acolyte with a jolt of informal mind magic. It wasn’t a specific spell, I just wanted her to feel someone using mind magic on her.


“Did you just tweak my thoughts again!?” The first mage acolyte roared in anger.


“What? No, I didn’t—” the second mage acolyte’s explanations were cut off by a fist to the face.


A heartwielder tried to jump between the two mage acolytes.


“You can’t!” The heartwielder who’d been punched earlier pleaded. “Elder sister, you know how the cult will react if we—“


Before she could start speaking any sense Ghessa jammed an invisible sword through her stomach. The second mage acolyte’s eyes bugged out at the sight of the sudden blade.


“Wait! I think there’s someone behind you!” She shouted at the other mage acolyte.


The first mage acolyte snorted and buried her fist in the second mage acolyte’s stomach. “Ha! That’s the oldest trick in the book. You mind mages really think the rest of us are stupid, don’t you?”


I leaned over the fallen cannon and pulled it into my Dimensional Storage. The other cannons quickly followed suit. As silently as we’d come, we departed. This was not the only corridor through which our enemies were transporting weapons that could wreck our defenses. We disabled a cart full of explosives next, followed by a batch of healing supplies. Sava had brewed up another few bottles of poison which found their way into the enemy’s water supply.


“Mission success!” I shouted as we returned to the main habitat chamber where our elves were diligently tending to the wounded. I noticed Comela among those doing the tending.


“How’s it going out there?” I asked Comela.


“The battle has lulled a bit.” Comela replied. “The enemy stopped coming forward a number of times, as if waiting for something that never came.”


Likely waiting for their cannons and explosives. It was a good thing we nipped those in the bud thanks to Mac’s dungeon senses. Right now, they were more reliable than the scanner.


“Good. Where’s the fight happening now?” I asked Comela.


“Head through the Simulation Chamber. First choke point on the left, just in front of the Monster Den.”



***


My strike force rejoined the main group just in time to witness our forces retreat from the choke point after finally being overwhelmed.


“Release the Thunder Bear!” Suzzu Calbird, leader of the Claw Tamer tribe, shouted. A moment later a giant mound of fur and flesh bounded up from behind us, bellowing and huffing as sparks flew from its coat.


“Attack!” Suzzu commanded. A bolt of lightning shot out of the Thunder Bear’s mouth into the crowd of enemies. The bolt arced between seven of them and the whole group collapsed to the ground smelling of burnt clothes.


The Thunder Bear was far larger than it had been when I’d wrestled with it. Some combination of the Monster Den and the Claw Tamer’s care had pushed it all the way to the late mage acolyte ranks, and the new power showed in the ferocity of its attacks.


I watched the bear sink its teeth into a helmeted head as electricity flowed from its mouth and into the skull between its teeth. The trapped elf was electrocuted three times before her body burst into motes of white light and dispersed into the air.


Despite its power, the bear wasn’t the only late mage acolyte. Within moments, it was overwhelmed and pulled to the ground as our enemies pinned it down and ran a spear through its side. That’s the last I saw of it before I had to fall back through the passage and head towards the next choke point.


“How are we doing Mac?”


[We’re losing ground too fast.] Mac replied. [And you haven’t killed enough of them. Our losses are small, but their numbers are great. It may be time to consider a tactical withdrawal from the Hearthwood. You should be able to carry The Wanderer out of here. With all the rooms we’ve built, you should be able to take most of the Heartwood Clan with you.]


“I don’t intend to give up yet.” I replied. “What about that trick with the tunnels? Can you collapse them again?”


[I’m preparing to do that right now. It seems our enemies have learned that lesson, though. Powerful earth magic prevents me from weakening the caverns above using my dungeon abilities. I suspect an enemy earth wizard is working to undermine my control over the area.]


“It looks like I’ll have to reveal my new strength.” Sava said, curling her hands around the Iron Spear of the Ancestor Dragon. “Perhaps the presence of a true mage will rob them of their will to fight.”



***


We tested Sava’s theory the very next fight as enemies poured into one of the two remaining choke points between the main habitat chamber and the invading army bent on destroying us.


The moment I entered the battlefield, the first thing I saw was an enemy elf surrounded by a corona of crimson light. A small cluster of elves guarded her from incoming projectiles as she sat cross-legged on the ground with her hands folded in her lap. Beads of sweat dripped down her face and her brows were furrowed in concentration.


“What’s happening?”


[A breakthrough to true mage! How remarkable. The elves always claimed that the pressure of battle drove them to push through obstacles in their cultivation.]


“Target that elf!” I shouted. “Don’t let her advance to true mage!”


Next to me, Sava nodded. “I’ll take care of her.” Then she hefted her iron-tipped spear and leaped over our line of soldiers to bury her spear into the chest of one of the elf’s guarding the meditating elf.


She slammed her spear through one elf, then through another. Given Sava’s speed and strength as a true mage, she didn’t even need to use a real spell to overpower this group of mage acolytes completely and tear them to pieces.


Sava raised her iron-tipped spear and prepared to skewer the meditating elf when something interrupted her. Sava’s eyes went wide as a bolt of crimson light shot through the tunnels and blasted right for where Sava was standing.


Sava herself was forced to use her teleportation ability to vanish from and reappear at my side, a worried and frightened look on her face.


A voice bellowed through the cavern tunnels, powerful and threatening. “Don’t interfere. You have been warned.”


“What was that?” I asked.


“Wizard rank cultivators.” Sava panted. “Several of them. They’ve been standing back and watching.”


Sure enough, that same crimson light that had attacked Sava wrapped around the mage acolyte who was advancing to true mage and carried her back through the tunnels to somewhere out of reach.


Nela had been watching the nascent true mage the entire time and likely had noticed the moment the pressure of battle triggered her advancement to true mage. She shot a brief glance at Sava and a complicated look flashed across her face as a bad idea started forming in her head. I tugged her shoulder to snap her out of it.


“This whole slaughter…” I murmured as I watched enemy elves get cut to pieces one after another. “Is just to make a few more true mages?” Nela slowly nodded without speaking. Her knuckles went white as she wrapped them around her spear and gazed at the ground between my feet.


I gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “You’ll get there too, soon.”


Then I turned to survey the battle before me and murmured to myself. “Just how outmatched are we?”


[On that note,] Mac interrupted, [I have some bad news. I finally managed to get the scanner working again. We were receiving interference from a device of similar origin to the ship itself.]


“That’s bad.” Somebody else had an advantage like The Wanderer?


[It gets worse. The first thing I noticed when I got the scanner working again was that Tim is standing on a floating platform just above us.]


“I suspected as much.”


[But he’s not alone. He’s got about 17 elves with them.]


“Bodyguards like last time?”


[Yes, but these aren’t mage acolytes. I couldn’t get a feel for their cultivation until they passed into my dungeon senses just now, but they’re all wizard rank.]


That was the moment I realized we were screwed.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN










“CURSES.” I RAN my fingers through my hair, temper growing as I tugged at the roots and tried to think my way out of this impossible situation. “Where was Kysalian and her damnable Shadowblade Beast?”


[No sign of them yet,] Mac replied, [but I haven’t yet restored the scanner’s full range. They may be on their way now. Given what I’ve read about Heavenly Oaths, the Shadowblade must abide by its half of the bargain or incur the wrath of the heavens above… whatever that means.]


“Even if that is true, we cannot be sure they are not already dead." I shook my head. “What are my remaining options, Mac?”


[As you suggested, I’ve been preparing provisions against our possible defeat.] Mac replied. [I’ve mapped and sculpted a series of tunnels through the same path you took to go crab hunting. Fleeing through those tunnels, I can get you outside of the Hearthwood relatively quickly. From there it would only be a matter of finding somewhere safe to start over. Not everyone will survive the journey, and you will have to carry The Wanderer’s physical form the entire way.]


“It seems we have no other choice but to withdraw then.” I grimaced. “I hope someone knows where Eltiana is. She’ll be disappointed if she comes home to find nothing but ruins.”


[She’s just slightly north of the forest.] Mac answered. [She said her diplomatic mission was going well, and that she’d nearly secured us allies when she left several days ago to seal the deal.]


“Yorik!” I shouted. The orc had a grim look on her face, having realized how badly the odds were stacked against us at the same time I had. “Hold the line for now. When I’m ready, I’ll give you the signal to retreat. Sava, hold back for now, but if any of their true mages take action, support our people. You only need to hold them off for awhile.”


I ran back to Castle Mac at a frantic pace. Just as I arrived, the stone walls of the castle bulged unnaturally until a small boxy room no larger than a telephone booth flopped out of the western tower and clattered to the ground.


Despite falling several stories, the small chamber was no worse for wear. The Wanderer was made of tougher stuff than a short fall could scratch, and I quickly scooped it up and tossed it over my shoulder.


[Try not to jostle it around so much.] Mac complained. [I’m delicate, and you do have a dozen elves running around in here.]


I ran towards the dungeon entrance Katiana, and her party had shown me before. Salla’s tax collection post sat empty, and I leaped over the small wooden gate and sprinted down the tunnels. I soon came across the swamp chamber filled with Spine-Fisted Crimson Crabs. Just as before they tried to snatch at my ankles and pull me under, but I didn’t have time to play with them today. I kicked one aside that got too close, cracking its chitinous shell against the far wall as I jumped over the last of the stone pedestals to the other side of the room.


[Space is warped just ahead of you.] Mac said. [Cross that threshold and you’ll be at the edge of the Hearthwood.]


A tremendous rumbling sound shook the entire chamber.


“What was that?”


[Remarkable. It appears a mind mage on Tim’s level can see through the eyes of dungeon creatures the same as I can. Your escape has caught his attention.]


“He’s too late to stop me.”


[That was my assumption. He has nothing in his arsenal to attack you from here… only… those seventeen wizard rank cultivators appear to be doing something strange.]


“Strange? Strange how? I don’t like to be left hanging like this, Mac!”


[They’re attempting a joint spell… oh dear, it seems they’re trying to tear off the entire upper layers of the dungeon.]


The walls shook and the ground quaked. Massive cracks ran through the floor beneath me, and an unfortunate crab found itself trapped between the peeling earth. Grinding stone twisted around its body as the surrounding caves shifted and a spray of digestive fluids splashed against my face as the crab was ground into dust under the mountain-like weight of the earth above us.


That walls were cracking and peeling upwards as a monstrous force pulled on them from above. The cracks around me grew and I danced around the opening chasms so I wouldn’t end like that crab.


[Quick! Jump through! You don’t want to get pulled up with the rest of the stone!]


I looked at the widening crack beneath my feet, which had spread from a thin hairline gap to a yawning chasm more than wide enough to fit both me and The Wanderer on my shoulder.


[There may be monsters down there. That’s an unmapped region of the dungeon.]


I nodded and leaped through. Dropping past thirty meters of hardened stone, I eventually fell through the crack and crashed into the ground beneath it. I thudded into a puddle of waist-deep water. I still hit the ground hard, but with my current abilities a thirty meter fall was nothing more than a brief tumble.


The first thing I realized once I was out of the dungeon was that it was just before dawn. The crisp and fresh morning air seared my lungs as a refreshing breeze swept the damp dungeon air away. A few stray beams of light shot over the horizon, heralding the approach of dawn. Eltiana was supposed to return with allies today. Would she find only the broken ruins of her former home?


A hellacious scream nearly deafened me as just to my left a shark the size of a bus flopped on the ground in the open air.




Deepwater Razorfang Shark (late true mage, level 27)




While the power of the shark startled me, I quickly realized it was in no condition to devour me. Those massive teeth and chords of muscles as wide as my body were useless outside of the water. The waist-deep puddle I was lying in was far from enough to support the monster’s massive bulk, and it couldn’t breathe or swim.


I didn’t want to have to circumvent the beast, and those jaws would still be dangerous if I got close. So I pulled my enchanted steel-tipped spear free and twirled it in my hand as I jumped over the shark’s body and plunged the weapon into its tough skin.


The shark spasmed beneath me, but it had already exhausted most of its energy in its struggle to return to the underwater ocean that was rapidly dispersing into a puddle spread over the Hearthwood. Water zeal flowed into the spear in thick streams, powering the protective enchantment worked into the adamantium shaft of the weapon until it blazed with power. 




Deepwater Razorfang Shark slain! (+1700 points.)




Once the shark was dead, I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage and looked up.


Above me, the top half of the dungeon hovered in the air like a floating island. It was a hundred meters up by now and still rising higher.


“Mac?” I said. “Tell Yorik to retreat to the Command Center.”


Moments later, the door to the box I still held over my shoulder burst open and a dozen elves spilled out. I set it on the ground to avoid any accidents and soon most of the Hearthwood was spilling out onto the ground next to me.


“What happened?” Assyrus asked, rubbing her bruised head.


“We were having a battle,” I replied, “when our enemy went and flipped the board.” I pointed up to the eighteen figures that I could now see hovering in the air above us. Moments ago we’d all been underground, but now we were looking up at the open sky as the dungeon we’d been relying on to protect us was pried out of the ground and cast aside like we were a colony of ants and they’d dug us out with a shovel.


Just as I spoke, the floating scoop of earth fractured and broke above us, clattering to the ground with an earth-shaking series of thuds that cracked and broke even the gargantuan building-wide trees of the Heartwood. Dust filled the air in great billowing clouds, obscuring the sky in hazy shadow as countless small forest creatures and dungeon monsters scrambled in sudden confusion. The miniature earthquake that resulted from the crash shook the ground and sent many of the elves behind me tumbling to the ground despite not being anywhere close the site of impact.


“Hello Theodore!” Shouted the tallest of the cultivators standing on a wide platform of gleaming jade that was hovering over our heads. “You weren’t trying to run out on us, were you?”


The figure taunting us from above was Tim, and he was exactly as I remembered. His plain white button down and slacks would have looked perfectly at home in an office but clashed with the mix of magical armor and martial artist’s robes all the elves around him wore. His lips quirked upwards in a gentle smirk as he gazed down on us. He kept one hand in his pocket while the other was wrapped around the waist of glassy-eyed elf who stared ahead expressionlessly.


I looked Tim over, hoping against reason that this was another clone.




Timothy Bennett (mid sorcerer, level 44)




Definitely not a clone. But while I was scanning Tim, I noticed a flash of gray skin behind the enemy human. Could the desperation be playing tricks on my mind, or was that an iron-tipped tail I saw?


“Looks like you’ve been doing alright for yourself.” Tim gave me a friendly nod. “Trained up your elves and even had a couple of kids. Good for you! Too bad I’m about to kill them all. This will just take a moment.”


Tim tugged his pocketed hand free, revealing a gold watch without a clock or face. Instead it had a simple plate of dull silver with nothing adorning or coloring it. Then Tim pointed his finger at us. Before he could do anything, I held up a hand. “Wait! What about your honor? Isn’t that supposed to be dishonorable in these parts?”


Tim snorted. “Dishonorable? Maybe, but I don’t really care for such rules. I’ve wasted enough time doing this after elvish fashion and letting my descendants throw themselves at you to get a little stronger.” Tim frowned and unfolded a sheet of paper from his pocket. “Only… my spreadsheet says we’re losing more in mage acolytes and heartwielders than we’re gaining in expected conversion to true mages. Basically, the numbers weren’t looking good, so I’ve decided to end the game.”


I glanced behind Tim again and saw another flash of shadow. Desperate to draw Tim’s attention away a little longer, I tried to keep him talking.


“Sure, you might not see it as dishonorable, but what about your subordinates? You wouldn’t want them to think less of you, would you?”


Tim chortled merrily. “My subordinates don’t think much about anything at all these days.” He waved his hand before the eyes of the beautiful black-haired by his side. She was completely unresponsive.


“Cool, isn’t it? Like little robots.” Tim continued. “Now, I obviously can’t control everyone like this, but so what? True mages can’t hope to resist a wizard, and I’ve got seventeen of them here with me.” Tim waved his arms wide, gesturing to the other elves with him on the floating platform. He tugged at the collar of the black-haired elf at his side. “This one here was Shakaran Sakaku.” Tim explained. “I believe you’ve already met her daughter.” He gave a pleasant sigh. “She was the last hold-out among the Sakaku Clan. She was too stubborn and resistant to mind clouding spells, so in the end the cult let me stop by and wipe her.” Tim shook her head. “Funny, isn’t it? She was an invincible wizard-realm cultivator who stood near the peak of the Deanian Queendom. And now she’s just a thrall.” He spread his arms wide. “Now they’re all just thralls, with no more will than the blade at my hip.”


“There are more than true mages and wizards on your side, Tim.”


Tim shrugged. “Not really.” He jerked his head towards the heartwielders and mage acolytes, many of whom were hurt by Tim’s removal of the top half of the dungeon and currently lay bleeding or dying. “This lot down below is more like a field of grass to a farmer. Cut it down, trample it, stomp it flat. It doesn’t matter. The next time you look there’ll be even more than before.”


“That sounds awfully careless of you. Don’t you care for your children?”


Tim chuckled and shook his head. “Theodore, clearly you haven’t been making use of your gifts as a human cultivator! Even at your rank, you should be able to sire a dozen elves a day! Make those dozen sire more and by the third generation you’ll have more elves than you could possibly use.”


“But what about—“ I tried to cut in, but Tim waved his hand.


“Enough talk. Where were we before this? Right, I was about to kill your family.” Tim pointed his finger at Sava and made a little finger gun. “Die.” He stated with the bored, businesslike tone of someone asking about the weather.


A bolt of golden light pierced through the air, shooting like a laser beam as it cut through the air. It was only as thick around as my smallest finger, but the sensation it gave me felt like certain death.


“Mac! Activate the sentry towers!” I shouted desperately.


Tearing free the upper half of the dungeon had coincidentally disabled a series of countermeasures Tim hadn’t even known about. Enough of them remained though that they could still buy me an instant of time. The four remaining towers shot out of the ground and illuminated with a crackling electric glow.


They drew Tim’s attention for an instant which was just long enough for Sava to trigger her ability to blink through space and appear three steps to her left. The bar of golden light collided with the ground, leaving a perfect cylindrical hole the same width as the beam that continued downward, seemingly without end.


Sava glanced at me, and I noticed beads of sweat dripping down the side of her cheek.


“Now what are these peculiar contraptions?” Tim muttered as four electric beams shot in his direction.


The four sentry towers glowed with an increasingly bright blue light. Arcs of electricity sparked off them and into the ground as the power built before all four towers released a burst of blue light that traveled in a wave in Tim’s direction.


With a cocky and unfazed expression, Tim backhanded the glowing waves of light. Against all reasonable predictions, the light beams bounced back from his blow and splashed harmlessly against the ground, but not before they touched his body. Despite Tim’s unexpectedly potent defenses, the damage was done.


Tim jumped in surprise as he examined the back of his hand. He rubbed at it as though he’d been bitten by an insect while his nose curled in disgust.


“That’s unusual… no, I don’t like that at all.” Tim muttered as the zeal patterns he’d been emitting to display his sorcerer-level power fluctuated uncertainly.




Timothy Bennett

Status: Temporarily weakened to level 41.




Tim vanished from sight, having moved faster than my eyes could follow as he dove towards the closest sentry tower. Coincidentally, this tower was located just behind where he’d been standing, and it was directly adjacent to the broken trees that lined the edge of the Heartwood forest. Behind those torn and tattered trees, a monster lurked in wait for him.


It only took Tim a moment to destroy my sentry tower. Mind magic wasn’t the best for physical strength, but sorcerers held power beyond anything I’d ever witnessed. Tim whipped his hand around in a clawing motion and the gust of wind generated by his waving hand tore my sentry tower off its foundations and sent it careening into the forest. Then Tim turned his back on the tower and set his sights on the next one. Unbeknownst to him, a pair of shadows flickered in the forest just beyond the towers.


In that moment, the hazy gray-skinned shape I’d observed before broke through the space between the forest and Tim’s exposed back. An iron tipped tail shot through the air with the force of a missile, targeted right for Tim’s heart. An instant before what might have been a killing blow landed, Tim’s silver-faced watch lit with a dull red glow.


When his watch signaled him, Tim whipped around. His eyes went wide at the sight of the incoming Shadowblade tail, but quickly narrowed as his cocky expression sunk to a serious one. His watch shifted colors and its red hue deepened to the crimson of force zeal before shooting out a cluster of light that formed interlocking hexagons in a defensive shield that was clearly eons beyond my vambrace’s primitive defensive abilities.


“A Five-Tailed Shadowblade Beast!" Tim said with surprise.


“Human.” The Shadowblade Beast said, and I realized it spoke without the difficult it normally experienced. “You should…” a forked tongue ran over unfamiliar lips, “… have let quick death claim you.” Its voice was still sharp and biting, but it didn’t have the unnatural undertones of a shark trying to speak like a person.


That’s when I realized the Shadowblade Beast’s entire body had shrunk so it was only the size of a human. Its front legs had twisted and deformed, with talons extending into fingers. Its hind legs had thickened and strengthened while the claws there had begun to resemble feet. While it was still an ungodly chimera of shark and tiger, it had now taken on a humanoid shape.


The Shadowblade grinned, and its jaws stretched from ear to ear with teeth as big as its eyes. Somehow, the expression looked even more menacing than it had on the Shadowblade’s formerly massive body.


Tim was entirely unintimidated by the monstrous display. He cracked his knuckles and rolled up his sleeves. “Your kind takes quite awhile to accumulate the resources to reach this point. A shame your several-hundred year cultivation journey will end today. Rest assured, I’ll ensure every part of your corpse goes into a truly incredible arsenal of weapons.”


Tim’s fingers curled into a fist and the Shadowblade’s five iron-tipped tails curled out behind it. The intense pressure as these two sorcerer-level entities prepared to clash captured the attention of everyone on the battlefield. My eyes could not discern who struck first. In one instant, both combatants were standing still, and in the next dirt, dust, and debris flew into the sky. A nearby broken tree limb flew, crushing a handful of unfortunate heartwielders on the enemy side.


“Back aboard The Wanderer!” I shouted. “This is our chance to get out of here!”


Despite being engaged in battle, Tim spared us a glance. He looked to his nearby wizard-realm elves and shouted. “Don’t just stand there! Kill them!”


The seventeen glassy-eyed wizards turned towards us and magical energies began to swirl around each of them. Half of them took to the air, hovering above us without need for a flying sword, hovering platform, or magic carpet as they conjured the spells of our destruction.


“Mac, help the Shadowblade! Keep those sentry towers on Tim!” I ordered.


[Already on it.] Mac replied. [Most of the golems were trapped in the dungeon when the upper layers were removed. If you can buy a few minutes, I can repair and rally them to attack your enemies from the rear.]


“I’m counting on you then.” I turned towards Yorik. “Looks like we’re going to need to make a fighting retreat. I’ll need to carry The Wanderer.”


Yorik nodded and the soldiers of the Hearthwood filed out of the Command Center to take defensive positions around me and the noncombatants still aboard the ship and inside the rooms it contained.


That was when the true mages made their move. They flew in just below the wizards on a cluster of flying swords.


“Go Theo!” Sava shouted. “We’ll keep them off you.” She gave me a grim smile. “I hope you’ve been gathering blood crystals. We may have to put that Resurrection Tree to use.”


“I’m always prepared.” I said, slapping an invisibility talisman on myself and on The Wanderer, which I was carrying over my shoulder.


Dark shifting clouds whipped around me as I disappeared and started running. The elves of the Hearthwood were retreating too, drawing attention away from me as they did so.


Sava twirled the Spear of the Ancestor Dragon in her hands. Though she’d only entered the first level of the true mage ranks, she was equipped far better than an average early true mage. Two overconfident true mages soon found that out when they attacked Sava from both sides simultaneously, thinking they’d finish off the only perceivable threat in the group first.


Spheres of earth shot out of the ground by Sava’s feet as Sava’s defensive treasure went into action, intercepting a bolt of lightning and a blast of piercing force magic. Before the lightning-wielder could react, Sava ran her through with her iron-tipped spear. The enemy true mage collapsed to the ground as whatever magic that had been keeping her afloat fell apart like cut strings. A moment later she burst apart in an explosion of energy.


The second true mage didn’t die quite so easily, but Sava didn’t let her moment of opportunity slip by. She whipped her spear around in a rapid arc, nearly cutting her enemies throat.


This true mage was not so easily slain now that she’d had a moment to realize Sava was not an opponent to be trifled with. She tried to fly further into the air to get some distance between her and her ground bound enemy.


Sava wasn’t about to allow that. She flicked her free hand up and vines shot from the ground, grabbing the true mage’s leg and pulling her to the ground. Gripped with sudden panic, the force-wielding true mage reached for the bag of holding at her waist and pulled out a paper talisman which she slapped on the roots binding her in place. Sava’s Grasping Vines spell quickly withered and rotted, releasing the trapped true mage. Then the true mage’s aura burst forth, surrounding the area in a hazy field of force zeal that slashed at everything around her.


The true mage pointed at the ground and force zeal enveloped a nearby boulder before lifting it into the air and hurling it at Sava. Just when the boulder was about to be intercepted by one of the floating clay orbs from Sava’s Guardian Clay Pendant, it burst apart into dozens of head-sized fragments that flew towards Sava with lethal intent. The other three clay orbs rushed in to intercept the incoming projectiles, but there just weren’t enough to block everything. The projectiles continued to increase in speed as they sped through their wielder’s force aura, becoming more deadly with each passing moment.


But Sava was a true mage as well. Nature zeal burst forth from Sava’s body, carrying with it the tranquility of a trickling stream, coupled with the untamed brutality of the wilds. Sava’s power pressed against the storm of force magic around her and pushed it back. The weeds around Sava’s feet grew and cupped around Sava’s body to form a shell of hardened plants.


Thud! Thud! Thud!


The projectiles bounced harmlessly off Sava’s shield. Before the force mage could try again, Sava broke her shield spell and bent it backwards. The protective vines sharpened and elongated into wooden poles that shot in the direction of Sava’s enemy.


Now the force mage was the one under the assault of projectiles, but she curled her nose in disdain as she prepared a defensive shield with a flick of her fingers. It took her far less effort to weather Sava’s projectiles than it had taken Sava to weather hers.


Only, Sava never intended to use her Rootshot spell as anything more than a distraction. The moment the true mage focused her mind on casting a defensive shell to the front, Sava teleported behind her. This time, the Iron Spear of the Ancestor Dragon tasted flesh, and the spiraling runes running along the shaft of the spear seemed to roar in approval.


Those were not the only two true mages to strike against my people though. Sava’s fight lasted only a few heartbeats from start to finish, but in those few heartbeats my people faced overwhelming odds.


Thirteen other true mages flew in, with more following on the ground behind them. Yorik grabbed a stone off the ground, hurling it at an elf on a flying sword.


The true mage snorted dismissively at the primitive attack… until she realized how fast the rock was flying in her direction. She veered desperately to avoid the attack, only to find a beam of golden light shooting out of Nela’s spear. The true mage grit her teeth, activated her aura, and bore the force of that attack with the might of her defensive spell.


As another Sakaku force cultivator, this true mage possessed an aura of spinning, swirling force magic. While such magic worked wonders against physical projectiles, it wasn’t particularly effective at deflecting beams of light. So, Nela’s beam went right through the true mage’s aura, forcing her to shield herself with her arm. That moment of vulnerability gave Melise all the time she needed.


“Starfire Crucible!” Melise shouted as a sea of stars swirled between her palms. That swirling light expanded and encapsulated the true mage before she had a moment to recover and soon, she was in the grips of Melise’s incredibly lethal spell, struggling against a shell of light that rapidly assembled around her.


The girls were far stronger than they’d been when we faced off against Matriarch Red Serpent, and when they were working together handling one true mage was no problem.


But there wasn’t just one true mage, and the other twelve tore through the soldiers of the Hearthwood like carving a cake with a broadsword.


The sturdy line of shields and spears Yorik had carefully honed and trained had defended so well against an army of mage acolytes and heartwielders. But it wasn’t meant to handle true mages. The first of the twelve true mages leaned over the side of her flying sword and stretched her hand into a claw. On the ground beneath her, a massive crimson hand took shape and tore through our shield wall, sending elves sprawling to the ground.


The true mage behind her clutched an orange sphere in her hand. She pointed that weapon at the gap in our broken line and a gout of fire seared the air. Hearthwood soldiers screamed as their flesh sizzled. The raptor skin armor on each of them blistered and puckered, exposing pink and raw flesh.


Under the cover of invisibility, I’d already made it most of the way through the torn apart dungeon. Down one passage and over to the left and I’d be out of the Hearthwood. With The Wanderer on my back, everyone would be able to follow close behind once I was somewhere safe and hidden. I hated the fact that I couldn’t stand with them through this fight, but only I could carry The Wanderer on my shoulder and escape.


“Tell them to scatter Mac!” I begged, not wanting to see my people cut down. “There aren’t enough true mages to chase them all down!”


[It looks like Yorik had the same idea.]


The Hearthwood soldiers dropped their shields and started running. The discipline and cohesion Yorik had beaten into them was hard to break, and many of the elves ran in small groups towards the edge of the giant pit created by Tim and the wizards lifting the dungeon. That played against them now as the true mages pursuing them were able to wipe out entire groups instead of chasing down individual elves.


I watched Melise, Assyrus, Sava, Illiel, and Yorik all scatter in different directions until only a lone figure stood before the group of twelve hostile true mages. In the distance, the fight between the Shadowblade and Tim kicked up another wave of air and dust. The breeze tossed the golden-hair of the lone Songstone mage behind her as she held onto her spear with a white-knuckled grip. Beams of sunlight pierced the dusty air to send brilliant beams of sunlight reflecting off her golden armor.


“Nela!” Melise shouted. “Run!”


But the young matriarch of the Songstone did not respond. She stood frozen in place as she was surrounded by our enemies.


“Run Nela! Run!” Melise continued to yell as she backed away.


Nela didn’t move. She stared down at the enemies that surrounded her, glaring at them, as if daring them to attack.


The display of bravado won some caution from the surrounding true mages as they peered down curiously at Nela, as though fearing she were an invincible ancient master in disguise.


Unconstrained by any binding spells, the true mage Melise had nearly killed with her Starfire Crucible managed to break free. She poured a potion over the stub of her left shoulder where Melise’s spell had devoured her arm. Her flesh boiled and bubbled, hissing and blackening as it sealed the wound. The true mage held back a scream of pain and let out short, ragged breaths. When the pain finally subsided, she searched the ground around her with hateful eyes. She immediately noticed Nela’s resemblance to the elf who’d taken her limb and struck out with a pulse of crimson force magic.


Nela held up a gauntleted fist, catching the bolt on her armor. The projectile wasn’t completely absorbed though, and Nela staggered under the blow.


Like sensing blood, Nela’s falter broke all the surrounding true mages from their hesitation.


Another six bolts of force magic rained down and a magical spike speared through Nela’s leg. Another true mage blasted her with a fireball and a third zapped her with a bolt of lightning.


Nela’s normally beautiful golden hair frayed and blackened. Her armor was cracked and marred, and her right leg couldn’t support her weight. Still, she climbed back to her feet, clutching her spear like a cane as she glared at the true mages around her.


“Ha! What do you think you’re doing?” One of the true mages sneered. “Trying to force a breakthrough to true mage? Sorry, but you’ll die long before that happens.”


Then she pointed her finger at Nela’s shaking figure and force zeal coalesced into a swirling ball in her hands. Nela respond by prying a trembling hand from her spear and shooting a feeble ray of sunlight zeal that the true mage effortlessly batted aside. Then she released the swirling ball of force magic, which spiraled through the air in Nela’s direction.


The Songstone matriarch couldn’t withstand the full-force attack of a true mage, especially in her feeble state. I thought I saw a spark of comprehension in Nela’s eyes as the deadly spell pressed against her skin. That instant lasted a moment before Nela was cut to pieces. The ball of force magic shredded armor, spear, flesh, and bones until nothing was left but dust and motes of white light. A golden wisp broke free from the scene of Nela’s death and started speeding in my direction.


“Mac!” I shouted. “How close do I have to be to grab Nela’s soul?”


[With the Dimensional Storage? Pretty close. Within three paces. I’ll automatically acquire it for you the moment you get in range.]


I slammed The Wanderer down on the ground and started sprinting in Nela’s direction. Luckily, a free-floating wisp was a low priority target on the battlefield and the true mages quickly scattered to hunt down the rest of my people. Nela’s soul eventually came in range and I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage.


“Get someone to move her to the Resurrection Tree!” I ordered. “We’ll need everyone we’ve got. Who knows what dangers lurk outside the forest, assuming we even survive this day.”




Revive follower Nela Songstone? Cost: 100 blood crystals.

Follower revival now in progress.

525 blood crystals remaining.




Having saved Nela’s soul, I turned and ran back towards The Wanderer, only to find things were not as I’d left them.


“What a curious contraption.” A wizard-realm elf said as she plucked at the paper invisibility talisman bound to The Wanderer and tugged it free. The wizard appraised the now fully-visible box that housed Mac, most of the Hearthwood’s population, and our only ticket to safety. I hadn’t noticed her among the seventeen wizard-realm elves Tim had brought with him, and she didn’t share the glassy-eyed stare of Tim’s mind thralls. This elf was fully conscious and aware of herself. The rest of the wizards gathered behind this one, obediently awaiting orders.


Only then did I realize what had happened. While the true mages cut through our forces, the wizards circled around. Given their speed and their apparent ability to see through my invisibility talisman, they would have caught me even if I hadn’t doubled back to save Nela.


The wizard quirked her lips as she glanced in my direction. “Curious to know how I saw through the talisman?” The wizard quirked her lips. “Mind mages specialize in illusions. How could you fool me with one?”










CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT










REALIZING THE INVISIBILITY talisman was useless, I tore the piece of paper off my chest. “I take it you aren’t one of Tim’s conquests then?”


The wizard gave me a thin-lipped smile. “I’m his great great granddaughter.” 


I nodded slowly as I reached for my Dimensional Storage until I was ready to call Spell Eater back into my hand with only a thought.


“He must value you, since you’ve reached the wizard realm.” I said slowly.


“He does.” The wizard replied. “My siblings and cousins are dust on the wind compared to his affection for me. No one else of my generation can claim to have even spoken to our ancestor more than once. Yet he personally taught me a spell once he realized the depth of my talent.” There were obvious notes of pride in the wizard’s voice. Then her expression soured. “But he still ordered me to kill you…”


“So why haven’t you?”


The wizard chuckled. “My ancestor is a chaka. What few men reach his heights rarely care for the presence or value of other men. But for me, killing you would be a tremendous waste of resources.”


“I agree. So how about letting me escape?” I asked. “It wouldn’t be too hard to claim I slipped by you.”


The wizard shook her head. “A mage acolyte sneak by an entire battalion of wizards?” The wizard shook her head, jerking her thumb back at the blank-faced wizards behind her.


I frowned. “Can they hear us now? Will they report what they’re hearing back to Tim?”


“Not while they’re like this.” The wizard answered. “I’ve ordered them to remember none of what they’re seeing or hearing for the moment.” She shot a nervous glance behind her back before continuing. “Now I have some terms. If you agree to them, I’ve made a few provisions that can ensure you disappear for a while—“


“Order them not to move, speak, or use any sort of magic as well.” I interrupted. The wizard seemed annoyed, so I explained. “They could have lingering orders to send a message off to Tim right now. That way word gets back to him, even if they don’t remember anything after. It’s what I would do in Tim’s position.”


The wizard huffed but saw my logic. She glanced over her shoulder and ordered, “None of you are to move or speak until I give the order.” Then she turned back to me. “Now that we’ve settled that matter, I will inform you of how you’ll compensate me for taking the risk to save your life here. Firstly, I will require a significant portion of vitality each day for my cultivation and eventually the expansion of my bloodline. Secondly, you will belong to me alone and you are to forsake any existing mates or lovers. Thirdly, I’ll need to place a seal on your spirit that will force you to obey—“


The wizard’s words were cut off for the second time as a razor-sharp ironwood katana sliced through her neck from behind.




Kysalian Sakaku (early wizard, level 30)




“Kysalian.” I said with a nod as the wizard’s body collapsed to the ground. “I see the Shadowblade managed to push you to the wizard rank successfully.”


With my heightened mage sight, I’d observed something even Tim hadn’t seen, occupied as he was. With the wizards behind me helpfully ordered to be unable to sound an alarm, Kysalian was able to sneak completely around the clearing to the edge of the forest and attack from behind. I hadn’t been certain she’d step in on my behalf, but I gave her the perfect opportunity to do so.


Kysalian ignored me. She’d arrived at the same time as the Shadowblade, but she wasn’t foolish enough to throw away her life in a battle between sorcerers. This entire time, her eyes had been set on one glassy-eyed black-haired elf. Tim had even done me the honor of introducing this particular thrall by name.


“Shakaran Sakaku.” I said. “Sharian’s mother.”


“My teacher.” Kysalian replied softly. “And the only remaining member of the Sakaku Clan worthy of respect.” She tugged at Shakaran’s shoulders, but the other wizard remained stiff and unmoving, staring unblinkingly ahead as she honored her previous orders.


“Save her if you can.” I said with a shrug. I pulled my steel-tipped short spear, Spell Eater, out of my Dimensional Storage. “I’ll deal with the others. This is a rare and extremely profitable opportunity.”


I looked over the frozen wizard standing before me. Her eyes showed no response to my approach as she stared blankly ahead. She was an entirely unfamiliar face with deep purple hair and foreign looks, though like all powerful elves she was stunningly beautiful.


She hovered over the ground, frozen in place as her toes just barely brushed the dirt beneath her. I rapped her on the side of the head.


“Hello? Anyone in there?” I asked.


No response. I tried to grab the elf’s arm and give her a tug but found that whatever force was suspending her in the air was far too strong for me to overpower.


“You’re just one of Tim’s thralls now.” I shook my head. “A shame. I wonder what you were like before him? A mighty warrior? Matriarch of a great clan? A hero to your friends and family?”


The purple-haired elf hovered in the air. I scanned her up and down and thought I saw a tiny trace of wetness in the corners of her eyes as she stared unblinkingly ahead.


“I could free you from this.” I answered. “You would die today, but you’d be born into a good place in your next life. Well,” I corrected, “as good a place as I can make.”


And just then, the pupils of the elf’s eyes shook ever so slightly.


“Is that a yes?” I asked curiously.


Her pupils shook again, twitching the tiniest bit up and down before snapping back into place.


I gave her an apologetic smile. “Perfect. Now, this might hurt a little.”


And then I ran my weapon through her heart.


A normal ironwood spear might have broken against the skin of a wizard-realm elf, even if that elf was standing completely defenseless. But I was wielding a steel-tipped bar of enchanted adamantium, and it was not a weapon so easily blocked. Between the spear tip’s powers to absorb zeal, the combined might of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, Sutra of the Living Earth behind it, and my armor-penetrating Embrittling Palm spell, my weapon pierced right through the wizard-realm elf’s clothes, skin, and flesh. Blood pumped out of the elf’s shattered heart and spilled across my hand as her eyes widened the tiniest fraction.


I tore my spear back and swept it through the wizard’s body, slashing the patterns of zeal inside her to pieces. I wasn’t sure how conscious she was in this state, but it would be cruel to not finish her quickly.


That blow finally killed the wizard, and her body exploded into a burst of white light. There wasn’t quite as much as I would have expected from a wizard, but the way my enchanted spear was devouring zeal made me certain more than a little had been funneled into the enchantments I’d put into the weapon.




Wizard-realm thrall slain! (+2000 points)

+300 Blood crystals acquired.




Zeal continued to flow into the steel tip and channeled into the adamantium rod behind it. My carefully etched rows of delicate script flared under the influx of power and the entire weapon shimmered as it was empowered far beyond the limits the design was intended to hold. Despite that, the weapon stayed strong. Adamantium was far tougher than talisman paper, and it could take more power than this.


The adamantium shaft of the spear grew firmer in my grip as the protective enchantment reinforced the weapon. There was more zeal being funneled through Spell Eater than it could possibly need to fuel the protective enchantment, so zeal was already streaming from the enchantment.


I knew right where the earth zeal was being released, and it was easy to move my palm over that part of the enchantment and draw the purified earth zeal thrown off by the protective enchantment. Power flowed through me, filling me to the brim. I felt a sudden pressure in my head as my body was flooded with earth zeal. The zeal strained my meridians as the pressure grew before an internal obstruction caved way.




A ninth region of your body has been cleared!

You are now a level 19 late mage acolyte.




Spell Eater quickly finished absorbing all it could and now only a dark purple wisp the size of my head floated in the air before me. I sucked that wisp into my Dimensional Storage. As soon as this crisis was over, I’d move her to the incubation chamber and get her reincarnated into the Hearthwood Clan. I certainly wasn’t about to refuse anyone who had the talent and ability to make it to the wizard realm in a previous lifetime.


I glanced towards the other wizard-realm elves. They continued to stare blankly ahead completely unreactive to the death of their comrade as they obeyed the last orders they’d received. Satisfied that they truly had been ordered to do nothing I moved onto my next target.


The second wizard-realm elf couldn’t respond to my probing in the slightest. Whatever mind magic Tim used on her had settled too deep into her mind, so she couldn’t even blink against orders.


Naturally, I couldn’t pass up this opportunity to deal with another wizard-realm enemy. I felt a bit worse about this one though. She was a victim, not one of my enemies. Still, if the magic that enslaved her was so stringent she couldn’t so much as blink, then I couldn’t even be sure there was anyone left inside there. For all I knew, she was dead already.


So I did the merciful thing and killed her as well. This process went much the same as the first. As Spell Eater sank into the zeal-rich flesh of a wizard I felt a slight tremble as the protective enchantment gluttonously devoured another huge mass of zeal. More earth magic streamed into my body, pushing me to the very edge of what a mage acolyte could hold.




Wizard-realm thrall slain! (+2000 points)

+300 Blood crystals acquired.




I could advance no further down the Sutra of the Living Earth without becoming a true mage, so the zeal funneled elsewhere, to my Blackgorge Fiendbody. I’d received quite a bit of instruction on cultivating the orcish Blackgorge Fiendbody and one thing Yorik had made clear was that its method for cultivation wasn’t the same as that for elvish spirit arts. Long hours of thoughtful meditation were only marginally effective relative to earth-aspected artifacts and special environments.


But that didn’t mean jamming myself full of earth zeal was entirely ineffective. I had 128 tiny clusters of earth zeal dispersed throughout my body and reinforcing my muscles and skin. While I’d previously been keeping a tight leash on all my zeal and forcing it through my meridians, I now loosened my grip on the earth zeal and allowed it to spill into the flesh of my body.


My skin hardened and gleamed under the light as each zeal particle was reinforced by additional magic. They grew and swelled until finally reaching a tipping point Yorik described to me. To reach the next level of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, Yorik had warned me I’d need a remarkable source of earth zeal. What I could gather around the Hearthwood just wouldn’t be enough, given how the magic of this world favored spirit cultivation.


But if anything qualified as a remarkable source of earth zeal, these wizard-realm elves were it. Taking their magic would give me exactly what I needed.




Wizard-realm thrall slain! (+2000 points) x8

+2400 Blood crystals acquired.

Total points: 25,345

Total blood crystals: 3485




I was pleased that I’d already rebuilt my blood crystal reserves after reviving Nela and was just about to move onto the eleventh wizard when fury shook the skies.


“Damn it! Quit standing there and destroy him!” Tim bellowed from the air above us. He paid a price for taking that moment to shout and the Shadowblade Beast scored a thin cut across his cheek with one of its tails. An instant later and the two were fighting once again, the battle fiercer than ever.


Although I’d spent mere moments harvesting zeal from each wizard, Tim had still figured out what happened quickly enough to send an order to tear my plans to shreds.


Besides the black-haired wizard Kysalian was with, the other five wizard-realm elves turned towards me with blank faces. They expressed no anger or rage, but each of them carried the power to obliterate me completely.


Three of them raised their palms in my direction and zeal accumulated in their hands into one of the simplest projectile spells an elf could use, a directed burst of energy. As simple as the ability was, when used by a wizard against a mage acolyte they would still be completely deadly.


“Theo!” A rush of light blonde hair filled my vision, slamming the door to The Wanderer that she’d just stepped out of.


It was Nela, freshly resurrected. Despite having died less than a minute ago, she was as hale and healthy as ever. Her armor and spear had been torn to shreds so she now wore simple Songstone robes. At her waist was the Sword of the Sun, which Yulli had once worn when she was a true mage.


Despite her plain attire, Nela felt far more powerful than she had before. Her zeal fluctuated unsteadily as it surged to new heights, having not yet fully stabilized.


“Nela!” I shouted. “It looks like your gambit paid off. You’re a true mage?”


Nela smiled without replying. She turned towards the wizard realm elf about to attack me and shouted, “Solar Radiance!”


Nela’s skin lit with a golden glow, shining through her clothes until it spread into the surrounding air, stirring Nela’s nascent aura as the area around her became encompassed in a world of golden sunlight.


The wizard’s attack struck that newly formed aura like a meteor. The wizard cultivated some aspect of fire and that flame tore into Nela’s sunlight barrier, shredding every bit it passed through. Before it could reach Nela herself, the young lady of the Songstone clan pulled the Sword of the Sun free and charged it full of sunlight zeal before sweeping it through the oncoming attack.


The bolt of fire zeal visibly weakened under the attack, but what remained washed against Nela’s body like a splash of liquid flame. Nela stumbled backwards into my embrace, and I tore a healing talisman free to slap onto the back of her head. It immediately released its entire load of vitality and channeled the power into Nela’s wounds, healing her singed skin, clothes, and hair.


Nela had blocked one attack, but we weren’t out of danger yet. Two more wizards were charging deadly blasts in our direction, and the remaining three floated over menacingly. Kysalian nearly had her matriarch fully restrained and the aid of an allied wizard might be enough to get us out of danger, but unlike the Shadowblade Beast, I had no contract with her. There was no guarantee she’d help us.


“Get us out of here, Kysalian!” I shouted. “You have my word the Hearthwood Clan will repay you at the first opportunity!”


Kysalian considered that a moment as she clicked close the magical cuffs binding the enthralled Sakaku matriarch before throwing her old teacher over her shoulder. The Sakaku matriarch had tried to join her fellow thralls in attacking me moments before, but whatever those cuffs were they shut down her magic.


Though Kysalian stalled for no longer than an instant, that moment was long enough for two wizards to release deadly bolts of zeal just like the first. Nela had barely managed to block one such bolt, there was no way she could take two, true mage or not. Especially not now that she was wounded.


Despite that, she stabbed the Sword of the Sun into the dirt and propped herself up. With a slow breath she channeled her new shielding spell, Solar Radiance, once more. It was a defensive spell that I hadn’t seen from her until today, and it was obviously taxing to use. She’d only used the spell for a brief instant, but her zeal reserves were already completely depleted. She didn’t have another spell like that in her.


But in that instant, she didn’t have to. The space before my eyes shifted and distorted as Sava blinked into the space between me, Nela, and the approaching wizards. In either hand she held a dense ball of tightly curled vines from the forest around us as large around as my entire torso.


She closed her eyes and channeled nature zeal into those balls of vines, which grew explosively in that instant.


“My spell won’t be enough!” Sava warned. “Get out of here!”


I nodded and tossed Nela over my shoulder.


“We’ll… hold… them off.” Assyrus said between panted breaths, having just sprinted to my side. “East…” she said. “Eltiana… the east.”


I nodded and tore open the door to The Wanderer. I threw Nela inside to recover and then tossed the entire wardrobe-shaped ship over my shoulder and took off running to the east.


“How are things looking back there, Mac?” I asked, not turning around as I sprinted to the east.


[Quite disastrously. One of the wizards is using a force-based sword spell. She’s about to attack Sava from behind only… oh dear, it seems Assyrus just got cut in half.]


“Damn it! I have to turn back!” I need her wisp!


[Don’t!] Mac warned. [Sava grabbed Assyrus’ wisp. Given her ability, she’s far more likely to be able to escape a group of wizards than you.]




Prepare to revive Follower Assyrus Waterbeetle? Cost: 90 blood crystals.

Follower revival now awaiting wisp.




Reviving Assyrus was easy, but getting us all out alive wouldn’t be. I gritted my teeth and continued onward, despising the fact that only I could carry The Wanderer and the rest of our people to safety. I longed to fight side by side with the rest of them.


[Yorik, Melise, and Illiel have joined the battle. Illiel and Kysalian are speaking to each other… interesting. Whatever Illiel said made Kysalian quite happy. She’s now helping the rest of your girls.]


[They’re retreating now.] Mac said. [Yorik lost an arm while pulling away, but that hasn’t slowed her down in the slightest. She’d make an excellent cleaning drone.]


Coming from Mac, that was a high complement. “Lost an arm?” I asked anxiously.


[Don’t worry, the Medical Bay should be perfectly capable of restoring it.] Mac answered. [That was one of the first things Yorik asked me months ago.]


“I’m glad.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Have they successfully broken free?”


[Yes, but two of the wizards are pursuing them.] Mac warned. [The other three are after you. You’ll have to pick up the pace… wait a moment…]


I felt a tinge of nervousness in Mac’s voice.


[There appears to be quite a few elves heading from the east in your direction.] Mac replied. [Quite a few of them are flying, which would indicate they’re at least mage acolytes. Likely true mages.]


“There he is!” Only an instant after Mac warned me I was spotted from above by a cloaked and hooded figure on a flying sword. Her features were cast in unnatural shadows that shielded her features from the light of dawn. A pall of death floated around her as she gazed down at me.




Xoreda Veydia (mid wizard, level 35)

A necromancer from a coven north of the Hearthwood. She specializes in creating and controlling undead abominations on a battlefield-wide scale.




At the wizard’s shout, three of the massive trees ahead of me were pushed to the side by massive, misshapen hands.




Undead Abomination Progenitor (early wizard, level 32)

A massive undead abomination that can create and spawn lesser undead abominations. Created by and under the control of the necromancer Xoreda Veydia.




Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I turned to the left and right, but more undead spilled out around me until I realized I was facing an entire army. Every one of them carried the stench of death around them, and all of them wore sinister robes ranging from midnight blue to pitch-black. I dropped The Wanderer on the ground next to me and took up Spell Eater. Xoreda’s eyes narrowed curiously at the still-glowing weapon. She slowed her flying sword and started to descend, but I pointed the weapon in her direction.


“Not so fast.” I warned, buying myself a moment to think.


“Theo!” A familiar voice called. It was only now that the Undead Abomination Progenitor stepped clear of the trees. Riding on its head was a purple-haired figure I’d been worried about leaving behind. “Eltiana!?” I shouted in surprise.


“I’m here!” Eltiana said. “And I brought new friends!”


“This is the chaka you mentioned.” Xoreda looked me up and down. “Intriguing. I wonder if you are as talented as your son?”


It was only then that I spotted another figure riding behind Xoreda on her flying sword.


“Segolas?” I shouted up at the two of them.


Segolas nodded towards me, arm wrapped around Xoreda’s waist. “I found a teacher, father.”


“We’re here to help.” Xoreda nodded. “After all, we wouldn’t want that dragon corpse to fall into the hands of the cult.”


I suddenly realized these were the allies to the north that Eltiana recruited for us.


“I see.” I replied. “I just didn’t expect them to look…”


“So villainous?” Eltiana replied with a laugh. “Necromancers don’t exactly dress like the Songstone Clan, but they’re enemies of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. The same as we are, now.”


“I won’t judge a cultivator by her robes.” I said softly. “But we need help right now. The Hearthwood is nearly overrun. What few of our forces that remain are scattering into the forest. Sava, Melise, Illiel, and Yorik are all fighting against a group of enemy wizards and losing badly.” I shot a glance towards Xoreda.


The necromancer nodded. “I will aid them as I can. Our main target today is the cultist known as Timothy Bennet.”


“Then you came to the right place.” I said. “He’s already fighting against a Five-Tailed Shadowblade Beast. But can you…” I didn’t want to be rude to our new ally, but she couldn’t expect she would be a match for Tim, even with a horde of undead behind her.


“Understood. And I won’t be fighting him.” Xoreda nodded and tilted her gaze into the sky. “She will.”


Far off in the distance a figure stood unmoving in the air. Her hair swayed in the breeze behind her and illuminated a short bronze rod in her hands as the sun rose behind her.


She wasn’t in range for a scan, but there’d been a portrait of her in the constable’s office and Queenshold, and she’d been mentioned often enough that Mac had already recorded her name and likeness in his database so he recognized her the moment I set my eyes on her. Her face was distinctive, and there was no way she could be anyone but the elf I’d only seen in a portrait until today.


Hair of fine silver spilled down her shoulders like mercury poured over her body, trailing all the way to the small of her back. Her porcelain skin glowed radiantly under the light of the sun, casting an air of cold and frigid grace. Despite her inhuman aura of coldness, her lips were as red as strawberries and her body swayed against the wind.


She was clad in armor the color of deep shadows and between her features and clothes she cut a stark image of unyielding lines of black and white. Piercing eyes scanned the ground where we all stood, surveying the battlefield like a painter surveys their brushes.


The draw of her brow and the lift in her shoulders spoke of an unimaginable burden that she was determined to carry through her own strength. The way her fingers clutched her weapon spoke of years of diligent training under the best instructors money could buy. The fearsome glint in her eyes said she was someone who would not accept failure from anyone, including herself.




Princess Tivana, of the Deanian royal family. (Early sorcerer realm, level 41)

Daughter of the Queen of the Deanian Queendom and one of the youngest sorcerer-realm cultivators on the continent. While her mother is in seclusion, she rules the Deanian Queendom in her mother’s name.










CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE










PRINCESS TIVANA DIDN’T stay hovering among the clouds for long. Within moments she was hurtling towards the ground with the speed of a meteor. Before I could watch her descent for much longer, I found another face glaring down at me from a flying sword.


“I heard you burned down the town I was protecting.” Came the stern voice of the Baroness Jynna. She looked like she’d seen better days. Much like Kysalian, bandages concealed her features under strips of white cloth from her fingertips to her eyebrows. I could see pain in the corners of her eyes as she winced with every movement. Her armor in contrast was shiny and unblemished, which likely indicated it was a new set she’d taken to wearing because her old armor had been damaged beyond repair.


“I heard a rumor you’d survived, Baroness.” I replied. “I’m glad to see it wasn’t just hearsay.”


“An entire town burned to ashes and dust. One that was under my personal protection just moments before.” Baroness Jynna clenched her fist and the bandages over her hand took a distinct reddish hue.


“You were occupied at the time.” I said. “The way I heard it, you were lucky to escape with your life.” I softened my expression a little, sympathizing with Jynna’s righteous anger. “So what if I burned the town to ashes? It was about to fall into the hands of the enemy.”


“I was defending that—“


“You were defending a plot of dirt and stone? Huts with thatched roofs and wooden walls?” I shook my head. “No, you were defending the people who lived there. And I evacuated all of those and brought them somewhere safe.”


The Baroness went silent for a moment. “You… I’ll want to talk to a few of the survivors. Where are they now?”


“As safe as they can be, considering the situation.” I avoided taking a glance at The Wanderer. Luckily, I’d already applied another invisibility talisman, and Jynna wasn’t looking too closely.


Baroness Jynna glanced towards Tim and the Shadowblade. A horde of lesser undead had already started engaging the true mages and mage acolytes. Tim’s army had been caught off guard and were scrambling to reorganize themselves to fight against this new and sudden threat.


Their army hadn’t been caught as unprepared as Tim himself had been. Princess Tivana hadn’t slowed her meteoric descent one bit and nearly managed to crash into Tim with the speed of a bullet. She probably would have managed it if Tim’s magic watch hadn’t warned him of her approach.


By the time that Princess Tivana arrived, it was obvious that Tim had been winning the fight between him and the Shadowblade Beast. Three of the Shadowblade’s tails had been torn to bloody nubs, leaving only two left to defend. Half its teeth were shattered, and inky black blood dripped down from a fist-sized hole in its side.


It had given up trying to fight Tim and was now trying to retreat. Tim wouldn’t let it escape so easily though and had been unrelentingly pursuing the fleeing monster. Compared to the Shadowblade, Tim only had a few scratches which were rapidly healing. Despite specializing in mind magic, Tim was a far better fighter than the Shadowblade Beast had estimated.


Tivana’s arrival suddenly turned the tables. Though Tim avoided her initial strike, Tivana followed up with a cloud of shimmering patchy zeal that alternated from blindingly bright to pitch black. Space around the cloud twisted and shifted, reminding me of Sava’s unique teleportation ability.


Whatever this attack was, Tim deemed it a major threat, and the Shadowblade saw it as an opportunity. It turned to attack with sudden desperate ferocity, trying to shove Tim back into the cloud.


Stuck between the Shadowblade and Princess Tivana, Tim’s brows furrowed in concentration for the first time. A small strip of paper flew out of his sleeve and burst into thin strips. Those strips drifted around him for a moment and grew before obscuring him from sight. An instant later, Tim reappeared a step behind the Shadowblade Beast. He lashed out with a booted foot and kicked the monster in the back until it was hurtling towards the cloud of distorted space instead of him.


The Shadowblade wriggled bonelessly and slithered like a serpent until it too was out of the way of the cloud of shifting space. The cloud soared harmlessly by until it touched the ground with the grace of a floating feather.


Its gentle descent was completely at odds with the immense devastation it wrought. The instant the cloud touched the earth, the ground around the entire battlefield shook and cracked. Fissures radiated around the area like a spiderweb large enough to swallow cultists and undead alike. The sound of rocks exploding like popcorn kernels shattered the air in a cacophony of thunderous booms. Flying shards of shrapnel rained across the battlefield, threatening to cause ruin on both sides until Princess Tivana clenched her fist and banished the spell.


“I didn’t think I’d be graced with the presence of royalty today.” Tim said as he rolled up the cuffs of his sleeves. “I should have worn my tie. What was your name again?”


Princess Tivana placed a finger against a tiny ring on her finger. From that ring she drew the rod of bronze she’d been holding earlier. It was as long as she was tall and as thick as her wrist, though the sorceress had no trouble wielding it as though it were ordinary wood. Pointing that rod at Tim, she glared imperiously and replied, “I am Princess Tivana, of the Destroyer’s Clan. After your crimes and plots a hundred years ago, you’ve made it clear your entire cult is a lair of scheming scoundrels. None of you are welcome in our lands and invading our borders like this is an act of war!”


Tim spread his arms wide. “Your upset about this little forest?” Tim gave Tivana a small chuckle. “I’m just out doing a personal favor for my good friends from the Sakaku Clan. I’m cleaning up some trash that’s in the way of their recent endeavor to expand their influence.”


Tivana’s expression only grew darker. “I know you’ve corrupted and subverted several powerful clans across this queendom. When my mother reaches the demigod realm, or when my grandfather returns, you and your entire cult will regret the day you ever set your sights on this place!”


Tim shook his head. “But it doesn’t look like your mother’s broken through. And even if your grandfather is still alive, he won’t be returning anytime soon.” He gave the princess a small smile. “That leaves only you to guard the realm. How could I pass up such an opportunity? Only… I wouldn’t have guessed someone at your youthful age would be decisive enough to strike so soon.”


Tivana snorted. “Did you expect me to launch an investigation? Waste months demanding an accounting from the clans you’ve subverted and allow the Queendom to descend into civil strife as the great clans clashed with royal authority?” Tivana hefted her bronze rod until it pointed at Tim’s chest. “How many Archreavers does the Cult have? Five? Six? I doubt any of them can drop what they’re doing to take your place should you meet an untimely end in my country. In other words, I can end this all here before it’s begun.”


Tim met Tivana’s fierce gaze with a smirk. His eyes flashed amber and Tivana froze for a moment. Her trembling hand reached for her neck and sent a flicker of energy into the pendant that dangled there. I realized it was identical to the anti mind-magic pendant Dean had left for me.


“N-nice try.” Tivana steadied her breathing as she shrugged off Dean’s mental attack. “But you’re going to have to work harder than that.”


Tim glanced down at the pendant around Tivana’s neck. “Those infuriating things…” He shook his head and sighed. “It will be worth invading this country to destroy every trace of those pendants left behind by your ancestor. And all these undead as well? You’ve clearly spared no effort in countering our mind magic. No matter, being able to defend against my magic merely means I’ll have to get my hands dirty today.”


Tim popped open the top button on his shirt. “I truly envy Dean. If only my descendants were so talented and ambitious.” Then he disappeared.


Princess Tivana whipped her head around, scanning her surroundings with a narrowed gaze before whipping her weapon through the air in a circle around her with suspicion etched on her face. Her strike met nothing but empty air, but an instant later Tivana yelped as a line of blood sprouted from the back of her left leg.


Tivana reacted instantly and lashed out in the direction of her invisible attacker, but again her blow found no target.


While the sorcerers played cat and mouse above the battlefield, a ferocious struggle between their two forces raged below it.


Xoreda hovered in the air on her flying sword, with Segolas behind her. They stayed low to the ground to avoid being caught in the battle above. She held up one hand and twisted her wrist. Beneath her, a horde of shambling zombies responded to her thoughts and lurched forward to patch up a crumbling left flank.


“Take control of those zombies.” Xoreda said. “I need to focus my attentions on our center.”


Segolas nodded eagerly. “Easy.” His eyes scanned the ground beneath him, and I knew he was doing more than scanning the status of the undead army. He was looking for faces.


The faces he was looking for were there, scattered throughout the undead army. Here and there, he spotted Hearthwood soldiers who hadn’t made it to the haven of one of The Wanderer’s rooms around the outskirts of the battlefield. They surely would have been overrun and killed moments later if not for the fact that our enemy was currently far too busy fighting off the undead. While controlling the batch of zombies his master had given him, Segolas pulled the Hearthwood’s surviving soldiers off the battlefield and to safety by my side.


Under Xoreda’s ministrations, the undead reorganized to fight off Tim’s surviving wizard-level thralls. They were, by far, the largest threats on the battlefield and Xoreda was holding nothing back to box them in one at a time.


An azure-haired thrall hovering on a purple cloud shot bolts of electricity through the air around her, shredding skeletons and zombies by the hundreds with every strike. Given enough time, she alone would be enough to cut the entire undead horde to shreds. To stop her, Xoreda directed the Undead Abomination Progenitor in her direction. The massive lumbering mound of moving flesh stomped across the battlefield, trampling enemy mage acolytes as it ran across the ground heedless of everything in its wake.


The wizard thrall took notice of Xoreda and Segolas and without a word of warning she shot a thick pillar of lightning in their direction. Xoreda pulled Segolas behind her and thousands of shards of bone rose up from the Undead Abomination Progenitor’s shoulder, creating a pale and jagged shield that reminded me of Sava’s own defensive spell. The bones cracked, cooked, and exploded against the lightning bolt, but the lightning bolt failed to break through Xoreda’s shield. The lighting flickered as it exhausted its power before fizzling out entirely.


Xoreda didn’t waste a moment. The instant the attack died, Xoreda turned and pressed her palm against the bone barrier. Lines of black dripped from her fingertips like ink as it marked the bones for some unknown deadly purpose. They drank up those black lines until they themselves were stained black, at which point they began to quiver as violently as Spell Eater when it was full to the brim with zeal. Then Xoreda twisted her hand and turned her blackened bone shield into a mass of projectiles shooting through the air at the wizard. Still expressionless, the enemy thrall met the incoming projectiles with a casual backhand, swatting them out of the air with ease.


But clearly Xoreda had anticipated this outcome. The bone projectiles were nothing but a distraction as the skeletons behind the thrall pulsed with crimson light. Their power surged dramatically as their bones blackened and cracked the under their rising might.


The unfortunate cluster of Corpse Collector survivors who had been successfully beating back those skeletons just moments before were quickly overwhelmed as their opponents experienced a sudden surge of power.


After cutting through the Corpse Collectors in mere moments, the skeletons lunged for the wizard thrall, meeting her blank gaze with their eyeless sockets. Their blackened and cracked bones were already starting to crumble, showing their bodies could only endure this empowerment for mere moments before crumbling to dust.


They only need mere moments, though. As soon as they were within range of the thrall, they crumbled to dust and released a cloud of the crimson energy they’d become enveloped in. The bone projectiles Xoreda had thrown moments before also crumbled to dust from their shattered and broken fragments on the ground at the thrall’s feet. They released an inky black smoke that touched against the crimson smoke from the skeletons, twisting and combining. Suddenly, the two seemingly harmless energies rushed into the thrall’s mouth as they combined into a toxic miasma of deadly power.


The thrall standing on her purple cloud trembled, still expressionless and empty-eyed. Her eyelids twitched and her fingers trembled. The cloud beneath her lost cohesion and dispersed, dropping the thrall onto the ground as she fought against whatever Xoreda had pushed into her body. Within moments, her convulsions ceased and she started to regain control of her power.


But it was too late. Standing over her was the Undead Abomination Progenitor and the necromancer controlling it. With startling speed, the massive abomination scooped the thrall up in its hands and dumped the thrall in its toothy, jagged mouth.


The thrall didn’t scream, but the Undead Abomination trembled and shook as its body grew and expanded. Its power rose by an entire layer for a moment as a grotesque cluster of flesh grew on the monster’s back like a massive tumor before it dropped to the ground with a meaty thump.


The fleshy lump twisted and writhed on the ground until two protrusions formed on its lower half, lifting the newly born undead abomination off the ground as its arms and legs took shape.


Three similar masses fell to the ground nearby and each of them streamed inky black clouds that flowed in rivers around them. Specks of white rapidly took shape within those swirling clouds, some long, others rounded. They were bones, being plucked from the air like condensing drops of water. The fleshy lumps trembled and grew as they conjured more bones until they too stood as newly born Undead Abominations.


The sudden reinforcements on the undead’s side turned this corner of the battlefield against the surviving Corpse Collectors and cultists as Xoreda rushed off to deal with the next wizard thrall.


While the battle raged around us, the Hearthwood soldiers regrouped, healed, and recovered. Mage acolytes were only cannon fodder in a battle of this scale, and we knew it. Sava rushed to my side, thrusting a ball of blue light into my hands.


“Can you revive her?” Sava asked, and I realized this was Assyrus’ wisp after she’d been cut in half.


I waved my hand and pulled the blue wisp into my Dimensional Storage, where Mac handed the wisp off to one of my daughters who then rushed Assyrus to the resurrection tree.


“How are we doing Mac?”


[I just reattached Yorik’s arm. With the deaths of those wizard thralls, we have plenty of blood crystals, so reviving Assyrus isn’t an issue.]


“Who’s going to win this fight?”


[Based on my calculations, if things continue as they are, the undead should win a decisive victory on the ground battle. The most important factor was the elimination of so many wizards.]


“But the ground battle hardly matters if Princess Tivana and the Shadowblade Beast can’t defeat Tim.”


[I agree. We currently have quite a few points. If we’re willing to be very inefficient for a bit, I should be able to reconstruct the towers Tim destroyed rapidly.]




Rapidly reconstruct Level-Reducing Sentry Towers?

Cost: -4000 points per tower.




“Do it.” I commanded. “This isn’t a battle we can afford to lose.”




-20000 points. Level-Reducing Sentry Towers undergoing expedited repairs.

Total points: 5375




Blue light enveloped the broken towers that Tim had torn to shreds. Faster than I’d ever observed before, the blue light washed over each of the structures simultaneously, forming new beams and walls from faintly visible particles that danced inside the blue light like tiny fireflies.


The towers took shape once again before our eyes. Tivana noticed them immediately and retreated towards the towers. Tim chased her, dropping his invisibility for a moment to strike. Tivana barely managed to react in time, but that was long enough for Mac to fire off a beam of electric energy from the newly repaired towers.


Tim realized what was happening and tried to withdraw, but Tivana took advantage of the moment to grab him by the wrist. The two grappled for a moment, though Tim gained the upper hand after a moment of struggle.


But that moment was enough for all five energy blasts from the towers to strike Tim in the back.




Timothy Bennett

Status: Temporarily weakened to level 39.




The drop down to the wizard realm from the sorcerer realm was a major blow to Tim. His previously terrifying aura shrank down to a mere lofty and cold sensation running down my spine. Even that didn’t last for long as Tivana’s intact power overwhelmed it.


“This is where you meet your end, cultist.” Tivana spat as she twirled her bronze rod.


Ever the opportunist, the Shadowblade had since turned and bolted into the forest. With Tivana on him, Tim hadn’t been able to pursue. Both likely guessed the monster had abandoned the fight entirely, but I knew better. Its Heavenly Oath couldn’t be broken so easily.


So I was the only one not surprised when it suddenly lunged from the forest as fiercely as it had during its first ambush. Its wounds were forgotten under the scent of fresh blood and weakened prey.


Tim’s watch clicked and hummed, activating a teleportation of its own accord. The Shadowblade’s tails tore through the air, slicing nothing more than bits of silk off the sleeve of Tim’s shirt.


Tim straightened as he reappeared. He glanced down at his torn sleeve with a frown before surveying the battlefield below.


The battle had turned decisively against the Tim’s forces. Mind magic was terribly effective against elves, so they were likely accustomed to easy victories where the mind mage cultists stunned their enemies with a few spells and left them helpless. The non-mind magic cultivators were little more than a clean-up crew.


As a result, they were entirely unprepared for the pitched battle they’d been thrown into. The mind mages were useless against an army of undead, which meant over half their true mages were reduced to fighting with their fists. Currently, most of them were doing nothing more than watching the battle from a safe distance. Mind magic was not suited to direct confrontation, despite Tim’s surprising competency at it.


The best fighters among them, ironically enough, were the survivors from the Corpse Collector Company and the Sakaku Clan. But the Corpse Collectors didn’t have a single member above mage acolyte, and after the sight of their matriarchs standing among the ranks of mind-controlled thralls, the Sakaku Clan was fully aware they were only fighting because Tim had used mind magic on their matriarchs. As a result, the Corpse Collectors couldn’t affect the battle much and the Sakaku Clan fought only to preserve their lives.


So despite outmatching the undead both in terms of numbers and cultivation level, Tim’s army was losing decisively. With Tim himself weakened and dueling two hostile sorcerers, it was beginning to look like this fight was already won.


Tivana spoke the words I was thinking. “This fight is over. Don’t even think about running.”


Tim’s face drooped and his eyes turned gloomy as he sighed. “You know, I was really hoping for a profitable victory here. Maybe create a few more true mages or even a new wizard or two if the fighting became really intense.” He turned his gaze towards Tivana. “But I knew something was going on with your ravenous hunt for death spellhearts.”


“Necromancers are the best counter to mind mages.” Tivana answered. “I’ve been preparing for this battle for quite some time now.”


Tim sighed again. “I’d hoped to save these for a loftier conquest than this little chunk of woods.” Then he tapped a finger against his watch. Six disks flew out of it, green, red, blue, white, brown, and gold. Those six disks spread out around Tivana and the Shadowblade Beast before they started glowing with increasing intensity.


Tivana knew that whatever those disks were going to do, they wouldn’t be good for her. She chased after the brown disk, striking it solidly with her bronze rod as it flew past her. Each of the disks moved with remarkable speed and Tivana struggled to finish off the brown disk as she chased after it.


The Shadowblade took a more direct approach, pouncing on Tim himself. He was still weakened beneath the Sorcerer rank by my Level-Reducing Sentry Towers, so the Shadowblade held the advantage over Tim in cultivation.


But Tim was not so easily caught, despite the difference in power. That infuriating watch of his buzzed again, teleporting its wielder out of danger an instant before the Shadowblade Beast struck. It flashed red for a moment and Tim frowned at it, but the Shadowblade didn’t give him a moment to spare.


An iron tipped tail lashed out at Tim, but as a human Tim didn’t feel nearly as threatened by the iron weapons. Debuffing Tim’s level to the wizard realm hadn’t reduced his reaction time in the slightest. He whipped a tiny butterfly knife out of a pocket and slashed at the Shadowblade’s tail.


That knife had to be impossibly sharp, because the tiny blade produced a fountain of blood as the Shadowblade howled miserably. Despite the pain, the Shadowblade continued the assault and kept Tim on the defensive.


In the background, Tivana snapped the brown disk in half as the others glowed with ever greater intensity. By now, I could see they were emitting massive amounts of zeal. The magical artifacts caused chaos across the battlefield as the cultists scrambled away from them, just as uncertain as to their purpose as the rest of us were. The Corpse Collectors, Sakaku Clan, and other allies of the cult quickly started running as well once they saw the panicked fear on the cultists’ faces.


From the head of the massive progenitor abomination, Xoreda started quickly withdrawing her undead now that their opponents had left the field and moved to take cover herself. A secret weapon unleashed by a sorcerer-realm cultivator would mean calamity for any elf in its way when it activated.


The remaining glowing disks were now making their purpose known. Around each of them I saw figures taking shape. A vaguely humanoid storm surrounded the white disk, slashing at the ground around it on invisible blades of wind. The ground around the red disk burst into flames, which towered unnaturally in the sky like a finger of flame that rivaled the might of the living storm beside it. Water fell from distant clouds, despite the clear sky above us, and seeped upwards out of the ground to flow around the blue disk. The water flew in streams towards the blue disk where a massive ball of fluid swirled menacingly. The green disk drifted to the ground where emerald vines sprouted with terrifying speed. The vines wrapped around each other as moss grew over them and formed the sinew of a rapidly growing plant monster.




Ancient Swordstorm Golem (early sorcerer, level 40)

Vermillion Firebird Golem (early sorcerer, level 40)

Endless Sapphire Depths Golem (early sorcerer, level 40)

Poisonwood Ivy Golem (early sorcerer, level 40)




The golden disk struggled in Tivana’s grasp. A small shining hand formed around the disk’s edge, far smaller than those of the other elementals. Tivana cracked the disk in two and the tiny hand vanished as the golem it was birthing died before it could form.


With the brown disk and the golden disk destroyed, only four golems formed from the six disks. Grimly, I realized four sorcerer realm golems would still be enough to overpower Princess Tivana and the Shadowblade Beast.


Tivana rounded on the Ancient Swordstorm Golem and struck at the humanoid mass of wind with her bronze rod. The weapon itself passed right through the golem’s ephemeral body, but as a princess and a sorcerer, Tivana wouldn’t wield any ordinary stick. As the bronze rod passed through the golem, a long line of script flowed up its length, releasing a cloud of patchy black and white zeal that devoured every bit of the Ancient Swordstorm Golem it could reach.


The golem quickly adapted to the threat, flowing out of reach and redirecting the cloud away from itself. Unfortunately for me, away from it was directly towards where I was standing.


“Theo! Look out!” Sava shouted, teleporting to my side.


While the cloud moved slow relative to the sorcerer-realm experts who battled around it, the cloud was a sorcerer’s spell and moved far faster than anything a mage acolyte or true mage could handle. As it flew, it continued to expand until it grew from a cloud the size of a bed to a churning mass of energy several buildings large. I spared Princess Tivana a glance, but she was engaged in a pitched battle as she was cornered by the Swordstorm and Firebird golems. She wouldn’t be able to spare a moment to dispel the cloud of magic when she was busy trying to keep herself alive.


Neither Sava nor I could dodge in time, but we could dive behind The Wanderer. The spell splashed against the other side of The Wanderer’s blue, boxy form and we could only pray the cloud wouldn’t reach us.


The door to The Wanderer started to creek open.


“Ha! I’m back amongst the living once more!” Assyrus shouted as she leaped out of The Wanderer triumphantly. “Getting cut in half can’t stop—“


The patchy cloud touched her skin in that instant. Black and white mist flowed up her arm in an instant, devouring her in a moment.


[Grab her wisp quick! That kind of spell is one of the few that can destroy a wisp for good!]


Assyrus’ body vanished, her triumphant grin only now starting to fall as she realized she was disintegrating. Sava launched an attack from behind, blasting Assyrus in two under an explosive burst of nature zeal. The attack finished our friend’s death quickly and revealed Assyrus’ wisp, which Mac pulled into my Dimensional Storage an instant before the mist touched it.




Revive Follower Assyrus Waterbeetle again? Cost: 95 blood crystals.

Follower revival now in progress.




The cloud collided with the ground as I held Sava tight. The two of us shivered behind The Wanderer as the spell crashed into the dirt around us, disintegrating everything in sight. I pulled Sava through the door Assyrus left open and slammed the hatch shut as we waited for the spell to die down. To our relief, even this sorcerer-level spell seemed completely incapable of phasing The Wanderer in the slightest, and the quiet calm inside made the deadly spell just beyond the door seem like an illusion.


“Mac, I’ll have to trouble you to revive Assyrus again.” I sighed and gazed at the hatch leading out of The Wanderer. “That isn’t a battle we’re qualified to participate in.”


“I don’t think we even have the power to leave this chamber.” Sava replied grimly. “Which means we’ll be at the mercy of whoever wins the battle if we can’t move The Wanderer.”


[I might be able to claim some dungeon territory and covertly move a room deeper underground. You could all pile out of it and hide there. However, it will prove entirely ineffective if Tim notices before we escape. And you would have to abandon me and The Wanderer.]


“There has to be something we can do.” I paced across the Command Center. The crowded group of elves huddling inside made room as I furiously tried to think of something. Most of the Hearthwood was here, jammed into the Command Center or being treated for their wounds in the Medical Bay. They’d all fought hard, but we were completely outmatched. No amount of courage and teamwork would slay the monsters Tim had summoned.


[If you move over to the console on your right, I can show you what’s happening outside based on my scanner readings.]


One of the tables lit up, projecting a holographic image of the battle above that updated every few seconds.


Tim had withdrawn to the side of the battle, observing Princess Tivana and the Shadowblade fight against his golems with folded hands. My Level-Reducing Sentry Towers were once again destroyed, and Tim was quickly recovering his power.


Both the Shadowblade and Princess Tivana were only early sorcerers and were evenly matched with the golem’s cultivation, but even without Tim joining in, they were outnumbered two to one.


The pillar of fire twisted until two fiery wings stretched across the sky. A thunderous bird call reverberated through the air as a beak the size of a building and made of brilliant red fire crashed against Tivana’s bronze rod.


The princess was driven out of the sky and crashed into the ground below. The earth buckled and cracked, forming a crater around her as she kept her bronze rod between the firebird golem’s massive beak and herself.


The Swordstorm golem struck at Tivana at the same time, trying to slice her to bits while she was desperately blocking the firebird’s attack. Tivana had no intentions of dying there, though and a white circle appeared behind her. She leaned backwards and fell into it only to pop out of a black circle suspended in the air behind the firebird.


By comparison, the Shadowblade was faring far worse. What few iron-tipped tails it had left were thoroughly ensnared by the Poisonwood Ivy golem. Vines from the gargantuan mass of twisting plants penetrated the Shadowblade’s flesh. The Shadowblade’s gray hide turned a sickly shade of purple, and black blood dripped from the corner of its mouth. The Endless Sapphire Depths golem lashed out with a pseudopod the size of a bus, sucking up every trace of dripping blood.


The Shadowblade glanced towards Tivana with an expression I’d never thought I’d see on its face. Fear.


“What’s it saying, Mac?” I asked.


[It’s saying, ‘Use the rod! I know you have it, elf!’] Mac answered. [Though it isn’t speaking anywhere near as elegantly. If you thought its voice sounded agonizing before, you haven’t heard it scream while a plant monster jabs shards of wood into its lungs.]


Princess Tivana ran a hand along her bronze rod, suddenly coming to a decision as she wrapped one hand around its shaft. She dug her teeth into her thumb and ran a bleeding finger down the side of the rod.


I squinted at the hologram, watching runes light up along the rod’s entire length. They were being overloaded by a sudden flood of power far beyond their ability to contain. The enchantment itself was a lot simpler than what I’d put into Spell Eater, but the sheer amount of zeal it was throwing off put this bronze rod in another league entirely.


The rod cracked under the influx of power, collapsing in a space-shattering explosion. A spiderweb of razor-thin lines spread throughout the area, like reality was a piece of broken glass. I’d only seen this once before, when the construction of the Dimensional Storage disturbed a nearby pocket dimension. The very pocket dimension in which Dean had sealed the Shadowblade Beast and most of the Hearthwood’s landmass.


That’s when I realized we were still nearby that pocket dimension, and Dean had been perfectly clear that the Shadowblade wasn’t the only monster that roamed these woods before he sealed them. It was just the only one he passed me a leash for.


“That was its game all along.” I muttered with sudden understanding.










CHAPTER FORTY










“WHAT? WHOSE GAME?” Eltiana said. After seeing the scale of the battle outside, she’d retreated with the rest of the Hearthwood soldiers into The Wanderer. She liked our new undead friends, but not enough to put her life in their hands.


“The Shadowblade Beast’s game.” I said. “I was wondering why it was so willing to fight a superior sorcerer. It knew Tim would outclass it. At first, I thought it was overconfident, thinking that mind magic was poor enough at direct combat that it could win. But that monster has to be at least a hundred years old to have lived since Dean sealed it. It wouldn’t be that careless with its life. So why would it promise to fight?”


“It knew Tim would draw one of the Deanian royals. They’re the only ones in the queendom who wield the type of magic that can break down the walls of the pocket dimension!” Sava said.


Our fears quickly came to life on the holographic display. Out of the center of the spider-webbed cracks, a massive clawed hand burst through from another dimension. Three shining talons gleamed like silver in the morning light, contrasting sharply with an armored purple exoskeleton made of shifting chitinous plates. Each talon was the size of a train car. The creature it belonged to must have been positively gargantuan, dwarfing even the massive golems Tim had summoned.


The rest of its monstrous body followed close behind. The massive claws were attached to bare, gangling arms without the chitinous armor I expected. The rest of the limb was gaunt, attaching to a lean body with a thin giraffe-like neck that stretched so tall its head vanished off the top of the holographic display. It reared up on its hind legs and smashed those massive claws against the fractured edges of space, trying to tear the gap open just a little wider. It’s tall and thin form played to its advantage here, as it was able to fit its kilometer-long body through the relatively narrow spatial fracture by worming its way through. I caught a glance of its head as it lowered its shoulders and tucked into itself to pass through the fractured space. The head was stubby except for two fangs that reminded me of a centipede’s face. As it wriggled, the chitinous plates along its neck resounded like thousands of reverberating gongs. The pair of massive fangs hanging out of its mouth were the size of a shark’s entire body and drooped below the monster’s chin. The head quickly vanished out of frame again as the massive monster gained its feet in the Hearthwood and slid the rest of the way through.




Juvenile Sky-Touching Kilobeast (level 44, mid sorcerer)

This massive monster hails from a line of exotic creatures that survive by devouring energies foreign to this world. When fully grown, the Sky-Touching Kilobeast’s neck can pierce the sky and devour energy from the outer atmosphere. It converts this energy into zeal, and can enhance zeal concentrations wherever it roams, allowing both elves and monsters nearby to grow more powerful.




With the Sky-Touching Kilobeast’s bulk out of the way, we could see through the fracture in reality to the dark, hellish landscape that lay beyond. It resembled the Hearthwood in many ways, but twisted and darkened by the powerful and evil magic of the monsters who lived there until even the tree branches looked malevolent. That was what the Hearthwood looked like before Dean sealed away all the monsters.


While the Sky-Touching Kilobeast was the largest of the creatures to crawl through the fractured gap in reality, it wasn’t the only one.




Blightstone Elemental (level 37, late wizard)

A naturally occurring elemental formed upon the combination of powerful earth and poison zeal.




Axe-Beaked Salamander (level 35, mid wizard)

A type of ground-dwelling salamander that specializes in hiding until it can deal with a sudden and lethal force-magic attack.




The Blightstone Elemental ambled forward on a massive torso, half walking and half rolling. The Axe-Beaked Salamander scurried out of the crack so quickly and silently I barely managed to catch a glimpse of yellow streaked with black spots before it vanished from sight. Both the Blightstone Elemental and the Axe-Beaked Salamander hastily scrambled through the crack in space, which was already beginning to heal and shrink. A horde of angry gigantic creatures lurked beyond those fractures, clamoring to break through.


A few small, gray-skinned forms ducked between giant legs and pincers to arrive at the front. They slipped through with feline grace moments before the gap closed completely.


Their identity was revealed under the light of dawn. They had lean tiger-like bodies sporting a face like a shark. Behind them were an assortment of iron-tipped tails, ranging from three to four on each of them.


The Shadowblade Beast howled, calling for its kin to aid it. From the breach in the fabric of the world, ten more shadowblades spilled out like a pack of wolves slithering silently over the ground. Their iron-tipped tails waved like deadly black halos as the monsters bounded across the ground exposing gleaming white teeth. The newcomers screeched in unison and their shrill cry caused leaves to wither and small creatures to drop from branches, killed by their own dread. Every elf besides Tivana clutched their ears as the horde of monsters broke free from their prison.


But rather than wreaking havoc across the battlefield, the new shadowblades ran towards the original Shadowblade Beast, which was stuck between the Endless Sapphire Depths Golem and the Poisonwood Ivy Golem.


Of the ten new Shadowblade Beasts, most were at the wizard rank. However, they worked together like raptors circling a larger predator. The wizards danced around the ankles of the Poisonwood Ivy Golem, staying just out of reach of any probing vines while scoring long rakes against the golem’s body with their tails.


Eventually, one of the wizard-ranked shadowblades leaped through the air with open jaws and latched onto the branch that was holding the original Shadowblade Beast in place. It tore at the golem with its teeth and claws until it bit all the way through the branch and freed the original Shadowblade Beast.


The original Shadowblade Beast fell to the ground and shook off its wounds. The lesser shadowblade that rescued it reached its jaws around to tear one of its own tails free and toss it in the original Shadowblade’s direction.


Upon consuming the tail, the original Shadowblade’s wounds miraculously healed with incredible speed. One of its own severed tails quickly regrew and the veins of poison running across its body receded. Two more Shadowblade’s donated their tails as well, and soon the original Shadowblade was as fresh as it had been before the battle.


Reinforced by its kin, the Shadowblade tore the Poisonwood Ivy Golem apart bit by bit, and the Endless Sapphire Depths Golem was just too slow to catch them.


The tables had turned once again. With Tivana holding her own and the shadowblades slowly winning, Tim was on the defensive. His golems would be able to buy him more time, but they wouldn’t grant him victory.


But the time Tim’s golems bought him had been well spent. He’d shaken off the power of my Level-Reducing Sentry Towers and closed his eyes as he concentrated.


“It looks like he’s working on some kind of spell.” Melise said, still bruised and battered from the earlier fight.


“That’s exactly what he’s doing.” Sava agreed. “But what kind of spell could take so much concentration from someone at the sorcerer realm?”


Tim’s watch emitted a brilliant golden glow. With a satisfied smile, Tim looked directly at me.


Not down at the ground. Not at the surrounding enemies. He looked at that vague point in the sky above the holographic display where I was standing. He knew we were watching him, and he knew just how we were doing it.


“W-whoa…” Melise trailed off. “What’s he doing with his eyes? They’re so… so sparkly.” Melise’s body went slack and her eyes lost focus.


“Don’t look at him!” I commanded. “It’s some sort of mind magic attack!”


Sava dived to the side. Yorik and Illiel both used mind magic to protect themselves and reacted even faster than I did.


Eltiana, Melise, Ullua, Katiana, Ghessa, and a whole host of other elves peering over our shoulders weren’t so lucky.


Ghessa’s eyes were dull and glossy as she reached for the sword on her hip. “Who dares invade the sacred Songstone bedchambers!” She shouted in confusion.


“Avast you land-dwelling pig-kissers! Pirate Queen Ullua shall now been robbing ya’ of all your underclothes!” Ullua laughed as she jumped on the table.


Katiana grinned maniacally, “I’ve done it! I’m a demigod! Bow before me mortals!” She thrust her fists in the air, pumping them forward and backward as though releasing invisible blasts of energy out of her hands.


This was the exact same spell Yorik had figured out herself, but done on an entirely greater scale and transmitted in a way I didn’t fully understand. Mage acolytes were far harder to affect with mind magic compared to heartwielders because they had zeal of their own flowing through them constantly. Somehow, Tim’s version of the spell overcame that natural protection and was powerful enough to make his spell work through an image of himself when he wasn’t even physically present.


As amusing as hearing the elves around me shout out their dreamlike delusions was, they were still dangerous. Ghessa’s sword already had blood on it, though I couldn’t tell where it had come from. The way she was waving that weapon around indicated she wanted to draw more.


Ullua had pinned a heartwielder down and was demanding the latter hand over her nightgown. Beneath her, the heartwielder was mumbling something about thick, strong tentacles.


I grabbed them both and yanked off my anti-mind magic pendant. I used my own mind magic to thrust globs of inky amber mind magic in their direction. It wasn’t a spell and it wasn’t anything fancy, but I hoped it was enough to wash away whatever Tim did. Even if they remained trapped in their delusions, at least it would be one of my making instead of Tim’s.


My suspicions were proven correct a moment later. Ullua and the heartwielder went limp and dizzy, still entirely under the influence of mind magic but no longer experiencing so vivid a hallucination.


“Oh no, I’ve been turned into a plant!” Ullua cried out in confusion. “I can’t eat or fuck! My two favorite things! Who cursed me to this fate!?” A tear rolled down her cheek before she fell over and went to sleep to enjoy some very peculiar dreams.


When the mind spells over Ullua and the heartwielder were broken, a change came over the rest of the affected girls. They stopped behaving randomly, waving their weapons without purpose and intent, and turned towards me as one.


“I think you made them angry.” Sava said.


Illiel scrunched her nose as she scrutinized the gathered elves. “No… there was some underlying control spell masked by the confusion spell. What an incredible display of magical finesse… how did you spot it?”


“It’s the trick I would have pulled in Tim’s position.” I replied. “But he’s going all out now, turning our people against us. I don’t think we can afford to pull our punches. This might be a tough fight if those in the other rooms didn’t escape the spell either. Illiel, see if you can rouse Ullua. We’ll need as much help—“


“We don’t.” Sava interrupted. “And you don’t need to do anything either. It’s time for me to demonstrate what a true mage can really do.” Sava stepped forward and reached into the pouch at her waist.


She threw a fistful of tiny seeds, each no bigger than a pinhead. With a delicate two-handed toss, she scattered the seeds on the floor around the room.


[My floors!] Mac complained.


I grabbed Eltiana and Melise around the waist and threw them into my Personal Chambers nearby before slamming the door shut.


“Mac,” I asked. “Is there any way to lock this door from the outside?”


[You want to keep those two in? I have the perfect solution! Let me just disconnect the door from The Wanderer. The Personal Chambers don’t have a second entrance, so they’ll be trapped in a tiny pocket dimension until I reconnect the room.]


“It will hold up against elves of their power?”


[Most definitely. Even if they were wizards or sorcerers, they still couldn’t break out unless they had unique space-aspect powers. And even if they escaped, I have no idea where they’d end up.]


“Perfect. Seal them in for now.”


The horde of mind-controlled mage acolytes and heartwielders rushed at Sava, who remained where she was, arms folded as she funneled nature zeal into the seeds on the ground around her.


Tiny sprouts broke free from the seeds with incredible speed. Those tiny spindles of green shot into the air as they grew roots across the smooth tile floor. The roots rapidly thickened to the width of a finger, and soon there were dozens of stems as thick as my wrist with hundreds more just a little smaller.


They rapidly swelled and filled the room. The mind-controlled elves tried to summon their own spells to counter Sava’s attack, but in these cramped confines, they were already within the reach of Sava’s newly formed aura.


Ghessa was the most powerful of the mage acolytes under the influence of Tim’s mind control spell, so Sava attacked her first. The plants on the ground at Ghessa’s feet shot tendrils of probing leaves and branches up Ghessa’s legs, quickly binding her in place and slowly growing into a cocoon of plant material around her.


Even in her muddled state, Ghessa knew she had to get the plants off her. She used her sunlight zeal, illuminating her sword in a brilliant golden glow. That golden glow was quickly quenched when Sava pushed her aura outwards, smothering Ghessa’s spell to a mere fraction of its former might as all the zeal around Ghessa bent to Sava’s will instead.


Ghessa hacked at the roots binding her in place all the same, severing a couple with each swing of her sword. But by the third swing, a branch caught her sword arm and wrapped around it like a crawling vine. Robbed of her defenses, the rest of the plants climbed upwards without resistance and soon had her completely imprisoned.


“Illiel, please fix her.” Sava said.


Illiel rushed forward, reached her arm through the living bindings, and pressed her palm against Ghessa. The struggling Songstone elf quickly went limp as her muddled mind began to clear.


With the largest threat eliminated, Sava spread her attention to the rest of the room. Subduing the heartwielders barely took any effort at all as she waved her hand, trapping dozens in the thick foliage that now covered the ground.


The mage acolytes qualified for Sava’s personal attention. She flung out spears of roots to disable them, putting them on the defensive until the branches on the ground bound them to helplessness. As a single true mage, she was more than a match for half the Hearthwood Clan.


While Sava was subduing the mind controlled, I tore open the back doors. Most of the weaker residents of the Hearthwood had hidden in the crafting rooms since the beginning of the battle. Fortunately, it seemed like those who didn’t personally witness Tim’s image on the holographic display were unaffected by his mind control spell. Eventually, I found one of the faces I was looking for.


“Antgut!” I said after I found the previous matriarch of the Ironwood tribe. As I took in her plump girlish cheeks and innocent expression, I realized how unfortunate it was to be burdened with the legacies of past lives. Antgut was a fine name for a bark-skinned old matriarch of a small forest tribe. On this blushing maiden, the name was entirely unsuitable.


“Yes patriarch?” Antgut asked as she hurried to stand up and straighten her clothes.


“Do you have a way to contact Segolas?” I asked. “I need to talk to his mentor. She should have a way to contact Princess Tivana.”


I couldn’t believe Tim would come here personally just to establish a forward base. But if he had designs on The Wanderer? That was plausible. Before now, I wouldn’t have believed he could even try to take it, considering the power that bonded it to me was of a higher level than zeal and cultivation. But it never hurt to be too careful, and if there was any chance of him being able to do something, I needed to move to block him.


Antgut blushed in embarrassment and looked at the ground. “We… Segolas and I aren’t talking much these days.”


I sighed and nodded.


“Wait!” Antgut grabbed my sleeve just as I was about to leave. “I might not be able to contact him, but if anyone could, it would be Little Red.”


“Little Red?” I asked.


“I think you knew her as Matriarch Red Serpent.” Antgut explained. “Her old name causes problems with some people whenever it’s brought up around here, so we changed it.”


“Take me to her.”


After climbing over piles of huddled elves with fearful eyes, Antgut finally brought me towards a young elf combing nervous fingers through fiery hair.


“Little Red!” Antgut said. “I brought the patriarch. He needs to talk to Segolas.”


Little Red reached into her pocket and pulled out a little strip of paper. “He said his master gave this to him for emergencies, and he passed the matching talisman to me. I assume this qualifies as an emergency?” I nodded and she squinted at the paper talisman and it quickly burst into flames, devoured by her fire zeal.


The fire continued to burn even after the scrap of paper was entirely devoured. After a few moments, I heard Segolas’ voice emanating from the crackling flames.


“Little Red? What is it? Quietly, please. We’re trying to avoid the attention of those giant golems and monsters.”


“Segolas,” I said. “It’s your father.”


“Oh.” Segolas softly replied. “What can I do for the patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan?”


“I actually need to talk to Xoreda. She’s still next to you?”


“She is.”


“Good. I expect she has a way to communicate with Princess Tivana?”


Xoreda’s voice came over the flame next. “Baroness Jynna has a transmission stone connected to the princess. She’s one of my circle’s contacts to our patron. However, the princess is busy fighting right now. The Archreaver commanded the elemental golems to burn their life essence for extra power, so she’ll be hard pressed just to keep them busy until their reserves are depleted. If I’m to interrupt her, it must be for something extremely important.”


“I suspect I know what Tim is after. Something of mine.”


“The magic castle.” Segolas said with sudden understanding. He was one of the few he knew how powerful The Wanderer really was, and how much more potential we had yet to unlock.


“Am I to interrupt the princess over your theory?” Xoreda asked, unconvinced. “A moments inattention during a fight of this level could prove deadly. I have some favor with the princess and I won’t squander it just to tell her you’re worried about a sorcerer stealing from you.”


I frowned. Tim was keeping Tivana occupied for a reason. Whatever he was doing that for, it wouldn’t help me.


“No.” I answered. “Tell her that I’ll provide an opportunity to slay those golems. After that, I want her to run towards the little box sitting in the field. Segolas can guide her to it if you can’t see through the invisibility talismans. Once she’s here, she must help me deal with Tim. I have a plan.”


“You can deal with two sorcerer-level golems and their master?” Doubt dripped from Xoreda’s words. “If you really can do that, the princess would owe you a big favor. By the ancestors, if you could do that, I’d owe you a favor too. Escaping would be tricky without the princess’ protection, and I definitely couldn’t take my undead with me as we ran.”


“Then pass my words over to Baroness Jynna and then to the princess. I mean what I say. Give me a few moments.”


[Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?] Mac asked.


“If you’re thinking about overloading the mana generator again, then yes.”


[Just because it disabled my golems doesn’t mean it can take out those monstrosities out there.]


“Then we’ll just have to scale up the power burst accordingly.” I replied. “Give me your best estimation for how many points this is going to take.”


[With the data from our previous experiment and considering we upgraded the mana generator to level 4, I estimate we should utilize around 5000 points. That leaves us comfortably within the scale of energy we need to take those golems down. I’ll get the elves moving some equipment from the Command Center into the Personal Chambers. That room won’t look the proper type of mysterious when it’s only filled with beds, pillows, and chairs.]


I nodded and turned back to the flame in Little Red’s hand.


“Ten heartbeats.” I said. “Tell the princess to strike then. They’ll only be vulnerable for a moment, but at her speeds that should be plenty of time.”


“Message sent.” Xoreda answered. “Baroness Jynna says the princess agrees to your terms and awaits the opportunity you can provide.” Then she added in a lower voice. “I hope for your sake you really can do what you say.”


“Do it Mac.” I commanded. “Throw all the points we have left into the blast.”




5375 points used to supercharge the mana generator.

Converting to local energy source…




Energy exploded through the air. Before, I’d felt a tingly sensation across my body. Now, I felt like I was being stabbed by a thousand needles. The sensation didn’t pass quickly, but continued to grow until those needles tore through my body. The concentration of zeal flowing over me was so great it was forcing its way into me.


I drew Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage to protect myself. My body had a higher affinity for zeal than an average elf, and I need to protect my cultivation. Spell Eater began furiously consuming the incoming tide of magical energy and started strengthening itself. It still hadn’t lost its empowerment from killing all those wizards and was now blazing brilliantly even to ordinary vision. Adamantium was far more stable under the effects of intense concentrations of zeal, but all this energy was starting to effect Spell Eater’s shape despite the resiliency of the material.


The enchantments I’d chosen radiated earth magic as waste, so that was the type of zeal most prevalent throughout the weapon now. The handle felt heavier, like it was a boulder disguised as a tiny rod. The metal felt rough and grainy under my touch. I needed all the might of my Blackgorge Fiendbody just to lift it, and even that was becoming harder with every passing moment. I groaned as the spear tip dug into the floor, its weight too great for me to hold up completely at this point.


The absorptive effects of Spell Eater could only partially protect me. I had to focus all my attention onto madly cultivating the earth zeal Spell Eater was giving off. By filling my body and meridians with compatible zeal, I could keep all hostile varieties of zeal at bay.


Since I had reached the peak of the mage acolyte ranks, I couldn’t dump this energy into my dantian. So, I funneled it into the 128 particles of earth zeal dispersed throughout my body that made up the Blackgorge Fiendbody. The zeal running rampant throughout my flesh was absorbed by those little beads until they swelled and grew. I felt a pinching pain in my right hand, the very hand that was holding Spell Eater. The Blackgorge Fiendbody particle there had swollen larger than all the others and was now trembling as it strained against an invisible barrier.


I continued to pour energy into the particle until it was overflowing with so much power it cracked. Like a snake shedding its skin, the particle freed itself from its undersize shell, reemerging larger and stronger than before.


I also felt that the particle was rooted deeper in me. What had previously been a muscle-deep connection was now far more intimate. During my progress through the Stone Muscles phase of body cultivation, I’d empowered many of those 128 particles and filled them with energy. Now a select few of them had enough power to pierce deeper into my body and bore into my bones themselves.




Body Cultivation progress detected.

You have reached the Stone Bones realm of body refinement.




Just as quickly as it had come, the explosive wave of zeal passed. Spell Eater rested easily in my hand now, though that was more due to my sudden increase in strength than any reduction in its magically increased mass. The adamantium felt blocky and rough in my hands, having taken on the color and texture of granite from all the earth zeal coursing through it.


The elves next to me were lying on the ground, slowly recovering. Some were lucky and had been struck by the right kind of zeal to push them through several levels at once. Others would need to spend a month or two purging the wrong aspects of zeal from their bodies. Most experienced a combination of the two.


Little Red was among those badly affected. She lay sprawled out on the ground, the flame in her palm giving out a few desperate sparks as it flickered out.


“I hope the princess made use of that opportunity.” I said. If things had gone as I’d expected that wave of zeal would disable the massive golems temporarily. Had it been enough for Tivana to defeat them?


She answered me herself when I turned around.


“I did.” Tivana said. She hadn’t been standing there a moment ago.


[Theo!] Mac warned. [Somebody just appeared behind you! I don’t know how they hid from the scanner, it’s like they appeared out of thin air!]


“I see her Mac.” I replied. “Now then, princess. Since you made good use of the first opportunity I provided, you’ll have to have some faith that I can provide another.”


Princess Tivana nodded slowly. “Jynna told me you had a method to deal with the Archreaver.”


“I do, but I’ll need your help.” I walked back into the command center and then to the Personal Chambers room. Currently, the door shimmered light blue, only half visible. It wasn’t connected to The Wanderer right now, and there was no way to access it. Currently, that bedroom was its own tiny pocket world. And if everything went well, it would soon be Tim’s prison.


“I’m going to open this door. Two elves, under the influence of Tim’s mind spell, will come rushing out to escort our unwelcome guest aboard my ship. I need you to force him into this room, then I’ll need you to lock the door.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.” I agreed. “I’ll do the rest.”


[Ahem. I think you mean I’ll be doing the rest.]


Mac reconnected the Personal Chambers to The Wanderer and Eltiana and Melise immediately stumbled out of it. Both were glassy-eyed and oblivious to their surroundings.


Tim’s spell had dropped all pretenses, likely because it had detected the other affected individuals were being cured. Eltiana and Melise dashed out the door as soon as it fully materialized, heading directly towards the main entrance to The Wanderer.


I stepped in front of the door to the Personal Chambers. I jerked my head at Princess Tivana. “Quick, dive behind that door. I’ll lure him over here, you merely need to strike him once.” I commanded. I stopped myself then, remembering this worlds worshipful respect for power and those who wielded it. I remembered how carefully the heartwielders of the Claw Tamer tribe would speak to me when we first met. Not only was Tivana a sorcerer, she was also a princess. Would the princess feel insulted taking an order from a mage acolyte?


But if Tivana was insulted, she made no comment. She only nodded and ducked behind the door to the medical bay that I’d just gestured to.


Mere moments after Tivana concealed herself, Tim burst through the door to the Command Center.


“So, this is the place he mentioned.” Tim said. “It doesn’t look like much of a ship, but I’ll take anything if it can get me home.” His hands lingered on Melise’s shoulder while she was still in her addled state. Any lingering awkwardness I had for how I planned to screw him over died then and there.


“Hello Tim.” I said with a wave.


“Oh, you again.” Tim said with displeasure. “You’ve been nothing but trouble.”


“I just look out for me and mine.”


Tim gave me a lazy glance. “Take off the pendant and let me use mind magic on you. We both know this game is over now that I’m inside.” Tim jerked his head towards Melise, who jumped backwards and slammed the door to The Wanderer shut. “Based on what I’ve been told, these things are quite difficult to break into uninvited. Little Tivana won’t be saving you now that it’s just you and me in here.”


I let my body sag and my head hang. “I know when I’m beaten, but all the same, I’d like to keep a little dignity. Just tell me what you want.”


“I want you to hand over ownership of this spaceship.” Tim commanded.


I chuckled. “If you’re as informed as you claim, you know I can’t do that.”


“Can’t? Or won’t?” Tim asked.


“It isn’t possible.”


Tim sighed. “Fine. Just take me back to Earth then.”


I smirked. “Don’t you think I would have gone back myself if that were possible?”


Tim chuckled. “You were living like a king here. Sure, a petty, backwoods barbarian king, but you were still lording it over this entire forest. No, you’re not the type to miss home. But I am, and I dearly wish to return.”


“That still doesn’t mean this ship can get you to Earth.”


“Try.” Tim insisted. “If it takes a day, then I’ll be home in a day. If it takes a century, then I’ll be home in a century. I’m a patient man.”


I nodded and pried open the door to the Personal Chambers.


“The controls are through here.” I lied.


Tim strolled up to the Personal Chambers. I held my breath as he set one foot across the line. But mid step he came to a sudden stop.


His eyes flickered up to me and he took a step back. “After you.”


My smile froze on my face. “Surely someone of your status—”


I was cutoff mid-sentence as Tim struck me with his fist. He’d crossed the distance between himself and me in the blink of an eye and sent me flying into the nearest wall. I smashed against the wall with a thunderous boom. Any lesser material would have shattered as my body impacted it at incredible speeds. Limply, I sank to the floor as felt the metallic taste of blood in my mouth.


“On second thought, I think I will use mind magic after all.” Tim shoved a boot on my chest, reached down and tore Dean’s pendant off my neck. He examined it appreciatively. “You’re quite resilient, you know that? I was afraid I’d killed you for a moment there. You wouldn’t happen to have spent any time on the orc homeworld yet, have you? I’ve heard good things about the World of Struggle and Strife.” Then Tim shrugged to himself. “It hardly matters.”


I stumbled to my knees, blood dripping from my mouth, nose, and ears. A dizzy sickness filled me as a line of pain shot across the back of my head. I knew without reaching behind me that my skull was fractured. I could only maintain consciousness by pulling zeal into my body and bolstering my failing flesh. I scrambled, hands and knees towards the door to the Personal Chambers, praying Tivana wouldn’t act until the moment was right. Sava had ushered most of the elves out of the Command Center, but a few horrified heads poked out of doorways. Their eyes were wide, and they held hands over their faces as they took in the miserable state Tim had put me in with a single blow.


Tim laughed at the pathetic sight of me desperately scrambling away from him. “I thought you’d be the kind of man to accept his fate and lose with grace!”


“Screwph. Yuuph!” I shouted through a mouthful of blood and broken teeth. Just that much effort set me coughing and sputtering.


Tim walked behind me at a leisurely pace, stepping over the trail of blood I was leaving as I crawled away from him. I stumbled to my feet, scrambling to make it those few steps to my destination. My left leg couldn’t support any more than a fraction of my weight, and it was twisted unnaturally midway between ankle and knee. Given the enhancement of being a mage acolyte and the Blackgorge Fiendbody, I knew that blow would have turned an ordinary human into a puddle of red paste.


I heard footsteps. To my surprise, it wasn’t Tivana who came rushing forward. Or even one of my girls.


“Patriarch!” Shouted Antgut, ex-chief of the Ironwood tribe.


“Back!” I waved my arm at her, but she ducked under it and wrapped it around her shoulders before standing up to help support my weight.


“Let me help.” Antgut said as she propped me up.


“I’ve got you.” Another elf said as she lifted my other arm. A face full of short blond hair told me it was Yulli. “Why is everyone else hiding?” Yulli demanded, glaring angrily at the elves peeking out from behind closed doors.


“G-get out of here.” I spat as I steadied myself on my good leg as the world around me swirled and twisted dizzily. “Too strong.”


“How inspiring. None of my subordinates would be willing to face death just to let me hobble along.” Tim said in admiration. “Sadly, it is also incredibly stupid. I suppose it’s my duty to play Mother Nature this time and cull the foolish and unfit.”


Then he pointed a finger at Yulli.


Since drinking the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening, Yulli had made significant progress. Her wisp had been well cared for since the moment she died and had been ushered into a new life as quickly as possible, so the potion was able to start restoring her original power and memories with remarkable efficiency. As a result, she’d already reached the mage acolyte ranks again.


That remarkable jump in power amounted to absolutely nothing in front of Tim.


Yulli’s eyes went wide and under my arm I felt her body freeze and go cold.


“Blonde elf, kill the other girl, then yourself.” Tim commanded.


Yulli dropped me like a bag of rocks and dove with pincered hands at Antgut. The latter was still just a heartwielder and had no chance at evasion.


“It’s so refreshing working with heartwielders and mage acolytes.” Tim commented. “It takes days to break down a wizard’s will and usually requires unique items as well. You really cost me back there, Theo.”


Yulli had her hands wrapped around Antgut’s throat. Antgut’s face was going red as she desperately tried to break Yulli’s grip, but was unable to budge so much as a finger.


“You killed quite a few of my creations. But that will all be behind me soon.” Tim smiled blissfully. “I can’t wait to see my daughter again after all these years.”


Antgut’s struggles grew weaker under Yulli’s unbreakable grip.


“W-what about…” I spat out a wad of blood. “Here?”


Tim chuckled. “This? This isn’t a life. You haven’t been here long, but I’ve spent over four hundred years wandering this world. During those years, I’ve learned not all is as it seems.” Tim’s eyes were wide and distant as he gazed at something incomprehensibly vast and profound beyond physical sight. “This world isn’t real, Theo. Maybe it’s a game. Maybe it’s a show. Maybe it’s some sort of training ground. Or perhaps it’s just those infuriatingly powerful bastards screwing us over for their own amusement, like ants in a cardboard prison. Whatever it is, I want no part of it. I’m going home.”


“YOU!” An absolutely furious voice shouted. “DESERVE A THOUSAND DEATHS!”


“Segolas!” Sava pleaded desperately. “Get back here!”


Segolas ignored his mother and marched straight towards Yulli and Antgut. Unlike Antgut, he was fully capable of prying Yulli’s hands free.


“Coma.” Segolas whispered, pressing a finger against Yulli’s forehead. Death zeal seeped from that finger and Yulli’s eyes rolled back in her head as she collapsed limply to the ground.


“I did wrong by both of you.” Segolas said, wrapping Antgut and the unconscious Yulli in his embrace. “I was wrong.”


“Take them.” I wheezed. “Go to your mother.”


Segolas shook his head and released the two girls. “I’m not like you, father.” Segolas said. “Like a limber branch bending in the wind you can bow, compromise, and wait for the moment to strike.” His fingers twisted as streams of dark energy curled around them. “But there’s ironwood in me, father. It runs hard and brittle through my spirit. That’s the reason why I’ll break before I bend. I’ll take the world on my terms or die trying.”


The streams of dark energy in Segolas’ hands coalesced into twin balls of midnight that dimmed everything around them like whirlpools in the world sucking in all light.


“Don’t!” I insisted between wet and sickly coughs. “Too strong. Let me save us all. I have…” I hesitated, knowing Tim was standing right there watching us. “… a plan. Trust me.” I wrapped one weak hand around Segolas’ shoulder. He froze for a moment, looking up at my battered and bloody form. Then his gaze hardened, and he pushed me off him.


“Let me save us this time.” Segolas said. “I’m… sorry I’ve been such an unworthy son. Let me be rebellious one last time.”


A strange look passed through Tim’s eyes. “How touching.” There was some sincerity in the words.


Then Segolas charged him.


Segolas’ eyes turned black and death zeal flowed through and around his body with reckless abandon.


“No!” Xoreda shouted as she burst through the open door to the Command Center. “Segolas! Don’t!”


But Segolas ignored his master, and the darkness around him twisted. Then he activated his spell. Vitality streamed from Segolas’ body and blended with the inky black zeal around him. Gray clouds manifested in the surrounding air, shrouding the world in darkness as Segolas’ body aged and wrinkled in seconds.


The zeal around us took on a life of its own, and I felt the birth of what seemed like an elemental. Only this was no spirit of earth or water, it was an elemental of pure death.


Segolas’ life and power flowed out of him and into the rapidly forming elemental, quickly rocketing it to the mage acolyte realm. Then its power soared beyond Segolas’ old level, breaking through region after region until it emanated the power of a true mage.


It hissed a ghastly scream like the sound of shattering glass and opened a massive purple eye in the center of its cloud-like body. That eye was filled with pure malevolence, and it hovered over Segolas’ shoulder like a harbinger of doom.


Only then did Segolas’ balls of black light finally meet Tim’s pensive and unflinching form. The physical blow itself was weak and pathetic, as all Segolas’ strength had left him. What struck Tim was scarcely more than a corpse that had yet to lose its balance.


But Segolas’ had traded his life for power, and that power struck like the wrath of a death god.


I would only learn the spell's name much later, after I saw the terrible price Segolas paid to cast it. Once there had been a necromancer of no talent for cultivation but a knack for hexes. What she lacked in cultivation was made up for by a warm and loving family. One day, she angered a wizard and was forced to flee. Her family tried to protect her but died cruel and horrific deaths for their futile resistance. The necromancer slipped away and lost herself in years of hatred and self-blame.


From those tortured years and the seething desire for vengeance at any cost, the Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death was born. The necromancer used the spell to take her revenge before dying herself. She eventually reincarnated and was interrogated by the wizard’s clan for several lifetimes until her soul passed from the world completely.


The hex did not kill the wizard immediately, though that would have been a better fate. It left her in a stupor of terror and despair for years before she regained enough of her wits to take her own life. Only, that didn’t free her of the hex either. It carried with her from lifetime to lifetime, and it is said she can still be found wandering the world as a tormented spirit.


So, when Segolas used his most powerful spell, Tim’s watch flashed emerald green. 


The purple-eyed specter hovering behind Segolas’ withered form screeched again as it swept around Segolas, enveloping him in its power. Gray clouds concealed Segolas, Tim, and the specter in a haze of roiling death zeal. The clouds twisted in place, like a tiny hurricane raging inside the Command Center.


The moments stretched on until the spell finally started falling apart. Death zeal dispersed throughout the room. I fumbled for my Dimensional Storage, only managing to draw Spell Eater once the wave of death zeal faded from a gentle breeze.


When the clouds vanished, Segolas was lying on the ground. Tim stood over him, unharmed.


“I’m impressed by your indomitable will.” Tim said as he gazed down. “But I’m disappointed in your stupidity. Had I not reflected your spell back at you, you’d already be dead. You’re lucky enough of your vitality returned to you to keep you alive.”


“That watch…” Segolas groaned, even as the color faded from his eyes.


Tim looked down at his own wrist and smirked. It was lifeless and dim. “This thing? Let me tell you a secret.” Tim tugged at his sleeves. “I turned it off. There’s no point in wasting fate crystals against an attack by an angry mage acolyte who doesn’t know his limits.” Tim frowned at the wrinkles left behind where he rolled his sleeves up earlier. “And you know what?” Tim continued. “I didn’t feel a thing.”


Segolas’ eyes went distant as flickering shadows in his own mind consumed him. His spell was made to cause eternal nightmares, and Tim had sent the spell back at its caster. The tension eased around Segolas’ shoulders as his body grew slack. Soon a gentle shivering trailed up his arms and he curled inward on the ground, eyes closed to the world as he became lost in his own mind.


Tim turned his gaze to me. “In this world power is absolute. It’s clearly defined into ranks and levels.” Tim rebuttoned his shirt, shrugging his shoulders as he straightened his collar. “There are those who have more and those who have less.” He surveyed the room and the fearful elves gazing up at him. “No trick or scheme can overcome this law. To all of you, I might as well be one of those so-called gods.”


Step by step, Tim leisurely strode towards me and the door to the Personal Chambers. “I hope that’s one less attachment for you, Theo.” Tim said. “Go on in, we’re heading off this rock.”


Half my weight was supported by the doorframe behind me. The other half rested on Spell Eater, which dug into the floor under my shaking hands.


I tasted fresh blood in my mouth. This wasn’t from my wounds; I’d drawn it myself grinding my teeth together. I glanced between Segolas’ unmoving body and Tim’s smiling form. My hands tightened around Spell Eater as an overwhelming desire to strike this man down filled my body and soul.


I crushed that feeling and stilled my shaking hands. I hobbled along, barely able to walk with Spell Eater’s support. My physical wounds had already started healing, but a far more crushing emotional toll weighed on me. How would I ever face Sava again?


Slowly, I stepped across the threshold to the other side of the Personal Chambers.


[Mac,] I thought silently. My thoughts were smoother while confined to the inside of my head, despite the concussion pounding against my brain. [Once Tim steps through, close the door behind me.]


[But you’ll be trapped with him too!] Mac warned.


[I know.]


Mac went silent. [I’ll still be able to talk with you on the other side, but… I’ll never be able to open that room again. At his level, Tim will outlive you by hundreds of years. And that’s assuming he doesn’t immediately kill you once he realizes he’s been tricked.]


[I know.] I repeated. [You’ll have to pass my goodbyes on to the others for me. And whatever I do or say after this, you are not to open that door.]


“Hmm…” Tim muttered as he walked in behind me. “It doesn’t quite look like the spaceships from earth.”


The elves only had time to remove the sofa and bed. They’d replaced them with haphazardly arrayed towers of sparking alien glassware that looked even more out of place here than it had in the Command Center.


I turned towards Tim. He stood between me and the door.


“Might as well… get comfortable." I groaned, leaning against the wall. “We’ll be here a long time."


“No need for that.” Tim replied, “Let's get this show on the road. Take me back to planet Earth, or at least show me where the controls are so I can try to power them up.”


I closed my eyes and concentrated on standing straight. Finally, under my breath, I whispered.“Mac, do it.”


The door behind us flickered. An instant later, it turned a bright blue color and became translucent, as though it were only the holograph of a door.


Tim appeared in front of it in an instant. He waved his hand through the luminescent door and his fingers passed through the hard oak unimpeded.


“You… tricked me?” Tim asked. There was anger in his eyes, but I only heard confusion in his words.


“Sure did.” I answered. “Now it’s just the two of us until I die of old age. Hence why I suggested we get comfortable.” I propped my back up against a wall and slid to the ground.


Finally sitting, I was able to try to pop my twisted leg back into place. With a snap, it found purchase and the bones instantly started knitting back together.


“You tricked me!” Tim accused, and this time I did hear the anger in his words.


“And you destroyed my home… ruined my family. Killed my people… my son.” I spat back dizzily. “Just know… none of this… would have happened if you’d stayed out… of my forest!”


The fingers on Tim’s right hand twitched and he appeared before me in a sudden flash of sorcerer-speed motion.


“How tedious.” Tim lamented. “Still, this should be an easy enough fix. Once your mind is under my control, I’ll know how to open the door.”


My eyes flickered up to Tim’s as my heart sank. I’d really been hoping he’d kill me out of anger. Instead, it looked like I was about to spend the rest of my life either tortured or mind controlled. “Is there any need to be so hasty? We’ll have the rest of our lives after all. You might hate me now, but in ten years you’ll miss the company.”


Tim shook his head. “It looks like this place is completely sealed off from the outside world. We only have the zeal we brought in with us. Once that is gone we’ll just be ordinary humans. It will take me decades to run out though.” Tim looked over at me. “You, on the other hand, should run out quickly if your power is being used to heal your wounds. Humans are quite resistant to mind magic, so I can wait until you’re powerless to resist.”


I closed my eyes to concentrate on healing. Just as sleep was about to take me away, I felt an incredible pain screaming at me from my injured leg.


Crack!


My eyes snapped open and I saw Tim standing over me, grinding the heel of his foot into my broken leg as he twisted the shattered fragments of bone around under my skin.


“Torture? A… man of your skills?” I mocked, blood dripping out of my mouth with every word.


“You’ll lose zeal faster the more severe your wounds are.” Tim explained. “I’m just trying to hasten this along.”


“I bet… you were bullied… in middle school.” I spat weakly.


Tim kicked me in the ribs, shattering six of them inward so that the broken bones dug into my lungs.


“That… all you got?” I wheezed.


Tim chuckled. “Any one of those blows could have killed you. Funny, it’s actually much more difficult to keep you alive than to end you.”


Then another voice echoed directly into my ears from far, far away.


“Theo?” The voice said, feminine and pleasant. She sounded like she was speaking through a tube that was miles long. “Hold on. My space magic can reach you, but you may have overestimated my powers. It will take time for me to lock on to you.”


I latched onto that voice, the only thing worth holding onto in a world of pain. Moments passed, or maybe hours. I shut out the world and focused on my zeal. Tim was doing this to rob me of my magic, so I was going to do everything I could to hang onto as much as I could.


I clamped down on my meridians, slowing the flow of zeal to my injured limbs. I took all that zeal and funneled it back towards my dantian, where I sealed it inside with a zeal barrier. Then I repeated the process for each of the 128 particles dispersed throughout my body.


I let my concentration slip just long enough to figure out what was going on outside my body. Tim was still standing over me, but he wore a frown on his face.


“You’re a stubborn one.” Tim sighed. “You’re intent on holding onto your zeal just so I’ll have to waste my own power to pry open your mind while you still have the magic to resist.” Tim ran a hand through his hair, which had become messier than I’d ever seen it. “Fine then. If you want to do things the hard way, then we’ll do them the hard way.”


If the current torture session wasn’t the hard way, I wasn’t eager to find out what was. But as Tim spoke, I felt the strangest of sensations beneath me. Like the floor had turned from hard tile to soft sand. I was sinking into that sand, bit by bit.


Tim noticed at the same time I did. “A spatial transport spell!” He reached for my shoulder, but my body had already turned that same hazy blue as the door. “How’d you hide it!? I scanned your body! There was no space zeal on you! No spatial treasure! Unless…” Tim’s eyes went wide. “That conniving little princess…”


Tim unleashed a desperate burst of mind zeal in my direction. While the power of the spatial transport spell shielded me from Tim’s physical attack, it did nothing to protect my mind.


Luckily, I still had all the zeal I’d desperately stashed away. I released the seal on my dantian, and all 128 particles dispersed throughout my body.


Tim's wave of mind magic hit my wave of earth zeal. My wave of earth zeal was instantly overwhelmed by the sheer amount of power Tim threw forward. An instant later my meager defenses crumbled. But by expending every drop of zeal in an instant I’d bought myself a fraction of a second. Before Tim’s spell was finished both he and the room around me vanished from my vision as everything faded to black.










CHAPTER FORTY-ONE










YOU HAVE SURVIVED thanks to your own ingenuity and careful scheming! (+2000 points)

Thanks to your leadership, your clan has survived this calamity! (+3000 points)




“I think he’s waking up!” I felt warm hands on my cheeks. Beneath me was the crisp, cool surface of the operation table in the Medical Bay. Bandages covered me from head to toe and everything ached. I took the fact that I could feel all my limbs as a good sign.


“How are you feeling, Theo?” Melise asked. “And how much do you remember? That head injury was pretty bad.”


That immediately alarmed me. “I was in a room with Tim when I was getting sucked out by a spatial transport spell. Did anything happen after that?”


Melise’s expression eased. “It looks like the surgery was a complete success then. You were already unconscious by the time Princess Tivana retrieved you.”


“It looks like that thick skull of yours is good for something after all.” Sava joked as she entered the room. The smile didn’t reach her eyes though, and the corners were red. It looked like she’d been crying recently and only just wiped her face. She walked up to the surgical table and wrapped her hands around my own. “I bet you’re feeling pretty smug right now. Your plan worked perfectly and Tim is trapped inside the Personal Chambers, sealed off from space. The princess’ spatial magic was the only reason you were able to escape.”


“Is that what happened?” I frowned. “Huh. I could have sworn my plan was just to have Tivana shove him in there.”


Eltiana appeared. “That’d be silly. The Theo I know wouldn’t come up with a plan that would leave us without our patriarch,” Eltiana smiled coyly, “and all the service he provides.”


I could have sworn I’d been ready to sacrifice myself, but maybe I really had lost a few memories from the head trauma. At any rate, I was safe, and Tim was trapped.


I heard loud clamoring outside the door to the medical bay.


“Wait!” Assyrus shouted. “Somebody else goes first.” She said as she opened the door.


Like a flood, elves funneled into the room. Assyrus entered last, nervously scanning the ceiling for any incoming spells.


“Chief has protected our lands.” Yorik announced as she led the entourage to my bedside. She saluted in admiration.


I waved her off. “Don’t applaud me too much. If I really knew what I was doing, I wouldn’t be lying on this table covered in bandages.”


Yorik shared a hearty laugh with me. She was about to clap me on the shoulder as she did so but held off once she remembered my wounds.


I glanced around and quickly saw there was another blond elf besides Melise. She looked just like the Nela I’d always known, but she felt different.


“Nela?” And then I realized what felt different about her. She was emanating the aura of a true mage.


“Hello Theo.” Nela wrung her hands shyly. “I got a little overeager there. I just… I couldn’t let myself fall behind. I forced you to use a resurrection on me.”


I waved my hand. “If I knew I could spend those points and make another true mage for the Hearthwood, I’d be overjoyed. I was more nervous about you. If those true mages used soul-destroying spells, they could have killed you permanently.”


Nela glanced up from the ground. “It really was stupid of me. But that moment of extreme danger right before I died was just what I needed to force that fearsome aura fragment I harvested from the dragon corpse to finally accept my soul.” Her cheeks flushed pink as she whispered. “I guess you’ll have to… punish me again?” She asked hopefully.


I chuckled. “I’m glad to see you’re the same old Nela, despite being a true mage now. And it would be my pleasure to remind you that I’m still the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.”


“Ahem.” Illiel coughed into her sleeve. “If you examine yourself, you’ll find Nela isn’t the only one who’s advanced.”


I frowned and pulled my senses inward. My dantian and meridians felt the same as before. “No… I’m definitely still a mage acolyte…” But Illiel was right. Something did feel different. Examining my own body felt smoother and effortless. Despite the pain I was experiencing, my thoughts were perfectly clear and unperturbed. They even felt a little faster than normal, like I was using Quicksilver Thought constantly.


Then it hit me. I was using mind magic to enhance my thoughts without touching my mind spellheart. It was happening so naturally that it could only mean I now had a source of power buried within me.


“Where’s my mind spellheart?” I asked, fumbling through my pockets. It wasn’t there, of course. My old clothes had likely been torn beyond repair. The sheer quantity of bandages I was wrapped in made up for any lack of coverings many times over.


“Don’t worry about your old clothes.” Sava said, having read my thoughts. “Malla is happy they helped ease the extent of your injuries, if even a little. She’s hard at work making another set for you.”


“As for your mind spellheart,” Illiel interjected, “it’s a lot closer than you think.” Then she pointed to the back of her head.


I felt around behind me where a particularly thick patch of cloth covered the back of my head.


“I thought that was just the fracture.” I frowned. “I hope it didn’t take up too much space. I need every bit of brain I’ve got. Mac didn’t cut anything out, did he?”


“Princess Tivana helped fold space for it. Even oversized from your spellheart recrystallization technique, there was plenty of room.” Melise said.


“It was actually necessary.” Illiel explained. “You were still hit by half of Tim’s mind magic spell when the princess pulled you out. That was a lot of rogue mind magic running around in your head. Given your injuries, healing you like that might have left you braindead. So Mac and I put our heads together and realized we could have you cultivate that zeal to get rid of it. To do that though, we had to push you to the mage acolyte ranks. There was already a hole in the back of your head from when Tim punched you, so we just added your mind spellheart in while patching you up. We had a whole big ceremony for it too, since we missed your first one. The fact that you were unconscious ruined it a bit, but we all still got to play our parts.”


Illiel studied my face, searching for anger or signs of displeasure.


“You made the right call.” I agreed, and Illiel breathed a small sigh of relief. “Frankly, I’m just excited to pick up a few new mind magic spells. I’ll need a proper spirit art for it now that I’m in the mage acolyte ranks for mind magic.”


“Maybe you can make golems as big and strong as the ones we saw outside!” Melise said excitedly. “Nobody would dare attack the Hearthwood if we had such protectors.”


My mind flashed back to those flying disks that summoned those massive sorcerer-level golems. Tivana had destroyed two of them, and there were bound to be broken fragments of the other disks on the ground outside. Perhaps some study could yield dividends to my own golem projects?


“Eltiana, see if you can look for those disks Tim threw to summon those golems.” I asked.


“I’ll look, though the princess, Xoreda, and the rest of the undead have already picked the battlefield clean of the really valuable stuff.” Eltiana said. “However, we might have a shot at bartering with one of them.” Eltiana’s eyes glanced deviously around the room. “Tim tried to escape through the same spell the princess cast to retrieve you.”


Then Eltiana pulled a box the size of her head out of the bag of holding at her waist. After pulling off a key from around her neck, she opened the box to reveal a severed hand.


It took me a moment to recognize the hand. Those were the very fingers that nearly took my life. Tim’s hand. That hand stretched on for a short stub of wrist that was severed cleanly and perfectly as if the rest of it had simply ceased to exist. The hand didn’t drip a single drop of blood and looked as lively as it had when still attached.


But what drew my attention the most was what adorned that little stub of wrist. A small, golden watch with a blank face that glowed ever so faintly.




Ascendant-class treasure identified: Watch of Fate

A select few cultivators who have reached the limits of zeal can bind their aspect to fate and change their element, and that of their descendants, to the primordial aspect of fate. When used in conjunction with the right spell or treasure, it can be used to predict the future. This watch is a treasure that can be used in conjunction with fate zeal to warn the wearer of incoming danger.



***


After pulling the watch into my Dimensional Storage, I had Eltiana pass the hand to Illiel. As a mind mage, Illiel might eventually be able to harvest enough of a scrap of aura from Tim’s hand to advance to true mage.


“I don’t plan on bartering this away.” I said as I thought about the watch. “But maybe Princess Tivana would accept a bit of iron? Or maybe even adamantium?”


Before Eltiana could answer, the elf in question answered for herself.


“I could indeed use iron weapons, and adamantium would be a dream to wield, especially now that my grandfather’s rod has been depleted.” Tivana said. “And don’t think I didn’t notice that weapon you carry. Spell Eater, I think you called it?”


“It was just a little experiment of mine.” I shrugged. “I’m pleased you were impressed.”


“I’m more than impressed.” Tivana said. “I’m feeling a bit greedy. That kind of weapon is rare enough to catch even my attention… only… its potential has been wasted.”


“How so?” I asked.


“Imagine you build a beautiful city with roads made of Eternal Flame Jade and illuminated by Thousand Ember Coral, but everyone in the entire city flies on swords, clouds, ships, and carpets. Nobody uses your beautiful roads.” Tivana explained. “That’s what your weapon is like to me. There are so many little changes you could make. For instance, what if you replaced that protective enchantment with a life-stealing enchantment? Something that took vitality from whoever was attacked and granted it to the wielder? Useless to you as a chaka, sure, but many unscrupulous wizards would be driven mad with greed for such an item. Perhaps even sorceresses.”


“Even you?” I asked hesitantly.


“Perhaps.” Tivana said. “But not so much that I’d discard my grandfather’s wishes. Besides, I inherited his bloodline, so my vitality is far more resilient than that of a pure elf.”


“Give me the formula for a life-stealing enchantment and one of those golem-summoning disks you picked up and I’ll make you one just like this thing.” I offered.


Tivana smiled warmly. “That would be splendid, but I can offer far more than that. Though we don’t specialize in enchantments, the royal family’s vaults are vast and there are many formulas and secrets in our private library. You’re invited to the capital to peruse our collection at your pleasure.”


“Somehow, I don’t think that’s a favor you give out to just anybody.” I remarked. The looks of shock on the other elves around me told me just how rare an opportunity this was.


“We can do more than that for you, Theodore Waltz.” Tivana said. “Return with me to the capital and you’ll have your choice between thousands of aura fragments of the earth aspect. I can make you a true mage by the end of the week, and if you work hard, you could be a wizard within the next decade, given the talent you’ve shown.”


“That’s an interesting offer.” I nodded along, suddenly realizing what was going on. “But I’m the patriarch of a clan. I can’t go running off to join your royal family.”


Tivana shrugged. “We’ll talk more later.” Then she vanished in a cloud of patchy black and white mist.


Mac made a coughing sound in my head. [So I bet you’re wondering who really came up with the brilliant plan that saved your life and kept you from being tortured for days on end.] Mac said. [The absolutely brilliant plan that involved having Illiel erase your memories and replace your original plan with a false, second plan that had a much higher probability of failure, that way if Tim read your thoughts he’d think he’d already evaded your desperate ploy to kick him into the Personal Chambers and lock the door on him.]


“Huh, that is pretty clever. If the first plan failed, which it did, I’d already have a second in motion. I have been trying to always have a backup plan ever since the Shadowblade killed Melise.”


[Yes, and you have your helpful, creative, and intelligent AI Mac to thank for it.] Mac said. [That’s right. It was all me. I came up with that plan completely on my own, no human required.]


“Sure Mac.”


[Let me have this one, Theo. You don’t even remember coming up with the idea!]



***


After Tivana left, I had everyone else follow. With so many wizards and true mages dead on the battlefield above, there were mountains of prizes just waiting to be looted. Every spare hand in the Hearthwood was busy digging through rubble and picking over everything they could find. It was a small consolation for our losses and the destruction of our home, but I wouldn’t allow my girls to let this opportunity to slip by just because they wanted to keep my wounded self company while I convalesced. Given my remarkable healing abilities, even this near-death beating would not keep me bed bound for more than a few days.


I had Sava stay behind though, because there was something more concerning than my health and even the reconstruction of the Hearthwood Clan on my mind.


“How is Segolas?” I asked Sava, my first woman, and mother of my eldest child.


By her downcast and silent reply, I realized her answer wasn’t that he was healthy and recovering. “Bad.” Sava answered simply. “Very bad.”


“How bad is that? Will we have to resurrect his wisp?” I asked nervously.


Sava shook her head. “If reincarnating would fix what’s wrong with him, I’d kill him myself and let him be reborn. Even if he can’t use your resurrection tree like the rest of us for a perfect resurrection, we could still revive his wisp. But that won’t help him. Nothing will.” Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, and Sava collapsed into me.


“I see.” I replied, wrapping my arms around Sava, and rubbing the back of her head.


“Our foolish son,” Sava sniffled, “inherited all his father’s temper, but none of his wisdom.”


“He’ll learn someday.” I replied.


“He won’t get the chance now. That vile cult… they ruined him. That sorcerer used some trick to poison his magic. Xoreda and even princess Tivana can’t get rid of it. His own spell was reflected back at him, causing every moment of existence to be a living nightmare.”


“There has to be a way to save him.” I said firmly. “Tim did this to him. Maybe he could fix it, given the right motivation.” I wasn’t in a state to be forcing Tim to do anything right now, but a few hundred years down the line I might be a sorcerer myself. At that point, I wouldn’t be so easy to push around.


“Our son…” Sava sagged against me, unconvinced by my words.


When Sava left more than an hour later, I called in Illiel, who’d been waiting patiently outside the door.


“Is it true what she said? Nothing can be done?” I asked.


Illiel nodded grimly. “Archreaver Tim’s mind zeal blended with Segolas’ Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death, creating a horrific spell that will continue to torment Segolas even if he died and reincarnated. It’s almost like a spirit parasite has bonded with his soul.”


“How powerful would I need to become to free him of it?” I whispered softly.


“At least as strong as Tim. Probably stronger. And you’d need to have a thorough understanding of death zeal on top of mind magic.”


I nodded slowly. “Thank you, Illiel. When you get the chance, try to contact Salla, Sora, and Salica. Sava needs all the family she has right now.”


“Understood Theo.” Illiel stood there in silence as I stared at my bandaged hands.


“I have numbers for everything we looted from the battlefield thus far. As well as numbers for our losses and a proposed food distribution plan until we rebuild an economy for the clan.”


I held out a hand. “Just leave them on the table. I’ll read them later.”


When Illiel left and I was alone again, my thoughts rang louder than ever in my head.


Was this victory?


If so, why did it feel like I’d lost so much?


My heart ached and my head pounded. The Hearthwood was safe, but for how long? I lived in a dangerous world, and as soon as someone powerful showed up, I was helpless against them.


I’d marked myself an enemy of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I knew this wasn’t the last I’d heard of them, and I didn’t intend to prepare defenses and brace myself for a tough fight like I had before.


No… it was time to strike back and make my enemies know fear and loss like I did. It was time to go on the offensive.










CHAPTER FORTY-TWO










THE AREA AROUND The Wanderer was crowded and busy as hundreds of elves milled about assembling temporary housing, distributing food, and organizing loot. More than a few heads turned as I emerged, but most were too occupied with their work to notice me.


[Feeling better?] Mac asked me.


“Fresh air and stretching will do more for me than bed rest at this point.” I replied.


[Medically, no. You could use at least another three days of bed rest. But I suspect you aren’t referring to your physical needs.]


“There are more elves here than I remember.” I said, changing the subject.


[Another batch of wisps hatched. Many of these elves are former Corpse Collectors, though they have no memory of those lives.]


“We’ll have to consider some schooling. More than a few of those Corpse Collectors were criminals in their past lives. We’ll need to make sure we raise them right in this lifetime.”


[Illiel is already on it.] Mac replied. [You’d know that if you’d read the report she left for you.]


I chuckled slowly. “That’s what I have you for, Mac. Give me the highlights.”


Mac ran through Illiel’s report. Curiously, the elves were divided on whether to rebuild above ground or beneath it. Some elves missed the fresh air enough that they never intended to venture beneath the earth again. Others, particularly the dungeon delvers and those who’d manifested from wisps while underground, were adamant that the corridors beneath the ground provided easier access to the dungeon and made harvesting valuable dungeon goods simple.


“We’ll do both.” I decided. “It was always my intention to have an underground city and an aboveground city. It might be tough given our previous residence is now a massive crater. Should we move to a new location?”


[No need.] Mac replied. [I’m a dungeon core, remember? I’m already shifting the dirt and stone to fill in this massive hole. In fact, this opportunity to remake the entire cave system from the ground up will allow me to implement a much cleaner, more organized design.]


“Just make it defensible.” I replied. “And point the way to the other dungeons in the area so the elves can continue to hunt after we’ve looted this battlefield clean.”


[Noted.]


“One more thing. Where’s Tivana?”


[The scary sorceress who can vaporize mountainsides with her fingertips?]


“That’s right.” I replied. “I haven’t thanked her for saving me.”


Mac didn’t need to answer. Like before, Princess Tivana appeared behind me in a flash of motion faster than thought.


“You like doing that, don’t you?” I asked the sorceress.


Tivana shrugged. “Each cultivation realm enhances your senses, including hearing. At my level, you might as well be shouting my name while standing next to me. It’s hard not to get my attention.”


“I have you to thank for pulling me out.” I clasped my hands and gave the princess a shallow bow. “You didn’t have to do that. Tim was already trapped. You could have just left me with him forever.”


Tivana shook her head. “I couldn’t leave the possibility that you had another escape route for yourself. Or perhaps that peculiar dungeon spirit companion of yours would free you both despite the consequences. I couldn’t take the risk.”


“All the same, I still have you to thank.”


“There’s more to it than that.” Tivana added. “My offer still stands. Return to the capital with me and I’ll ensure you get the best resources we can offer. Anything that isn’t on my mother’s person is at your disposal.”


“You don’t need to bribe me like this.” I replied. “I’d help you fight the Cult of the Unblinking Eye even if you’d offered me a rotten turnip and a pair of used socks.”


“All the same, my offer stands.” Tivana repeated, and the corner of her serious expression twitched up into the tiniest hint of a smile.


“I’ll go to the capital with you.” I said after a lengthy pause. “But I’ll need time to pull my clan back together. And when I go, it will be on my terms. I’ll be going as the patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. A guest of your royal family.”


“Disappointing, but suitable.” Tivana said. “We’ll leave one week from today. I need to take care of some affairs to the north first.”


“One other thing.” I said, asking the question that had plagued my mind for ages now. “Where’s Dean?”






The End.




Thank you for reading!
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