
        
            
                
            
        

    





CHAPTER ONE










BROKEN BEAMS OF sunlight drifted down from two suns and over ten thousand lesser celestial bodies to the leaves of the titanic moss-cloaked ancient trees that shrouded the Hearthwood forest. Beneath the branches of these towering giants crisp forest air drifted between the gargantuan trunks, holding small birds aloft and whisking by many tiny creatures brimming with a mystical lifeforce that gave them supernatural abilities. The power to jump higher, to fly faster, to be smarter than any being without this zealous force flowing through them. Such creatures littered the forest, some of which were the elves I knew. Others were creatures that would tear an elf to shreds with razor-sharp teeth and claws. Plants that could heal or poison anyone who touched them were present in equal numbers and every stick, branch, and breath of air was laced with this mysterious zeal that beckoned to any waking mind that could hear its call.


The forest itself was roughly round, with the outskirts being tamed and settled by the six major tribes that called the forest home. Five of those tribes had since united into one clan, and new paths were being cut through the safer regions of the forest with each passing day. Even with freshly cut paths, a traveler had to keep watchful eyes to the forest looming overhead. 


I was traveling with one such group of elves, whom I had taken to thinking of as my girls.


"The numbers just don't add up." I said to the three gathered elves. Melise was the subject of my experimentation, with Sava and Illiel present to assist.


"What were they again? Let me write them down. I'm no good with doing these things in my head." Illiel replied.


"I'm afraid I never learned my numbers. I always wanted to though. A herbalist can get by just eyeballing things, but an alchemist must calculate." Sava said, a note of envy in her voice.


After things had settled down after the incident with the Crimson Dragon tribe, I'd told my girls about Mac and even the story about the alien wizard. Sava already knew most of the story, but she listened along and asked all the right questions for me. Naturally, the subject of these mysterious points I'd been earning came up, which was the object of today's experiment.


"I had 2934 points left over from defeating Matriarch Red Serpent. Mac had to use 2000 of those. Then I got 750 from reaching the seventh layer of zeal accumulation, and another 210 from general fighting and monster hunting. The thing is, my points read 1959. So, where did those extra 65 points come from?"


"Does it matter? The heavens granted you good fortune." Melise replied.


"I'm not looking a gift horse in the mouth here." I replied, causing all the elves to give me blank and confused faces. "I just want to know where they came from. If I can figure that out then maybe I'll be able to replicate it and get even more bonus points."


"I see." Sava nodded along, having grasped my intentions first.


I already had my suspicions about where the points where coming from. They hadn't been there this morning, but now they were. What had changed? I had done nothing worthy of being bestowed points since reaching the seventh layer of zeal accumulation two nights ago.


"This morning," I began. "I had 65 fewer points than I do now, and I don't remember earning any more. I thought I saw a message appear before my eyes, but it was gone so fast I would have thought I imagined it. The only thing of note that happened today was Melise and Yorik going hunting this morning, therefore, I suspect that Melise and Yorik are responsible."


Melise looked uncomfortable, so I clarified.


"Not that this is a bad thing." I continued. "Far from it. If I'm right, it means you and Yorik will be far more useful to me than before."


"I still don't get what these points are good for." Illiel replied. "You seem to covet them so, but I have yet to see you do anything spectacular with them."


"Oh, I'm certain they're valuable. They're the whole reason I was so confident in founding the Hearthwood clan. I believe these points of mine are the key to our future. Them, along with my friend Mac. If we hadn't been so busy in recent days, I would have brought you all to see him weeks ago."


"Shh!" Sava shushed me. Melise had her eyes locked on something in the trees overhead.


"Find something?" I whispered.


I needn't have asked. There was a twitch in the distance and my eyes were able to catch an ape-like shape.




Silver-clawed Tree crawler (Level 3)




Easy prey for our group. It was currently stalking something that looked like a squirrel, claws outstretched. The elves had a proverb for such a situation. The mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. This time, we were the oriole.

I had personally progressed to the seventh layer of zeal accumulation, which was the equivalent of level 7 according to the system gifted to me by The Wanderer. Though such a level was modestly powerful by the average level of elves in this forest, I was the weakest member of our group. Sava was at the very peak of zeal accumulation, and Illiel and Melise were both mage acolytes. With such a group, defeating a creature equivalent to a third layer heartwielder was easy.

"Illiel will daze the thing. Melise, I want you to take down this first one. Sava can go around and—"

The tree crawler's corpse fell out of its tree to come crashing down onto the moss below, having died before it even realized it was under attack. The squirrel scampered away in sudden alarm, having finally realized how close it had been to becoming food for the tree crawler a moment ago.




Enemy defeated by follower. +5 points. Distance from the ship is too great for automated resource acquisition.




That was the message I'd thought I'd seen earlier! It was much smaller than the usual notifications and flickered in and out of existence too quickly to catch unless you were looking for it. This system needed a redesign.

"Success!" I announced. "I was right. I get points when Melise kills something."

We tried again, having found three more tree crawlers and something that looked like a wild boar with massive bright green tusks. To everyone's disappointment, only Melise gave me points.

"I guess you're just special Melise." I said to the golden-haired elf, who grinned widely in return.

"I'm just happy to be of use to you, Theo." Melise said shyly.

"Why doesn't anything happen when the two of us kill anything?" Sava complained. "I want to have a word with this friend of yours." She hesitated. "You said he was at the wizard-rank, though? To be a male at the wizard rank likely means he belongs to a major power."

I shook my head. "I don't think he's that kind of wizard. I just mean he could use magic. A different kind of magic than cultivation."

"Ah yes, like that magic you say your people use to pop out fully grown babies from between their legs." Sava snorted, which caused all the other elves to laugh. Apparently, she'd spread that story around.

"Haha." I replied dryly. "You laugh but it's true."

We joked and laughed more as we headed closer to the Songstone clan settlement. I really felt I was getting closer to these girls. I just wished I could do the same with Nela and the other tribal leaders. Unfortunately, they were already up to their necks in administrative duties. Part of that was my fault, thrusting all this unification of the tribes business upon them. Still, it was for the best that they kept busy. In a more organized clan, I wouldn't have been permitted to roam outside the walls without a whole battalion. Male elves were valuable enough. Chaka's like myself were even more so.

The new Hearthwood clan wasn't the only thing that was coming along well. The Songstone tribe settlement had also been developed into something much more permanent. The buildings were rough stone assembled with earth zeal, parts of it my own handiwork. Though nowadays the walls looked a lot more formidable than the crude dirt walls I'd constructed on my own. This was real stone. Having an earth spellheart was better than having an excavator for moving earth around.







As we neared the settlement, a familiar green-skinned figure took notice of us and approached at a jog. It was Yorik, my loyal she-orc.

"What news do you bring, Yorik?" I asked my subordinate.

"The troops you summoned to rescue this friend of yours have gathered." She replied slowly. For some reason, she refused to meet my gaze.

"Excellent. It took them long enough. This is the final day. Any longer and I would have left without them." I said as I made my way towards the mustering grounds outside the pale stone walls of the newly erected Songstone fortress. It currently served as both the home of the Songstone refugees and the temporary headquarters of the Hearthwood clan and it’s patriarch.

All the other tribal heads seemed completely satisfied with this arrangement, but I felt the small office the Songstone had given me, outfitted with a bed instead of a table, was insufficient to satisfy my vision of the mighty clan I wanted to lead. Where was my great sprawling fortress? My vast treasury? Weapons? My army?

Instead of that I had a squeaky bed on the verge of breaking in two from all the abuse these elves where putting my poor hips through. After I was wounded in battle with a true mage no less! Call me greedy, but I was a little unsatisfied with the situation.

As I approached the mustering grounds, where my summoned army was supposed to be waiting for me, I expected to see dozens of tents and banners. A hundred elves at least armed and equipped for battle. Instead, the place was virtually deserted.

"Where are my troops, Yorik?" I asked, afraid of hearing the answer.

Yorik looked cagier than ever. "Great warchief... the elves are cowards. Leave them behind. They do not understand the glory of battle. If we were home, hundreds of orc warriors would have rallied to your call."

Yorik had stopped pretending to be so bad at elvish, at least in private. Though she was still rough and stilted. "Nobody showed up, did they?"

Yorik deflated. "One."

I finally noticed a single elf.




Katiana Greenstem (Level 5)




Sava's half-sister waved and stood up from where she'd been running a damp cloth up and down the length of a plain ironwood sword. I nodded to her.

"Glad you could make it. Nobody else came?" I asked the green haired Riverweed tribe elf. I didn’t have the best impression of Sava’s sister, as I’d only really heard her speak from behind a door where she was desperate to get a piece of whatever trick Sava had found to get so strong. Well, considering that trick was me, I guess she was here to try her hand at getting a piece.

Katiana shrugged in reply to my question. "Everybody else is up to their necks in work rebuilding after the Crimson Dragon clan's temporary takeover. Setting the dead to rest and organizing what possessions they left behind. Two out of three homes are empty among the Riverweed, such was the extent of our losses. The survivors are either burying the dead or laying claim to the possessions they left behind. A bunch of grave robbers if you ask me."

I grunted. "They still should show some respect to their patriarch. I gave an order to muster some warriors. What if this had been an attack on our lands?"

Katiana sighed. "In that case Sava might have had the pull to call in more troops, but a tribal chieftain only has power that extends to the tip of her sword. When she's here with you, her control over the Riverweed tribe slips."

"So, the Riverweed tribe lacks organization and structure. Is it the same for the other tribes?" I asked.

"Yes. Most of the tribal chiefs are brand new and can only hold themselves together at all thanks to your declaration of founding the Hearthwood clan. If it wasn't for the fact that ambitious upstarts are afraid of other tribes lending support to current leaders, we probably would have already seen a coup among one of the tribes. Tribal chiefs can never hold onto their positions forever, but their positions are especially precarious these days considering their youth and weak cultivation."

In short, everything I'd built was falling apart, and I didn't have the power to pull it back together. Something had to be done, but what?

I gave Katiana a pat on the shoulder. "Your loyalty won't be forgotten Katiana. Let me just see to a few things and we'll be off."

The leaf-green haired elf blinked in surprise. "We're really going? Just the two of us?"

"I had planned on just going with my new war band and Yorik." I replied. "But since it's just you I'll bring Sava, Melise, and Illiel along as well. They've been following me around for the last few days. They'll follow me now."

"Even deep into the heart of the forest, where the water is contaminated with iron and the land is flush with predators?" Katiana asked, eyes wide.

"It's not so bad. I survived for weeks on my own just where we're headed. Sava's been near there gathering herbs and the Waterbeetle tribe frequently sends dungeon excursions there as well. That's the route we'll be taking. No need to worry about deadly unknown mystic beasts since the Waterbeetle have the path mapped and cleared."

"Great. We only have to worry about the countless known mystic beasts lurking the Waterbeetle dungeon." Katiana grumbled. I gave her a reassuring pat on the head. She turned back to polishing her ironwood sword and I was gratified to see the spark of ambition in her eyes instead of fear. It must have been frustrating to have Sava, her younger half-sister, outrank her by so much so suddenly. If she worked for me, I wouldn't mind bestowing a few benefits.







After I left Katiana to prepare, I went to get myself ready for the journey. I had already arranged for the collection of our travel supplies, and considering the force I was bringing would be considerably smaller than expected I had plenty of rations. Water would be the most important, since the elves couldn't drink from the iron-contaminated stream, though the right spell or technique could pull water right out of the air and supplement our supply.

Before leaving, I thought it best to say goodbye to my son, Segolas.

I had only been to the room the Songstone had been keeping him a few times before. It was a side chamber off the main complex. The elves called it a nursery, but it was unlike any nursery I'd ever seen. High walls and vaulted ceiling framed a large open space lined with several spell formations. Some meant to keep predators things out and others meant to keep the mischievous wisps from wandering out.

In the open room, a glowing ball of energy playfully floated about, interacting with the runes and tiny motes of light created by the vitality Sava had gotten from me, combined with whatever rare herb she could find. Today I smelled lilac in the air, burnt like incense to diffuse through the air and help Segolas grow.

"You've really improved the place. I can feel the zeal in the air." I told Sava, who was replacing a used incense stick with a new one she’d produced from her pouch. I’d watched her make it the previous day, and the materials had not been easy to acquire.

"It's true the potions are my work, but the scripting on the walls was done by the Songstone clan. Our son is important to the Hearthwood clan as a whole, but especially important to my standing in it." Sava said.

"Aww, and here I thought it was his charming smile, inherited from me, that won everyone over." I joked in reply. As a wisp, Segolas didn’t even have a body, let alone a smile.

Sava laughed. “I’m afraid his smile has little to do with his value to the clan. Also, he does not yet have a face to smile with.”

“Oh? What about mine? Surely you appreciate my charming smile?” I teased.

"You're important to the clan, that's undeniable. But I know better than anybody that you're impossible to control. I think the tribal leaders are too afraid to try after everyone saw you deal the killing blow to a true mage. And summoning warbands to raid some dungeon? Male elves simply don't do that. You should be too important to risk, but when you decide to do something there isn’t anyone in the clan that can really stop you. If our clan had more organized leadership, or a true mage, you wouldn't be leaving this base at all. That being said, they can deprive you of the resources to do anything truly dangerous." Sava said in a way that made me certain she knew how few elves had answered my call.

"The Hidden Serpent tribe had a male elf." I replied. "He was out with just his sister when I... uh..." I trailed off, not wanting to talk about how I had killed a male elf from a tribe that was now part of our Hearthwood clan. “I heard he's been getting better though, so no harm done.” The eggs laid by the elves after our reincarnation ceremony were still being incubated, but with all the vitality we pumped them full of they would hatch soon. How much they retained from their previous incarnations would be up to luck.

"That's one of the Hidden Serpent tribe's peculiarities. Some of the more combat-oriented tribes believe that talent must be tempered with experience. That means sending their young elves off to survive on their own, without the tribe's protection. Often it works and pushes cultivators to levels they never would have reached had they stayed secluded and safe. Many tribes honor these traditions by giving out quests to its members, that is not strange. What is unusual about the Hidden Serpent tribe is that they even send their promising males out to gain experience. That's a bold gamble, and this time the Hidden Serpent lost. Luckily, they had another male, so they aren't completely rudderless."

"I get it. So, the reason Nela and the others chieftains aren't kicking up as much of a fuss as they should be is twofold. Firstly, as a clan we've only got mage acolytes, which makes us weak for our size and territory. Secondly, they're hoping Segolas inherits my talent and can be raised to be a bit easier to control." I said.

"More cautious is the term they're using." Sava replied. “Don’t get me wrong, none of the chief’s you’ve helped put in power are wishing for anything but your good health… but there are powers in each tribe that wouldn’t mind seeing the tribes separated again.”

Just then a new elf knocked on the door just behind me.

"Sir? The supplies you ordered packed are sitting just outside on the mustering field." An unremarkable Songstone servant said. If it was one thing the Songstone division had down it was decorum. The other tribes all had a rustic, backwoods vibe to them. The Songstone on the other hand had the etiquette of refined nobility, though they no longer had the power to back it up. They would be the face of the Hearthwood clan when we were finally ready to interact with the outside world.

"Understood." I replied before turning back to Sava. "I need you to come with me."

Sava gave me a hesitant look. "I thought you might ask that. I'd love to, but I need look after Segolas here. He's every bit as important to my future as you are." She held out her hand, where the little wisp we'd created together danced and flitted about. It was hard to tell considering he was nothing but a floating ball of light, but I got the distinct impression that he had a curious personality. Perhaps a touch of mischief in him too.

I appraised Sava using the system.




Sava Greenstem (Level 9)




She was sitting at the peak of the zeal accumulation levels. Since she hadn't tried for the mage acolyte realm already, she must have been holding out for a better spellheart.

"There will be spellhearts where Mac is." I said. "If we wipe out the slimes that have been plaguing him some of them are bound to have nature spellhearts. I'll promise all the nature spellhearts to you. You can recrystallize them and get a top-quality spellheart for your ascension into the mage acolyte ranks."

Sava looked tempted, but her eyes still lingered on Segolas. "The Songstone servants can care for him as well as I can, I suppose."

"You'll be able to care for him better with the potions you could produce as an alchemist." I tempted her.

That finally caught her attention.

"An alchemist?" Sava replied, a feverish note of desire in her voice.

"That friend I told you about? Mac? He's part of the ship I came here in. One of the things I can buy with points is an alchemist laboratory. I'll want to try some stuff with it myself, but I can promise you'll get to use the room whenever you want."

"Okay. Let me just talk to some of the Songstone nursemaid’s and prepare some things for Segolas while we're gone." Sava turned to redouble her work.




After leaving Segolas and Sava, I passed through the rest of the nursery. Though Segolas’ big room took up more than half the structure, there were other wisps inside this nursery. The other wisps from unborn or previously killed Songstone clan members floated about, bumping into walls and ceilings and clumsily flailing about. Maybe it was just paternal pride speaking, but Segolas seemed smarter than the rest of these wisps. He was a finger larger than the biggest one here too. That shouldn't be surprising though, considering he was getting his own room with special potions, daily zeal infusions, and personalized care. The rest of the wisps were left to their own devices to grow in the nursery until they metamorphosed into elves. I still wasn't sure how that happened. How does a floating ball of light turn into an elf?

The nursery was in one of the best protected regions of the encampment. To save zeal, the same warding formation that increased zeal for the wisps also protected the Hearthwood clan's main treasure vault.

Not that the Hearthwood clan had much treasure to speak of. Just what we'd taken from Matriarch Red Serpent, which amounted to a few wizard-level weapons and armor and a single pouch of coins.

The wizard armaments sadly sat unused. A mage acolyte trying to wield a wizard-level weapon was like a child trying to swing a battleaxe. Even if they could lift it, they would only hurt themselves.

Instead, I took the single pouch of coins and counted out ten Queensmarks. The pouch was disappointingly lighter after I removed the coins, and I frowned at it. We’d need more money soon.

With that, I went off to meet Illiel and Yorik on the mustering field. We’d pack and get a good night’s sleep before a long day of travel.










CHAPTER TWO










UNDER MY DIRECTION, the elves of the Hearthwood had cut many new paths to connect the various tribes. I was proud of these soon-to-be roads, as they were one of the few things I was able to push through with my limited power. We were able to take one of the best of these paths between the Songstone division and the Waterbeetle tribe. Someday this path would be bustling with trade carts and wagons loaded with goods. But for now we were the only travelers.

Walking to the Waterbeetle tribe was pleasantly uneventful. We didn't spot anything above the second layer of zeal accumulation from the road, which was the goal of having these paths built in the first place. That's all a group of tribal elves could be expected to handle on their own, since the average competent adult elf was at the third or fourth layer of zeal accumulation. My elves were much higher in rank, thanks in no small part to my efforts. Perhaps someday I could help the entire Hearthwood clan in the same way.

We had left with the rising sun and caught sight of the Waterbeetle tribe's territory just after noon. Unlike the Riverweed tribe, the Waterbeetle tribe had erected some crude walls. Their buildings were located mostly in the upper tree branches, after the same style as the Riverweed tribe that was popular among the local forest-dwelling clans. Unlike the Riverweed tribe, the Waterbeetle chose to forgo the natural green colors of moss and leaves in favor of the deep blue colors of the waterbeetles they'd been named after. Unlike the Riverweed, they didn't seem to have as much of a fondness for live trees. Some of the massive oaks were leafless and stripped of bark, with planks lashed to their trunks. Deep blue banners clung along their sides with a variety of personal patterns and symbols drawn on them in white finger paint. Everything from plants and animals to geological formations and symbols were depicted among the banners, likely personal symbols or marks.

With all the dead wood came the higher risk of fire, so the Waterbeetles had stitched together animal hides, dyed the blue and tossed them over their palisade, likely so they could be drenched in river water to smother fires.

"Hail the gates!" I shouted.

Except there was nobody manning the gates. I approached the place without spotting a single head pop out from behind the fortifications.

I looked at Sava and Illiel who simply shrugged and walked forward. Yorik was more cautious and scanned the walls continuously.

"Hello? Anybody here?" As I approached the gates, I realized the wood was older than it appeared. It must have been cut years ago because it was starting to rot at the base. This gate wouldn’t be protecting anything.

"I don't think they're using their gates properly." Sava pushed the gates open, which creaked uneasily on rope hinges.

I was beginning to grow a little nervous when we finally ran into a Waterbeetle elf. She had the same blue hair and stocky build that I'd come to expect from the Waterbeetle tribe, who was hurrying off towards the center of the tribe with an armful of skewers loaded with mixed chunks of meat.

"Hey, what's going on? Where is everybody?" I asked the Waterbeetle elf.

"Oh, traders!" She glanced suspiciously at us. "You're not selling meat skewers, are you?"

"No?" I replied in confusion. "We're not here to sell anything. But where is everyone?"

A light lit behind the elves eyes as she adjusted the meat skewers she was carrying. "There's a bit of an event going on. Tell you what, buy a meat skewer and I'll show you."

I grumbled and fished out a Queensmark, suspecting the coin was worth far more than a few meat skewers. "I want a skewer for each of us. And I want you to lead us there yourself."

Sava and Illiel each took a skewer. Yorik took two. We hadn't eaten since we left and what little we'd had of our travel rations proved that they were just edible enough to keep us fed on the road.

"The current chieftain, Assyrus Azure, is defending her title in the arena right now!" the skewer seller said.

"What!? But how? Why? She's the representative of the Hearthwood clan for your tribe." I replied angrily.

"A chieftain has to defend her title by proving she's the strongest." The skewer seller shrugged. "Assyrus is proving she's the strongest member of the tribe."

"And where are all the tribe members guarding the gates?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

"They're watching the fight. Look, these skewers aren't going to sell themselves, and I've got my eye on one of those shiny ironwood swords. If you've got any more questions I'll answer them on the way."

In summary, the entire Waterbeetle tribe had shut down to watch this fight where Assyrus would defend her title. Worse, apparently this was not an unusual occurrence. There'd been no less than three challenges from other mage acolytes in as many days. If Assyrus was having so much trouble maintaining authority, I dreaded to think about how the other chieftains were faring.

The skewer seller led us to an arena, which was more a stake-lined fighting pit than anything else. In the center was the same blue-haired elf I'd met back in Queenshold.

"Fight! Fight! Fight!" The crowd shouted.

Both elves were stripped down to garments that were scarcely more than wrappings binding their breasts down and covering their waists. Such garb would have been considered sexual back home, and even after all I'd seen I couldn't help but be a little bit aroused by the skimpy clothing. Underneath, toned elvish muscle pulsed with tension. The challenger had a muscular build and was clearly older and physically more muscular than Assyrus. The current chieftain had a certain energy to her though. She was built like a martial artist and had the figure to prove it. If she had been a man, I had no doubt that she'd be completely shredded. As it was she was the closest thing to it.

"Today we have Ullua Backbreaker challenging reining chieftain Assyrus Azure! As always, this is purely a test of martial skill and mastery of the Waterbeetle defensive technique. No offensive zeal use allowed. Ready? Fight!"







Ullua wasted no time in attacking. As soon as the signal was thrown she struck out with a deadly left hook, holding nothing back. As she punched, deep blue color spread across her fists.

"You're going to have to be faster than that." Assyrus said as she casually twisted her head. The fist sailed harmlessly past her.

The bigger elf turned the punch into an elbow jab, the blue color still spreading up her forearm. Assyrus held up her own arm to block the blow. Ullua's defensive technique crawled from up her arms like honey, spreading slowly and creeping ever further along. In comparison, Assyrus' use of the same technique was like her dipping her hands in water. It spread in a wave up to her shoulders as soon as she had conjured it. Clearly, she was far more practiced with the technique than her opponent. Only the recently deceased chief Wisdom was more skilled.

Ullua Backbreaker didn't let up her attack. She seemed to be afraid of losing the offensive and launched a deadly follow up attack. She spun on her left heel, trying to bring her right heel crashing into Assyrus' temple.

I activated my mage sight, in the hopes of gaining a better understanding of this defensive technique the Waterbeetle clan cherished. What I saw amazed me. It wasn't just pouring zeal into your body to reinforce it. For that purpose, earth zeal was far superior.

Water zeal poured through the network of meridians spanning Assyrus' body. It flowed just like the water whose aspect it carried. Instead of just pooling in her forearms, it flowed like a river, sloshing back and forth.

Assyrus blocked Ullua's kick with her zeal-protected arm, the water zeal sloshed in reaction, like a receding wave. Each blow Assyrus blocked wore down the water zeal she stored in her body, pushing it back into her meridians and compressing it.

"She's charging an attack!" I said with realization.

Melise and Illiel blinked, activating their own zeal perception abilities. As mage acolytes, they had some ability to directly perceive zeal, but not as well as me.

"That's how they do it? I always wondered how the Waterbeetle defensive technique worked." Sava replied. "It is famous for being able to redirect blows. No tribe in the Hearthwood would dare fight a Waterbeetle elf with a blunt weapon, it only makes their blows stronger. Truly fascinating. Try to remember as much as you can about how they're moving zeal through their meridians. I might be able to come up with a crude copy using nature zeal."

"It's not a bad technique for a backwoods tribe, but redirecting the force of your enemy’s blows isn't an original idea. I was able to see some remarkable defensive techniques when I attended the last royal tournament." Illiel said, reminding me she'd been born a countess’ daughter.

"Still, Assyrus is clearly better at it than her opponent." I replied.

"That's right. They're both early mage acolytes, but this fight has already been decided." Melise said.

Ullua Backbreaker lunged at Assyrus. Thus far, she hadn't been able to get through Assyrus' defenses. Being the bigger elf, she was trying to turn a fistfight into a grapple. If she could do that, she'd have the weight advantage and might be able to pull Assyrus to the ground.

Ullua managed to grab Assyrus' wrist with one hand, but the smaller elf didn't let herself be pulled down. Her free hand curled into a fist and I watched a pulse of zeal flow down her shoulders. The punch was slow and steady but carried all the force of Ullua's own strikes. Ullua flew backwards like she'd been struck by a war hammer. She flew off her feet and slammed back-first into the stakes walling off the pit. From my spot on the stands I could hear the crack her ribs made as they broke.

Ullua coughed up a mouthful of blood and stumbled to her knees. These Waterbeetle elves didn't know when to quit, because she tried to stand up and keep fighting.

"Your two lower ribs are broken. You're beaten." Assyrus said as she approached the kneeling elf.

"Bah. It's just a scratch." Ullua spat a wad of blood and phlegm on the ground.

Assyrus shook her head. The blue on one arm had faded away when she landed her first punch, but the other was still a deep azure color. She opened that hand and casually slapped Ullua across the face with it, sending the struck elf sprawling.

"Consider that your punishment for hoarding dungeon winnings from the clan in a time of hardship. We're done here. Challenge me again and you’ll meet with worse."

Ullua groaned from her position on the ground but did not rise.

"Chief Assyrus!" the elves chanted, blood running hot from watching the fight.

"Congratulations, Assyrus." I said, adding my voice to the roar of the crowd.

Assyrus, who had previously been ignoring the onlookers, snapped her eyes on me and my group. Her face froze and a look of worry flashed across her face before she changed directions and started heading towards us.







The Waterbeetle tribe elves parted for their chief. Assyrus approached, confidence and resolve growing in her eyes as her fists balled and her lips tightened.

"Greetings, Theo. What can the soldiers of the Waterbeetle tribe do for the... patriarch of the Hearthwood clan." She said, sounding mechanically rehearsed.

"Hello again, Assyrus." I replied cautiously, worried by her formal tone. She was the first person to ever use my official title. "You got my message?"

Assyrus looked down. "I did. You said you were going to be leading a warband through the dungeon into the deep forest?"

There was some muttering in the surrounding crowd. I caught a few of the words.

Sellout. Just like the Crimson Dragon clan. Greedy outsiders.

"We'll just be cutting through the upper levels. We'll need a guide to see us to where we're going and--"

Assyrus cut me off. "I'm sorry. That isn't going to happen. The dungeon has always belonged exclusively to the Waterbeetle tribe, and we aren't about to start letting outsiders raid its riches."

"We're not going to be doing any raiding." I assured. "Just passing through."

Assyrus shook her head. "During the Crimson Dragon tribe's brief period of control over the Hearthwood forest, they sent their elves into our dungeon repeatedly. During that time they slaughtered almost all the waterbeetles our tribe cherishes, and their population has yet to recover. Some of the other valuable species in the dungeon were raided to the point they will likely never recover. I'm sorry, but we just can't let outsiders exploit and abuse our most precious resource."

"We're just passing through. Don't worry about us taking things from the dungeon." I repeated, starting to get annoyed. For being part of the same clan, these Waterbeetle elves really didn't trust us at all.

The Waterbeetle elves were growing more restless and were giving us increasingly unfriendly looks.

Sava tugged at my sleeve. "Theo. I don't think they want us to go into their dungeon. Let's just risk the journey overland."

"What? And travel through unexplored and unmapped regions of the deep forest when there's a mapped and well explored route to where we're headed? What if we run into something dangerous? No, we're going through the dungeon."

Assyrus balled her fists. Her lips dropped into an unhappy frown and her eyebrows drew together into a glare.

"I said no!" Assyrus growled. "The other tribes have their crafts and skills. This dungeon is all we have, and as chieftain it's my duty to protect it for future generations!"

"Yes!" The crowd shouted in agreement. "This is how things have always been outsider! Leave!"

"If this is how things have always been, it’s time for change." I shook my fist at the elves surrounding us. "What kind of madness is this!?" I shouted with heat in my voice at the fighting pit before us. "A fistfight for the position of leader? How barbaric. How is that any indication of leadership ability!?"

"Are you going to just let him stand there and insult our traditions!?" I spotted the speaker as the Waterbeetle elf who had just fought Assyrus in the arena. Ullua Backbreaker wiped blood off her cheek as she demanded Assyrus act against us.

Assyrus sighed and closed her eyes, fists shaking as the anger spread through the crowd.

"Theo... I really think we should go." Sava pulled at my sleeve. Yorik's hand drifted to her hammer, fingers fondling the handle. It hadn't gone unnoticed by the Waterbeetle elves, whose hands were inching uncomfortably close to their weapons.

"You're not welcome here, patriarch." Assyrus said. "Please go."

Melise stepped in front of me and I suddenly realized how bad things were getting. I looked around at the angry and uncompromising faces of the crowd and took a step back.

"Very well. We'll be on our way. I’ve heard chief Wisdom is on the way to hatching again." I reminded Assyrus that she owed me, and the comment didn't go unnoticed. Assyrus nodded to me and gestured to the crowd.

"Our guests are leaving, everyone stand down. I trust you can find the gate on your own." Assyrus quelled the boiling crowd as I turned angrily.

I shouldn't have been getting this worked up over a little refusal. Deep breaths.

Yorik took up the rear, walking backwards. Melise backed her up. Sava had taken my arm in her hand and was pulling me along, seemingly afraid I'd do something stupid if she didn't get me out of there as soon as possible.

One elf picked up a rock and made to throw it, Assyrus shouted at her, causing her to drop it. We made it to the gate without incident and soon hurried out of sight of the Waterbeetle settlement.

"Well, that didn't go as planned." Melise remarked.

"They suck rocks." Yorik eloquently provided. I was sure it was a wonderfully offensive insult in orcish but didn’t translate well. I'd have to get her to speak orcish sometime so I could get the system to teach me the language.

"Is that really how things work in the tribes? Nela isn't even a mage acolyte yet and she has much better control over the Songstone division." I asked Sava.

"In my experience? Yes. You must understand the Songstone survivors come from a powerful clan, unlike the rest of us in the Hearthwood. There are no established bloodlines. No rule of law. You own what you can take at the end of a sword and it’s yours for however long you can defend it." Sava replied.

"I guess I've got my work cut out for me. Lead us to the river you found me in Sava. We'll follow it upstream."










CHAPTER THREE










STILL NURSING MY little grudge, I allowed Sava to lead the group towards the river. She knew the path better than me anyway. We had to go off the trail after a while, which meant we had to move in tighter formation. The underbrush made it so we had to travel single file, with one of the girls taking turns at the front wielding an ironwood sword like a machete to clear the path.

"Why is the underbrush so dense this part of the forest? Every tree around here looks like it's at least a hundred years old. This should all be old growth, with nothing down below." I asked Sava.

"You underestimate the tenacity of the forest. It is true that in some places you'll find nothing but moss and what few shrubs can grow in the shade of the mighty trees overhead, but this part has just enough sun to support these vines we're hacking through. Besides, they do not thrive on light alone. They consume just as much zeal as they do sunlight, and zeal is far more plentiful by the river." Sava replied.

"We get close?" Yorik asked. The vines were growing tougher and thicker quickly, which meant we had to be getting near their supply of both zeal and water.

"That's right. It gets a little thicker than this right by the river's edge." Sava said.

Melise and Illiel glanced at each other before reaching into their bags. From them, they pulled out big shapeless coats that covered them head-to-toe.

"To avoid splashes." Melise explained. "The water just has a little bit of iron in it, but a small amount is enough to burn you badly. I packed a coat for you too, Theo."

"Don't need it." I replied. "The iron doesn't affect me."

Sava had a smug grin on her face, being in on a secret the others were not privy to.

"What do you mean immune to it? Iron sucks the lifeforce right out of you!" Illiel said.

"Not me. I'm a chaka, remember?" I asked.

"I... I think you should put the coat on anyway, Theo." Melise said. "You might just be resistant to it, but I couldn't bear the thought of you losing even the tiniest bit of vitality."

"I don't think a splash is going to hurt me, Melise. I used to drink this stuff back when I first landed on this world." I replied.

"What!?" The girls, excluding Sava, exclaimed. Even Yorik grunted.

"It's true. I'll show you." I grinned.

As Sava had promised, it wasn't much longer before we found the river. Before anyone could protest, I dipped my hands in the stream and scooped out some water. Then I took a long slow sip as everyone was watching.

"Mhmmm. Just as delicious as I remembered." I said as I drank the water down. "This river can't hurt me at all!" I proudly reached my hand into the water to splash it around and demonstrate that I was completely immune.

Just as I was about to pull my hand out of the water, I felt something cold and clammy wrap around it.

I jumped back in surprise, pulling up a partially decomposed arm. Behind it was an elven corpse dripping with riverweeds and moss. Its eyes were empty voids from which river water and moss spilled out. Its jaw hung open, cracked on the left side, leering like it wanted to chomp into me.

"Zombie!" Melise shouted.

I leaped scrambled to fight it off. Melise, Yorik, Illiel and Sava all rushed forward, but they couldn't come this close to the river without getting wet.

"Stay back!" I shouted. "I've got this."

Part of me shivered at the cold, clammy, dead hand of the zombie. I shoved that feeling aside and kicked the zombie in the face. Its arm twisted unnaturally. Three more kicks and I heard a popping sound as its shoulder came loose. The arm that was grasping me popped out and the zombie was thrown back towards the water.

Having already targeted me, it scrambled forward on its remaining limbs. Meanwhile, I worked the fingers on my free hand to pry off the still tightly-grasping undead arm off my wrist. When I finally got it free, I grasped the other end of the arm and wielded it like a weapon to brain the zombie lunging for me.

"Beating it to death with its own limb. That's a little barbaric, don't you think?" Illiel said.

Yorik grinned in approval.







Even as we were celebrating, another murky greenish-gray hand emerged from the water with a groan.

"There's more of them! Circle up!" I shouted.

I was focused on protecting my girls and didn't see a zombie lunge at me. Luckily, Melise had my back.

"Don't you dare touch him!" Melise shouted, drawing an ironwood sword and chopping down on the zombie’s head with one smooth motion. The zombie was crushed but managed to lash out with one partially severed arm, brushing against Melise's wrist, which sizzled like it had touched hot embers.

"Don't let them touch you!" Melise shouted. "They've still got river water on them, and it hurts like the Hell of Anguish and Misery!"

"I should have brought a spear." Sava remarked, doing her best to cut down zombies with the full length of her ironwood sword so she could keep her distance.

Yorik grunted in agreement. She bashed in the head of one zombie, splashing herself with its blood and guts. The gore sizzled on her face -- it must have been contaminated with river water as well. Yorik grit her teeth and ignored the pain. Orcs must have much thicker skin than elves, her skin swelled and reddened, but it didn’t blister and turn purple like it did for the elves.

"I'll take them apart." I said. Really these enemies weren't that tough, they were just hard for the elves to fight because of the water. A quick scan confirmed they were physically quite weak.




Riverweed Zombie (Level 4)




They were way beneath any member of my group in terms of raw power. They were just tedious to take down because they were covered in iron-contaminated water, which was a deadly toxin to my girls. I, however, had no such issues.

Throwing caution to the wind I decided to really test my newfound skills as a cultivator. I was at the seventh layer of zeal accumulation with earth magic, and I planned to use it.

A zombie lunged at me, but this one wasn't going to catch me by surprise. I was noticeably faster than it, and like a leaf in the wind I dodged to the side. The zombie stumbled past me, having clumsily thrown its weight in my direction. Slashing at its neck with the ironwood sword Sava had tossed me was as easy as swinging a baseball bat. Despite not actively casting a spell, my earth spellheart still leaked earth zeal into my body, reinforcing and strengthening me. Powered by such magical strength, my ironwood sword cleaved the zombies head straight off.

There were four zombies left, and I grinned as I walked towards them. Unarmed and three levels weaker than me they didn't stand a chance. 

Not long ago, I’d been frightened out of my wits by an undead skeleton far weaker than these zombies, and only managed to bash its head in with a rock because it was trapped in a stone sarcophagus.

Not anymore. Now, sword in hand, I had nothing to fear from such low-level creatures. One zombie met its end when I lunged, running my sword right through its eye socket. A second one lost its un-life when I disarmed it, literally. I chopped off both arms at the shoulder before lopping off its head like the first zombie. The third one jumped me while I was dealing with its compatriots. I skewered it as its own mass brought it falling through the air towards me.

Thanks to earth zeal I now had the athleticism of a master swordsman, but I still lacked the experience. My showy move against the third zombie impaled my enemy all the way up to the hilt. That didn’t kill the zombie though, and I couldn’t pull my sword free without getting within reach of those still-struggling undead arms.

I had to back away, and the fourth zombie caught me unarmed and exposed. But being unarmed didn’t mean I was helpless.

My spellheart pressed against my skin. Before, I’d just let in a trickle of power, but now I opened the floodgates. Earth zeal poured into me until my fists felt like boulders on the ends of pistons. I brought my hands up, viscerally eager to smash my enemy to paste with nothing but my bare hands. It shambled closer on unsteady feet, stumbling over the river weeds wrapped around its ankles. I’d deflect it’s clumsy grab at my face, then unleash the mother-of-all haymakers with all this earth zeal I was building up. I couldn’t wait to—

A rod of ironwood sprouted out from between the zombie’s eyes.

I looked behind the downed zombie to spot Katiana, who stood there panting. As the weakest amongst us, she was having the hardest time keeping up. Just maintaining the pace that the others could set while traveling through the jungle had kept her too short of breath to chat, and this fighting winded her.

"Had... to... prove... my worth." Katiana panted.

"I'm glad to have you in my warband." I said, patting her on the shoulder as she tried to extract her sword. As she did so, I noticed her looking at the zombies with a sadder look than I would have expected from someone high on post-battle victory rush.

"Squeamish?" I asked.

Katiana shook her head. "No. That one’s name... was Criasia." She wheezed sadly.

Realization struck me. "These were elves from the Riverweed tribe?" I should have caught that based on the notification, but I'd just assumed they were called Riverweed Zombies because of all the riverweeds growing on them.

Sava nodded, allowing Katiana to catch her breath. "Not just Riverweed elves. These were all elves killed in the Crimson Dragon Tribe attack, many slain personally by Matriarch Red Serpent. But how did so many of them turn into zombies? A mass slaughter and improper burial certainly creates a lot of death zeal, but there shouldn't have been enough to push corpses to the fourth level so quickly..." Sava trailed off in thought.

Just then, I got another notification.




Zombies slain. 125 points earned. 10 points earned from follower. You are now within range for automated material acquisition...




"Wait, guys! Grab the spellhearts quick! They're about to disappear!" I instructed my elves. The automated resource acquisition’s range must have increased as I leveled up the scanner.




Resource acquisition manually overridden.




We spent the next few minutes extracting the spellhearts. Necromantic spellhearts still had a bounty on them after all, and the constables in Queenshold would pay us good coin. We collected five of them intact enough to be useful.

“The Songstone clan needs these desperately.” Melise said. “Handing them over to Nela would earn a lot of goodwill.”


“That’s right, Nela was trying to buy a spellheart stolen from me when I first met her.” I remembered. “What was that about?”


“Our enemies have a lot of power out in the wider Queendom. They found ways to frame quite a few of us for minor crimes. Part of the reason we had to flee into the wilderness was that Nela and Yulli both would have been detained if they showed up in one of the major cities, at least until a trial could be held.”


“Right, the pardons.” I remembered that the little black spellhearts could be exchanged to forgive a past crime. The royals must have really wanted these things, but for what?

After gathering up the spellhearts and a few tokens off the corpses that belonged to the Riverweed tribe, we set off upriver. It was tough traveling because the river was surrounded by thick brush. Sava told me iron interfered with zeal, so not many magical plant species could tolerate the stuff, but the more mundane plants and a select few magical ones thrived in this kind of environment. We hacked our way through the brush using our swords as machetes. Sava stopped a few times to pick up herbs but otherwise we traveled for several hours uninterrupted.







"Wait up! I see something." Sava instructed the group before running off closer to the river.

"Again?" Illiel asked, slightly exasperated. Sava had been stopping frequently to pick plants. "Really, a bit of two-veined tigerleaf should be beneath her dignity as someone at the peak of zeal accumulation. That stuff is only useful for weaklings struggling to break through to the sixth rank of zeal accumulation."

Yorik snorted and Katiana shifted uncomfortably. Illiel seemed to realize what she'd said, in front of Katiana, who was herself struggling to break through to the sixth layer of zeal accumulation. I shot Illiel a disapproving look and Katiana a comforting one.

"T-that isn't to say anyone who's stuck at that level is weak or untalented." Illiel quickly corrected. "You just lacked the right opportunities. Until now at least. Theo practically leaks vitality! Just sticking close to him will make reaching the next layer of zeal accumulation a simple matter of collecting more zeal. His vitality makes it so your body can adapt and bind it without issues, making cultivation so smooth it’s almost effortless.”

"What!" I shouted in mock anger. "Is that why you guys are always hanging around me!? I thought it was because I was attractive and charismatic!"

"Shush. You just keep spraying out life zeal for us, Theo." Illiel teased.

"I'd be here even if you were a three-headed troll with bad breath! I'm loyal to you, Theo!" Melise enthusiastically supplied.

"See? Melise gets it. You want to move up in this world, you have to learn how to stroke my ego like her." I wrapped my arm around Melise's waist and pulled her close. She blushed and wrapped her arm around me in return.

"Your ego? I don't know about stroking that, but there's another thing you've got that I like to stroke." Sava teased, returning to the group.

"Got your plant?" I asked. She nodded in reply and we headed off.

Just as we were about to leave the area we heard a low groan that reminded me of the zombies that we'd fought earlier, but deeper and louder. The other zombies had sounded like the croaking of a dying frog, but this sounded like the rumbling of a mountain before a landslide.

"What was that?" Melise asked.

Yorik pulled out her hammer and gave the surrounding area a hard glance.

"It sounded like the zombies we fought earlier. Could it be more of them?" I asked.

"Not the same group." Sava replied. "We're too far upriver for bodies from the Riverweed tribe to have washed up. But whatever made those death spellhearts might lurk deeper in the forest."

"Do you think we can take on whatever it is?" Katiana asked nervously. As the weakest member of the group, she was the most likely to get killed if a fight went bad.

"That depends." Sava replied. "The outer forest is mostly tame, but the inner forest is wild. Too much iron around there for anything more than temporary hunting and gathering missions. Otherwise somebody would have found Theo a lot sooner."

"I ran into the Hidden Serpent tribe and the Waterbeetle tribe out there, so it can't be too uncharted." I said. "Speaking of, does their dungeon really stretch this far? We must have been walking for hours!"

"Unlikely." Illiel answered this time. "Dungeons are known to have lots of strange phenomenon occurring inside them. Even a weak dungeon can bend space around it. I haven't seen the inside of the Waterbeetle tribe’s dungeon, but I've been practicing picking up glimpses of recent memories from unsuspecting minds. That’s one of the tricks I should be able to use against weak Heartwielders now that I’m a mage acolyte, and I saw some glimpses of a rather extensive underground cave network. Whatever the Waterbeetle dungeon is, it's been around a while."

"Interesting." I filed the information away. If dungeons could be used to shorten distances, perhaps they could be used in place of roads. It wouldn't be a practical solution for many others, but I had a friendly dungeon core sitting in my alien spaceship just around the corner.

The low, rumbling groan rang out again, louder and closer this time.

"Guys..." Katiana began fearfully. "I think this is something you all should take seriously. It sounds big. And angry."

I shushed everyone and drew my weapon. "Anybody got eyes on it?"

"I'm... sensing something akin to a mind around here. Not elvish. It reminds me of the undead, but more sophisticated." Illiel explained in a lowered voice. "I'm getting the feeling we should just let this one pass us by."

Melise gracefully descended from the upper branches of a tree that she'd climbed to get a better look. "Agreed." She whispered. "That thing's an undead abomination. I’m guessing mid mage-acolyte level. We've got three mage-acolytes all in the early stages. If we fought it, we'd lose people."

"That bad?" I asked in surprise. "Okay. Illiel, Yorik? Cloak us."

Illiel and Yorik got to weaving mind magic in a shroud of inconspicuousness around us. I reached into a special pocket I'd had sown into my tunic, where my mind spellheart was located.

Yorik and I were only able to run support for Illiel, who was leading the shellwork. Yorik unfortunately was falling behind. She was competent at mind magic but her spellheart was inferior, and she’d been overusing what little spellheart she had. If I ever found more mind spellhearts I'd have to give her the same treatment as I'd been giving the elves. My own spellheart was little better off, overworked as it was. It would probably drop a layer soon if I didn’t sit down with the mind cultivation technique Illiel taught me.

Deep rumbling footsteps approached us. The air turned stagnant and I caught a whiff of the foulest scent I'd ever had the misfortune to smell. It smelled like death and decay in the same way climbing a mountain was like going for a stroll. I feared I'd never be able to stop smelling the foul stench.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The creature stopped somewhere nearby. Every one of us held our breath in silence. I wasn't sure how an undead abomination perceived its prey, but I wasn't taking any chances.

Moments passed, though they felt like hours. Eventually, the creature started walking away. It wasn't until the thuds faded to nothing that we were finally able to breathe easy again, and it wasn't until even later that we started moving. Poor Katiana was still shivering uncontrollably. A monster at the middle stages of the mage acolyte realm would have required a tribal chief to personally come fight it. More than one, now that the clans of the Hearthwood had been culled of strong leadership. I shuddered to think what would happen if that monster, or one like it, wandered into one of the tribal villages. Stopping it would require great losses unless we quickly rallied mage acolytes from across the five tribes to fight it together. Even now, with the five tribes ostensibly unified into the Hearthwood clan, organizing such a group would be nigh-impossible.

“The Hearthwood is a more dangerous place than I thought.” I whispered.


“There wasn’t anything like that the last time I passed through here.” Sava replied in a hushed voice. “The death zeal is definitely thicker than I remember. There must be a war somewhere upriver of here. Or perhaps someone has unearthed an ancient tomb.”


“I have heard there’s conflict brewing to the north. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye is claiming land, and a circle of necromancers have united to oppose them.” Illiel replied.


“Between a circle of necromancers and a cult of mind controllers…” Melise said, “I don’t know who would make worse overlords. Whoever wins, we can only hope they overlook this insignificant forest.”

“If those creatures are a regular sight in a necromancer’s army, we don’t have the power to participate in such a fight.” I said, raising my voice now that the danger had passed. “But for now, Mac's still waiting for us. Let's head out." I said to get the group moving.

The mood for the rest of the trip was somber and more cautious. There was no more loud laughing and joking. Everyone had serious expressions and kept their eyes scanning the surroundings.

"It's a good change." Sava commented on the silence. "We're not in the outer forest anymore. This place isn't safe, and we shouldn't act like it is."

We continued following the river, venturing deep into the center of the Hearthwood. The sky started to turn red and I was getting ready to set camp in the open night air if I didn’t spot a landmark soon. We hadn't brought camping supplies because I'd thought we'd be sleeping in the ship, but I hadn't accounted for not being able to travel through the Waterbeetle dungeon. We’d climbed to the top of a hill to get a better look around, and I noted this would be a perfect spot for a castle, overlooking the area as it was.

"Look! Is that tower of mud the thing you were describing, Theo?" Melise said, pointing into the distance.

I squinted and sure enough, the top half of my furnace was just barely visible. "That's it!"

The group let out a shallow cheer as we made our way back to my old camp. I looked at the crude plastic materials left lying about and the small shelter I'd made, which had long since been knocked over in the wind. It felt like it had been so long ago, but it had actually been a little more than two months.

"What is this stuff?" Sava asked curiously, picking up one of the black plastic tools I'd had Mac print for me. It took me awhile to recognize it in its worn state.

"That's my old hammer!" I said. "There's a cylinder-shaped rock that inserts into that little loop at the top... it's probably still around here somewhere."

"Oww!" Katiana cried out, dropping a cylinder shaped rock. "The blasted thing is laced with iron!"

"Sorry." I apologized. "I should have warned you. I’d been using it to hammer on some crude iron I refined."

"So where is this friend of yours?" Melise asked.

"To get to Mac we need to head through the tunnels. I set up camp near the water so I'd have something to drink. I recall the cave was that way… I think." I pointed in a direction that looked somewhat familiar and led the group there.










CHAPTER FOUR










THE MOMENT WE entered the cave, I was assaulted by waves of hostile and foul zeal. It pressed in at the edges of my senses, weighing down on me and suppressing my own power.

“Yuck.” Melise said.

“More death zeal?” Katiana asked. As a heartwielder, she couldn’t perceive zeal like the mage acolytes.

“Death zeal… and something more.” Sava answered. “This place is filled with the elements as well. It is roughly death and nature in balance.”

“Poison zeal then?” I asked, having recently read up on as much magical theory as the Songstone could provide.

“Something like that. Perhaps decay would be a more accurate word for this particular flavor.” Sava replied. “The question is, will this lead to more undead?”

“I did find one undead lying down in a coffin when I first came up through these tunnels.” I said.

“Thrilling… smaller than that undead abomination we saw earlier?” Katiana asked nervously.

“Much.” I replied. “I hadn’t even been inducted into using zeal at that point and I bashed its head in. That kind of undead shouldn’t pose much issue.”

“You said it was sitting in a coffin?” Melise murmured. “You’re lucky it was just an ordinary undead then. Usually, an unblessed coffin means somebody’s trying to make undead. That’s how you get vampires and corpse lords.”

I shrugged. “I survived multiple trips up to the surface through these caves without running into anything really dangerous. Besides, Mac should be able to scout for us now that we’re close enough. Which reminds me…”

[Mac? My ever-helpful robot companion?] I projected at the AI.

[Theo! My sometimes-useful walking spill-sack!] Mac responded in his usual manner.

[See anything?] I asked.

[I can see lots of things. Most of this forest, actually. All thanks to somebody spending every point on expanding the range of the ship’s scanner. I could have used those points to clean up these damnable slime creatures!] Mac complained.

[Hey, it probably would have been a lot longer before we got in contact again if I hadn’t. Besides, I’m coming to help you now, with friends!]

[Great. More meatlings. I hope their aim is good. These slime creatures only die if you shatter their central processing unit, a little green-and-black rock that’s floating around inside them. Either that or dissolve them in water.] Mac said.

[When Sava heard we were going to be fighting slimes, she prepared a bunch of potions. It’s something we’re supposed to smear on our weapons. I’m told it causes the slime to lose cohesion and fall apart.]

[Oh, a new solvent! How splendid!] Mac said with genuine glee. [Tell her she may enter my domicile, though remind her to dust off her shoes first. No tracking dirt inside. The rest of your filthy band of barbarians can wait outside. I’ll prepare some nutrient paste for them as a reward.]

[Your domicile? I think you’d better query The Wanderer and ask her who’s listed as the owner.] Mac grumbled at my teasing. He knew that I was listed as the owner of The Wanderer, with him being integrated as the user-interface under my control.

“Why are you staring off into space and smiling, Theo? It’s kind of creepy.” Illiel said, poking me in the shoulder.

“He’s just talking to that friend of his we’re supposed to meet.” Sava explained.

[The elves are getting restless Mac. I need you to scan the area for anything we can’t handle. I’m at the seventh layer of zeal accumulation, if that means anything to you.]

[It does.] Mac assured. [The Wanderer is an absolute treasure-trove of information, though anything beyond your level is locked away from me. Still, I expect I have a firmer knowledge of the local magic system than you do. Send any questions you have my way and I’ll kindly educate you. But you asked about monsters? Yes… seventh layer… nothing between you and me should pose a problem. Just make sure you don’t go deeper than my floor. There’s one of those giant raptor creatures you nearly bumped into before, but it’s off killing something again and shouldn’t be an issue.]

[Thrilling.] I frowned [Let me know immediately if it starts moving in our direction. How much danger are you in?]

[I’ve modified the area immediately surrounding my entrance to be inhospitable to these slimes. Combined with the defenses The Wanderer has enabled me for a suitable tribute of points? I should survive unblemished for the time being. Do hurry down though. I’ve found something while perusing The Wanderer’s available data files that I suspect will be of immediate use to you. Do try and kill some of these slimes on the way so you have the points to afford some new purchases..]

[I will eagerly await your surprise then.] I said to Mac. Then speaking out loud I pointed deeper into the catacombs. “This way, my brave and loyal army!”

“Haha. Don’t bump that swollen head of yours on this low cavern ceiling, oh glorious leader.” Sava teased.







We didn’t run into any more giant rats or inhumanly large centipedes this time. We did however finally catch sight of the changes Mac was making to the surrounding area.

Previously, only the room around the coffin had been shaped and cut. That quickly faded to the raw walls of rough gray stone. That wasn’t true anymore.

Mac had been hard at work, and he’d used the time he’d had to replace the stone around him with ceramic tiles. Not only did the ceramic look out of place in the middle of an underground cave, but it was also so squeaky clean that what little light drifted down from the newly installed overhead pinhole lights reflected brilliantly off them.

[Like the new tile floor I put in?] Mac asked. [I made it white so it would be easy to see how clean it is!]

[I thought you were spending our points on a defense system?] I asked crossly.

[I am! These tiles are part of that very defense system.] Mac replied defensively. [Well, the chemicals on top of them are at any rate. One touch of these things and the slimes start dissolving. It cuts down on their numbers dramatically if the small ones vanish into a puddle of goo before they can reach me.]

I sighed. [So, you managed to find a way to spend all my points on cleaning supplies after all. Still, if it works I can’t blame you. I just hope you prepared some more typical defenses as well.]

[Don’t worry about that! I bought some liquid spraying attachment. If you can herd the slimes to me, I’ll be able to assist in eliminating them.]

It wasn’t long after entering the tile-covered area that we ran into our first slime. It was only about the size of my head, but had the look of something that had been a lot bigger until recently. It was deep blue slowly glooped forward, extending one pseudopod after another. Behind it, it was leaving a trail of blue-ish clear goop. The only reason it seemed to have been lasting this long was because it was partially shielded by the trail of dissolving slime it kept on its underside, physically reducing the area of contact between it and the tile floor.

“First slime, Sava. Want to test those potions of yours?”

Sava pulled out her bag, which contained far more things than I’d have expected it to fit. From the bag she collected six vials of light green potion and handed one out to each of us.




Slime dissolution potion (one star, low-grade)

This potion has a bonus effect on slime tissue. When enough is injected into the slimes gelatinous body, it will lose cohesion and fall apart completely, only recovering when the slime core inside has manufactured more slime.




I poured the liquid over my ironwood sword, coating the haft with it.

“Don’t be too wasteful with that stuff. I brought some spares, but it isn’t cheap to make. Really, the Hearthwood clan should finance these sorts of things for the mission.” Sava glanced at me.

“When the Hearthwood clan has a budget to finance anything, I’ll let you know.” I replied. “Let’s go test this stuff out.”







“Creepy.” Katiana said when we got to the room with the coffins.

“I wanted to ask you guys.” I began. “Do any of you recognize the runes written on the walls here?”

“Looks like one of the runic languages from ancient times… but the letters were carved in the past few hundred years.” Sava remarked.

“That’s strange,” I said, “does that mean this is some sort of forgery? Somebody trying to make this place look older than it is?”

“Unlikely.” Sava replied. “I think it was just a high-level cultivator. Many of them can read and write the language of the sixth golden age of cultivation.”

“sixth golden age?” I asked in surprise. “What about the other five?”

“When elves refer to ancient times, they’re usually in reference to one of the past golden ages. Those were times when cultivation flourished and high-ranking elves were much more common. Inevitably, some catastrophe happens. It’s called a heavenly tribulation, and eventually one of them brings everything crashing down. After that, we rebuild from the ground up. The sixth golden age was the most recent, so many higher-rank cultivators work hard to know the language and culture of that time. All the truly powerful magical arts come from one of the golden ages, when our understanding of zeal was at its peak.”

“So this writing then,” I waved my hand at the script on the wall. “Can anyone in the Hearthwood read it?”

“Chief Wisdom would have been the elf for the job. Sadly she isn’t around anymore.” Sava explained.

I sighed in disappointment. Maybe I could learn the language myself, given time. Wait a moment…

I stared hard at the letters, hoping to trigger the same option to learn the language the same way I learned the language of the Hearthwood from the elves.




Sixth Golden Age Script (5% learned)




That was better than nothing. I swept my vision across the room, carefully studying each figure until the notification popped up again.




Sixth Golden Age script (13% learned)




Soon I’d exhausted the script that could be read, ending up at 14 percent. I’d need a lot more samples of writing to be able to get the option to fully understand the language.

“I’m going to check the coffins for undead.” Illiel said.

“And loot.” Yorik grunted, running off to assist Illiel in lifting up the coffin lid she was prying at.

“Don’t bother with that one. I remember that’s the very chest that contained a skeleton I killed. There’s nothing left but—”

My sentence was interrupted when a fully-formed skeleton exactly like the one I’d seen before leapt out of the coffin.

I reached for my sword, but before I could even draw Yorik had already smashed its head in with a hammer.




Undead Skeleton (Level 1)

Enemy slain by follower. +2 Points




It was just a weakling at the first layer of zeal accumulation, so it was no surprise that Yorik managed to dispatch it so easily. What was more surprising was getting the extra points from the slain by follower prompt. Melise and Yorik were both special in some way the system in my head recognized. But in what way?

Sava immediately looted the spellheart, tucking the death-aspect stone of zeal away in an inner pocket. It wasn’t nearly as impressive as the stone I’d gotten last time, and was both lower in quality and size. Despite that, it was still a death-aspect spellheart and would hopefully still be useful to Nela.

“How did that thing revive?” I asked in surprise.

Sava kicked the pile of broken bones on the ground. “It didn’t revive, the coffin made a new one. There must be some runes in that coffin channeling undead zeal into there. There’s no way a new undead skeleton could form in just a few months otherwise. Maybe we’re in territory that’s been abandoned by a dungeon for whatever reason.

We looked over the coffin, but were unable to identify any markings.

“Smash?” Yorik asked.

I shook my head. “Better not. If this thing can produce a new death aspect spellhearts that we can trade in for rewards we should let it be. More money in our pockets.”

“Agreed.” Sava said.

We decided to ignore the coffins in favor of traveling deeper into the dungeon. According to Mac we wanted to be through this area before dangerous got back from its hunt.







[Like what I did with the lights? This place used to be pitch black!] Mac said.

“Yes Mac, maybe when you grow up into a big AI you can be an interior decorator. I’m sure everyone is in awe of your tile floor and overhead lights. It doesn’t quite fit the medieval theme of this world though.”

I lunged at the slime crawling around on the ground. It didn’t even have time to register my presence before I jammed the blade into it, point down. Sava’s potion dripped off the length, into the slime below. Like jelly that had suddenly gotten too hot, the slime collapsed into a ball of goop.

[This world could use a cleaner look anyway. By the way, there’s a mother slime headed your way. I think they sensed you killing one of their fellows.]

“Be prepared, mother slime incoming!” I warned the elves.

The biggest slime was about the size of a full grown elf. Instead of relying on the potion to kill it, Illiel did something novel. She identified the spellheart floating around towards the center of the slime and slashed it in half with her sword. Upon being divided, the slime immediately fell apart, reconstituting around the two cores. The two cores then started fighting each other and they were easy pickings.

“Really Illiel? They’ll fetch more if the spellhearts are intact.” Sava reprimanded.

“No number of slimes is worth as much as Theo is to me. I just thought I’d take it out before it became a problem.” Illiel replied easily.

“If we want to take the spellhearts undamaged, we should use Mac’s defenses.” I suggested, interrupting the two ladies before this disagreement could turn into an actual fight.

“How are we going to do that?” Melise asked.

“We agro them. Get the most you think we and Yorik can handle, then we get them to chase us until they’re in a big horde. At that point we get the horde running towards us. Our friends here chase that horde deeper into the cave network, where they can all be killed at once.”

The girls hadn’t yet gotten used to all my gamer terms. I still had to explain area-of-effect spells but the concept of aggroing wasn’t foreign to them though. Apparently, simple dungeon creatures like these slimes could be manipulated as easily as video game creatures. Katiana, as the weakest among us, made the best bait.







Five minutes later, everyone was in position.

“Guys!” Katiana hissed. “They’re getting closer!”

“Not yet!” Sava whispered in reply. “They don’t see you as easy prey yet. You have to stay just out of their reach and walk back towards us.”

While Katiana led the slimes across the room, Melise and Illiel moved to block off the only two exits to the cave. Luckily, mind magic worked even better on these slimes than it did on elves. The slimes had very simple minds so even Yorik’s weak mind spellheart was enough to fool them completely.

As the two mage acolytes, Melise and Illiel blocked off the slimes escape routes once Katiana lured them far enough away for them to sneak by.

“Okay, now you can start walking back. Slowly.” Sava instructed. “Not that slowly! If they touch you your skin is going to dissolve. Do you want to come back to the tribe as a zombie?”

At Sava’s prompting, Katiana started sprinting back, only calming down when she was safe behind me. She grasped my shoulder and stood on her tiptoes to look at the approaching slimes.

I handed Katiana her sword, which she’d left behind while taunting the slimes. Sava said something about the sight of a weapon causing the slimes to hesitate in pursuit of her. Illiel took me aside and explained the real reason. The slimes didn’t see so much as feel. They’d be drawn to Katiana’s fear most of all, and that fear could be heightened by making her mostly helpless. I’d have to ensure that the green-haired elf received some compensation for putting her through this.

The slimes were soon upon me and Sava, so it was my turn to spring out of hiding. Unleashing what mind magic I had at my disposal, I swept away the technique that had been keeping us concealed. The slimes came to a sudden halt when they sensed two figures bearing vicious determination and greed in their hearts in place of fear. Soon they were scurrying back in the opposite direction, but they weren’t fast enough.




Green slime (Level 6)

This green slime, known as the toxin slime, is produced by a zeal of decay, usually the combination of death and nature aspects. Causes blisters and rot on contact.




Slimes weren’t fast to begin with, and I was a level higher than them. Sava was a full four levels higher than them, so together we killed three before they could even realize what trouble they were in.

I slashed at one of the slimes, taking a big chunk of gelatinous biomass out of its side. That loss didn’t even slow the creature down though. It kept rolling along, and the little bit of slime even wriggled on its own, most of it managing to rejoin with the bigger slime ball. That’s when Sava’s dissolution potion hit it, causing the whole slime to fall apart. Over the next few seconds, the slime dissolved from the inside out into a puddle of sticky green goo.

Just before it died, it managed to squirt out a tiny portion of healthy slime, in which the creature’s core was contained. The spellheart.

“Darn. Missed the core. Why aren’t these things transparent?” I cursed at the opaqueness of the slimes. In video games, the core was always clearly visible!

“That would sure make them easier to kill!” Sava replied, slashing at a slime of her own. “Try mage sight. You might be able to find their cores if you look for dense zeal concentrations.

I frowned in thought and did as Sava suggested. To my surprise, the slimes lit up like beacons, with a brighter glowing spot located roughly in their centers. I aimed at one of their slimes and was gratified by the sound of a heavy metal-on-stone thunk as my ironwood sword collided with its core, knocking it out of the slimes body.

The core, now just a spellheart, skidded across the floor, pulsing sickly green with veins of black running through it. The tiny bit of slime that was clinging to it was enough to allow the spellheart to extend a single pseudopod and try to squirm away. Luckily, it had landed not far from Melise, who was just about to reveal herself to the approaching slimes anyway. She picked up the spellheart and shook the last of the slime off it, pocketing the spellheart that could no longer squirm away. Not long after, Yorik revealed herself as well, letting out a battle cry as if she were about to rush the slimes.

The dungeon creatures were just smart enough to realize that they weren’t going to be fleeing through that exit, so they headed towards the only one remaining. Except when they did, they found that exit was blocked by Illiel. She had to squash two of the more daring slimes that tried to slip through before the rest turned towards their only other direction of escape.

“Mac, your turn!” I shouted.

[Watch your step! This stuff will dissolve shoes just as easily as slimes.] Mac replied as he unleashed a torrent of frothing liquid.

The scent of bleach filled the air and the slimes started bubbling as soon as the water hit them. They squirmed unnaturally without pattern and their slime quickly started disassociating from itself and fell apart. Unlike Sava’s concoction, this stuff washed over the slimes, dissolving them rapidly from the outside. If Sava’s potion was like poison that interfered with their internal biochemistry, Mac’s was like a vat of acid that ripped everything apart. Even though the liquid never flooded more than an inch deep, the layer that was present was enough to leave any slime caught in the vicinity completely helpless.

I’d used some earth zeal earlier to dam the area and make the water levels stay high enough that the slimes would have no chance at escape. My elves and I stood towards the edge of the frothing mass of cleaning agent Mac had unleashed and watched as our loot was washed clean.




Green slime monsters slain by The Wanderer! +50 Points gained. Resources Acquired.




“That was quick work.” Sava said in surprise. “Really, you might have been able to do this with Katiana alone.”

“Maybe.” I agreed. “But it is always best to err on the side of caution. Besides, we’ve still got to figure out where these things are coming from.”

“True. But first you wanted us to meet your friend.” Sava rubbed her hands together. “You said he had something for me? Something that would improve my chances of becoming an alchemist?”

“That’s right, and he’s told me he’s got something for me as well. Let’s head inside.”







In the end, Mac didn’t stop any of the elves from entering The Wanderer. He did however make everyone wipe their shoes off and sterilize them in the puddle of detergent just outside the door.

The elves eyed the strange blue door and knob with suspicious eyes. The tile floors were strange enough to them. The Wanderer was even stranger.

Then I opened the door and everyone gasped.

“What is this place?” Illiel asked in wonder. Sava was too awestruck by the elaborate glass work on display to say anything. Melise grinned and even Yorik seemed impressed.

“HELLO FLESH BAGS!” Mac’s voice boomed over the microphone, causing half of us to draw weapons and the other half to cover our ears. The microphone squeaked like a squirrel being tortured, piercing through my head like a lance.

“Too loud, Mac.” I said.

“You have my apologies.” Mac said in a much quieter voice. “I haven’t had the chance to calibrate my volume levels. Theo was gone by the time these speakers were operational.”

“Wait…” Illiel said, coming to a sudden realization. She pointed in the direction of Mac’s CPU core. “Are you a dungeon core!?”

“Well,” Mac sounded awkward for a moment. “This ship sure seems to think so! And who am I to contradict a beauty like her?” If Mac had a face, he’d be trying to kiss The Wanderer.

“Incredible.” Illiel said. “I’ve never heard of a dungeon core that was this coherent before. At least, not one that wasn’t powerful beyond comprehension already.”

“I’ve got the wisdom down, but I’m still working on ‘powerful beyond comprehension’.” Mac replied cheerily.

“And humble beyond comprehension.” I joked. “Now, you’ve got something to show me?”

[No ‘Hello Mac’, ‘Thank you for all your hard work cleaning this place up, Mac’.] Mac complained, switching to talking in my head. [Typical human behavior. Here’s your menu for you. You’ll notice I finally figured out how to transmit data directly to you.]

A blue box appeared in my vision.




Smith’s Workshop: Upgrade to Level 2? [350 points]

Personal Chambers [100 points]

Hydroponic farm [300 points]

Dimensional storage [200 points]

Alchemist’s Laboratory [200 points]

Medical Bay [400 points]




Those were the same options I remember being available to me last time, but there were new options available to me as well.




Cultivation Chamber [300 points]

Defenses: Upgrade to Lv 2? [400 points]




[There’s your surprise!] Mac announced proudly.

“What? The new options for upgraded defenses? Or the Dimensional storage?” I asked in confusion. I was most excited about that last one.

[No!] Mac replied. [The cultivation chamber! I had to tease that blueprint out of the ship ever-so-gently! You hadn’t quite met the requirements, but she was willing to let it slide considering how you’ve been initiated to the local magic system already. Trust me Theo, this one is going to be a big help. Based on my readings, this is the one room you want to buy above all others.]

“Noted. But first I have a promise to keep.” I bought the Alchemist’s Laboratory. There was a thundering rumble, causing a door off to the side of the main chamber to appear.




Alchemist’s Laboratory under construction. -200 Points.




“Incredible.” Melise whispered as she touched the newly formed door. “Is this some sort of pocket world?”

“A pocket world!” Illiel asked in excitement. “Only top-ranked sects and clans have access to those!”

“Where did you get your own pocket world, Theo?” Sava asked jealously.

I chuckled. “We’ll just wait around here until the Alchemist’s Laboratory is done. By the way, how long is that going to take?”

“About six hours, give or take. It would have been longer if I hadn’t lain out and reserved many of the materials beforehand. I just needed your order to spend the points and give it the final finishing touches!” Mac said over the speakers so the others could hear. It was less painful to listen to now that he’d lowered the volume and stopped the squeaking.

“Six hours!” I groaned. “Fine, but we’re hanging around here until it’s done. All six of us sweaty, organic messes tracking dirt and mud all over your nice new tile floors.”

“Six hours? Did I say six hours?” Mac asked nervously. “I meant three. Hold on, I’m going to go personally direct the process. In the meantime, take a look at the Smith’s Workshop. That was the only room I had your standing approval to buy, so it’s the only one that is ready.”










CHAPTER FIVE










I TOOK MAC up on his offer and headed towards the only other door in the room. Unlike the door to the alchemists chamber, which was currently nothing more than a glowing blue outline of where the door would be, this one was solid and real.

The elves stood up to follow me, and I opened the door. As I did, Katiana shrieked in pain and the other elves stumbled backwards.

“Close it!” Sava yelled, covering her face with her hands. Her skin was turning red and starting to blister.

I hurriedly did as she asked, slamming the door shut. “What happened?” I asked anxiously.

“Iron…” Illiel mumbled. “More iron than I’ve ever felt before. The aura coming off of it was enough to overwhelm a zeal accumulation heartwielder even from a distance.” She nodded to Katiana, who was lying on the floor. “Even I’m a little unsteady.”

“Damn. It looks like I’ll be needing some extra protection on this room then. Mac?”

I felt Mac’s attention turn back to me, even though there was no physical change. Mind magic made me sensitive to these things, even to minds as exotic as Mac’s. Though I wasn’t sure how well real mind magic spells would work on him.

[What is it Theo? I’m trying to get this room finished before you and your friends get my floors dirty.] Mac asked.

“The smith’s workshop has too much iron in it.” I explained “It burns the elves. Is it possible to set up some protections between it and them?”

[Hmm. I suppose we could set up an airlock. I saw a blueprint for that somewhere… here it is! Also, I did promise to feed your elves. I really do want to try out my nutrient paste formula. It has everything an organic needs to survive! I’ll just need you to approve both purchases.]




Buy airlock for Smith’s Workshop? [75 points]

Buy Mac’s Custom Nutrient Paste? [50 points]




“Hmm, seems expensive.” I said as I approved both purchases. Suddenly, one of the apparatuses in the control chamber started glowing. An opaque viscous liquid with bits of white in it was flowing into a beaker as if it were being conjured from thin air.

[I’ll never get used to seeing the points-to-matter converter at work. It just doesn’t make any sense.] Mac said. [Even to a superior intelligence like myself.]

“By the way, I saw there was an option for a dimensional storage you showed me. Is that what I think it is?” I asked Mac.


[If you’re thinking of an ingenious alien way to effortlessly transport large amounts of matter, then yes, it’s exactly what you’re thinking of.]


“So it’s like a bag of holding?” My eyes glittered. I’d hoped to obtain the bag of holding we’d looted off Matriarch Red Serpent, but the Songstone had greater need of it than I, moving logs and building homes. So, I’d left it to them. I still wanted one though, and I suspected what the ship gave me would be far beyond what even a true mage could hope to obtain.


[It doesn’t store items in an extra planar space, I’m afraid. It is, however, temporarily storing them in a more advanced version of that process. You know where all those items you’ve failed to pick up have been vanishing to? This is where. When you buy the room, items you send to your dimensional storage will disappear from their location in the outside world and instead appear inside the room aboard this ship.]


“That’s actually even more useful.” I murmured. “I don’t have to worry about dumping stuff if my dimensional storage gets too full, just ask one of the girls to start moving stuff to a physical warehouse. Alright, I’m sold, and feeling rich for the moment. Buy that one too.”




Dimensional Storage now under construction.

Item purchases approved. -325 points.




As we chatted, the beaker I’d been watching slowly filled with what Mac had termed nutrient paste. Our travel rations were running low and while I was certain the elves could hunt or forage, we’d need supplies if we were to get anything else done.

It took some coaxing to get the elves to try and eat the nutrient paste. They only agreed in the end because I volunteered to be the first one to try it.

The paste… left a lot to be desired in terms of taste and texture. Apparently, Mac had saved a lot of points by using the bodies of the slimes we’d killed. The paste was almost gelatinous in texture, but still runny and liquidy enough that it slid down my throat. I cringed at the texture, and even more at the salty taste.

“Well—” I coughed. “It’s edible.”

The girls stared at me for a little while. After Sava confirmed I hadn’t been poisoned, Melise stepped up and took a sip.

Unlike me, she seemed to have no issue with the texture and taste, even licking her lips and taking another sip. “You know, this tastes pretty good! And familiar… where have I tasted this before?”

Melise passed the beaker to Illiel, who took a swig and passed it to Sava.

“It’s filled with vitality! Almost as much as Theo’s… you know.” Illiel exclaimed.

“You’re right!” Sava said. “It’s just like Theo’s cum! Or at least what it used to taste like when he was weaker.”

“That’s where I’ve tasted this before!” Melise exclaimed, trying to get the beaker back for another sip.

Katiana jumped forward, greed in her eyes and her injuries forgotten. “My turn!” she shouted, trying to get the beaker. She must have really wanted that vitality to help her advance.

She wasn’t fast enough though. Yorik pushed her aside and took the bottle for herself, dumping half the contents into her mouth.

“Wait.” I said, already starting to feel sick. “Does it really taste like…” All the elves nodded.

I stepped outside to empty my stomach.







A few hours later, everyone was full. Yorik and the elves had consumed Mac’s nutrient paste with gusto. The drink, combined with some meditation, had allowed their light burns from iron exposure to mostly heal. I, for my part, stuck to eating the travel rations that we brought with us. The extra vitality wouldn’t do me any good anyway, or so I told them.

“I thought you were committed to getting stronger?” Sava teased, swishing a beaker of semen-like nutrient paste around. This was the third batch, and would be the last one, since Mac had run out of slime to use, which drove up the point cost for producing it exponentially. The elves were bottling whatever they couldn’t drink, intent on using it to advance their cultivation.

“Very funny. I’m a chaka, so I don’t think it will do me any good. I don’t need the vitality that’s in it to advance.” I grumbled in reply.

The girls all laughed, and I went back to nibbling on my travel biscuit.

Thankfully, Mac ended my torment with an announcement.

[Now presenting, the Alchemist’s Laboratory!] Mac said, projecting the sounds of applause and cheering over the microphone. “You may enter now and begin praising my talent in building and my eye for aesthetics.”

We entered the new doorway to the Alchemist’s Laboratory one at a time. The elves and Yorik hadn’t been able to enter the Smith’s Workshop at all, so they were eager to be able to look inside this one.

All the girls hid behind me as I opened the door, but no wave of iron burned their skin. In its place, a sweet fragrance spread through the air, combined with the scent of a clean-burning charcoal fire.

“Incredible…” Sava whispered with awe. She had an expression of absolute reverence on her face.

Illiel and the others also looked impressed, but Sava looked as though she was seconds away from falling to her knees and praying.

“This is a very extensive setup.” Illiel pointed to one corner of the room. “That looks like it’s for distillation. There’s a magic furnace over there… a spell cauldron… an essence diagram… and I have no idea what that’s for…”

Sava wiped away a tear from her eye. “If only I knew how to use these things.” She let out a sigh that was reminiscent of a starving woman who spotted a lush banquet just out of reach.

“I can show you some of them, but I’m afraid the memory packets I bought only included chemistry. Alchemy wasn’t a thing where I was from.” I explained.

[Don’t worry about that!] Mac interrupted. [The ever beautiful and incredibly intelligent AI for The Wanderer tells me that many things can be acquired with points, including alchemy recipes. With your purchase of the room, she’s provided you with five alchemical recipes this level one room is equipped to create, selected based on the resources you’ve currently got available to you.]




Concentrated Essence Potion (three star)

Heavenly Blessing Elixir (two star)

Blood vitality potion (three star)

Potion of Rotting (two star)

Potion of Minor Healing (two star)




Sava nearly fainted as I read off the list to her.

“They’re… they’re all two or three star elixirs! And powerful ones within those grades at that.” She whispered aloud. As a herbalist, she was confined mostly to making brews, and could only do better if given very good materials.

“I’ve heard of the Concentrated Essence Potion.” Illiel said “It’s similar to the recrystallization technique you’ve been doing, Theo. Except it’s useful for mage acolytes too, though harder to make. It involves making a concentrated solution containing your zeal of choice from destroyed spellhearts. You can then ingest the solution and add it to your spellheart internally. What’s different from your technique is that your body, or the body of the elf who ingests it, is the vessel you’re adding zeal to, instead of a spellheart.”

“I’ve heard of this elixir as well. From what I’ve been told, a small vial can easily fetch a hundred Queensmarks.” Melise said with a smile.

“Is that so?” I grinned. “Ladies, I think the Hearthwood clan’s financial troubles are finally at an end.”

“If these other potions are half as good,” Sava said, “then we have the foundations for an entire clan right here in this room.” She gestured to her surroundings. “With enough raw materials to produce these potions regularly we could sell to the outside world for a tidy profit and be able to train new alchemists from within the clan.”

“And expertise doesn’t dry up, unlike a mine.” Melise added. The Songstone tribe had been destroyed once their mine ran dry, and she didn’t want the same thing to happen to the new Hearthwood clan.

“Hold this for me Theo!” Sava opened her bag, pulling out fistfuls of leaves and containers. Again, I noticed that her pouch seemed to be far bigger on the inside than the outside. I had to get myself one of these.

“I’ll help. I have a bit of alchemy experience.” Illiel said. “Between the three of us, we should be able to produce at least one of each of the five elixirs from the recipes we’ve been provided.”

“I’ve got the ingredients for a few other ones. They’re supposed to be one star elixirs, but I want to see if this cauldron can push them into being two stars.” Sava jittered, twitchy with anticipation. “This cauldron and furnace are far better than the set I’ve got at home.”

Based on the fanatic look in Sava’s eyes, I knew we were going to be at this a while. Better let her have fun. But I also wanted to have a bed to sleep in tonight, so I’d need to help her finish as fast as possible.

“Mac? I’ve got another purchase I want to make.”

Mac dutifully popped open the appropriate window, without even making a snarky comment. He must have been busy trying to seduce The Wanderer’s AI again.




Buy Personal Chambers? [100 points]

Personal Chambers now under construction.

Buy Cultivation Chamber? [300 points]

Cultivation Chamber is now scheduled for construction.







Sava quickly ushered everyone else out of the room and started adding her own tools to piles that were available. She moved with more enthusiasm than I’d ever seen. Mac had managed to transfer the recipes for the five potions we’d received into a mostly picture-based format that the elves had no trouble understanding.

After the three of us carefully studied the instructions, we determined the potion of rotting had the best combination of materials at hand and low difficulty.

We had both nature and death spellhearts, which when put together created a zeal that accelerated decay. According to Sava, an elixir of the stuff would accelerate the rotting process to the point that it would be visible to the naked eye. Stump remover on steroids, basically.

“Okay.” Sava said. “We’re going to need the cauldron and the furnace for this one. Theo, please prepare a dissolved spellheart base solution using your usual method. We want them all in liquid form. Illiel, you’re in charge of getting the furnace up to temperature. I’ll prepare the cauldron.”

The three of us set to work and soon I had ground several spellhearts to dust using the mortar and pestle provided by the room. That was still tedious work. I wondered how many times I’d need to upgrade the room to get an electric blender.

Soon, I had a vial of dark green liquid speckled with black. I swirled it around for a bit in the physical world, while using the same swirling technique Sava had taught me for zeal accumulation to keep the zeal in solution.

Sava had the cauldron ready not long after, at which point she had me bring over the spellheart solution. She’d already added a number of mushrooms, some of which she’d picked while on the trip to this very cave. She promised that the spores would work as the catalyst for the rapid rotting, which would be fueled by the decay zeal. As a result, dead wood, the favorite substrate of this kind of mushroom, would rot away into nothing in a matter of minutes, in the very same manner as if it had been plagued by these mushrooms for years.

Apparently, Sava thought these potions would be very useful for clearing land to plant mystic fruit trees and other magical crops. I could likely get a few concessions from Nela for them, considering the work they’d save not having to excavate roots.

Sava took a long wooden spoon, stirring the slowly forming elixir. This was the most familiar motion to her, after years of stirring a cauldron as a herbalist.

Before long, the mixture had been rendered down to half its former volume. As the recipe dictated, we then skimmed the top off and set it in the furnace Illiel had brought up to temperature. The mixture had to be tempered by fire zeal for several hours, or so Sava claimed. I just figured it needed to cool slowly.




Potion of Rotting (two star) (x20) successfully crafted.

Congratulations on your first creation in the Alchemy Laboratory! (+200 points)




I jumped in surprise at the message. This wasn’t something that I’d been presented with before. Apparently, I got points for breaking in the Alchemy Laboratory. More than that, the 200 points was enough to pay me back completely for buying the room in the first place. This would certainly make building this place out go a lot faster.

When we were finally done, Illiel and I both wiped sweat from our brow, ready to go to sleep. Sava must have been tired too, but I couldn’t tell over her excitement. She really was pleased with this Alchemist's Laboratory. I kind of regretted not bringing her back to Mac first thing.







“Well.” I said, stretching my arms. “I’m beat. You’re going to keep working here, Sava?” Illiel had long since left the two of us to go help the others clear the area of any remaining slime so Mac could make more nutrient paste.

Sava nodded distractedly, her eyes on the equipment before her. “Yes… I have a few ideas for new vitality elixirs…” She glanced up at me suddenly, with an inscrutable look on her face.

“The girls are sleeping in the command center. I had Mac start building the personal chambers. I was thinking we could fit at least a few people in there to sleep, maybe raid it for pillows and blankets. We should be able to take turns sleeping on something comfortable as we make this place a bit safer.”

“Mhmmm.” Sava mumbled, returning to her work.

The room was mostly quiet, with only Katiana still in the command chamber.

The personal chambers looked a lot like a cheap hotel room, minus the coffee maker and television. It had a single queen size bed with white sheets, with a writing desk and a chair off to the left. There was a small standing basin with a copper pipe above it, presumably to fill it with water. That was nice, but it just reminded me how much I missed fully functional bathrooms. I made a mental note to upgrade this room until I got a toilet and a shower if I was going to be living here for more than a few days.

I examined the bed, mentally calculating how to distribute its parts. There was a box spring underneath it. That would probably be more comfortable than the floor. The mattress could fit two, maybe three if the elves were willing to get cozy.

Four. I corrected myself, knowing that the elves had no issues getting extremely cozy.

Stripping the pillows off to make another bed and the blankets to lay out somewhere else… I decided we should have no problem letting everybody get some sleep at the same time. Mac could keep watch for us, since he didn’t need any sleep at all.

Just as I was about to start pulling the place apart to make beds for everybody, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was warm and lush, gently and yet sensually pressing against the side of my neck.

“Sava?” I asked, following the arm back to its bearer.

“I’ve been thinking…” Sava began. “I haven’t really shown you how grateful I am…”

She twirled until she was in front of me and fell backwards. The pressure of her ass against my thighs reminded me of just how incredibly lithe and athletic these elves were.

Then she took my hands, guiding them forward to rest on her chest. I took a deep breath, inhaling her fragrance. The scent of nature and life lingering on her hair and skin. My hands moved of their own accord. My fingers roamed over her bountiful breasts, squeezing and massaging them in ways I couldn’t stop even if I wanted to.

Sava threw back her head and let out a soft sigh. “It’s been too long. With Segolas and my new responsibilities for the Riverweed tribe… we just haven’t been together…”

“It’s only been a few weeks.” I teased.

“And that’s a long time, Theo. A girl’s got needs. Especially now. I’m so close to becoming a mage acolyte. I just need the vitality to make it happen. Besides, I need to think of some way to pay you back for taking me here. I could never have dreamed of a place so well equipped. I doubt any but the master alchemists of the greatest clans in the Queendom have full access to such extensive equipment.” Sava pressed her ass against me, fueling my growing erection.

“If I were a humble man,” I began, “I would say something about you not needing to repay me. About how this was your just reward for coming with me, as agreed upon. Or maybe that the mother of my only child deserves something special now and again.”

“Hush.” Sava said sensually. “No more words. Let our bodies talk.” And she ground her ass against my crotch.

She spun again, collapsing onto the bed as she stretched her arms and beckoned to me. Her already low-cut dress slipped lower.

I did not refuse the invitation. Soon I was kneeling over her. I undid the knots that held her bodice together with practice ease, freeing the tender orbs beneath them.

“Ahh…” She moaned as I leaned forward, giving her right nipple a gentle peck. I turned my attention to the other nipple, doing the same as her breathing got deeper and lustier.

I squeezed and kissed them both, licking and kneading them with my hands as Sava let out soft gasps of pleasure. She tried to get up and return the favor, but I pushed her back down. I knew she’d been under a lot of stress lately, having taken on the responsibilities of a chief without any training or preparation.

I kissed her on the lips before finally turning my attention lower. I pulled her dress off the rest of the way in one fluid motion, quickly discarding my own clothes at the same time.

Just as Sava was sitting up, I lifted one of her legs and pushed her onto her side.

I pulled her leg up, revealing her dripping opening. My cock slid in, rejoicing as it found itself once again in one of its favorite places. With each breath, I felt her powerful internal muscles gripping my cock and pulling it deeper.

She breathed heavily, playing with her own breasts as I penetrated her. She leaned back and I kissed her on the lips with passion as I entered her. I could feel her quivering with pleasure beneath her and knew she was enjoying herself.

I ran my hands across her entire body, feeling her neck, her breasts, and squeezing her ass. She was so flawless, but more importantly, she was Sava. The bright, brilliant, and sometimes obsessive elf I’d come to know and love. She was passionate and cared greatly for her family, of whom I know she now considered me a part.

“Wait.” Sava said, instantly bringing me to a halt. “Let’s try something new tonight.”

Sava sat up, reaching for my rock-hard cock. It was covered in a slippery mixture of our fluids, which she rubbed on her own ass before sliding my cock into her tight red rosebud.

She seemed to wince slightly as my cock entered her ass, but the moment passed. I realized the unmatched elvish flexibility extended to every aspect of their bodies. An anal virgin and already able to take it from behind.

My dick felt like it was gripped in a vice. She was so tight it felt like I was trying to push my tool into a keyhole, but in a pleasurable way. I could now experience her ass, which had always been so alluring to me, in full.

I was worried about going too fast for her, but I needn’t have bothered. Sava was intent on setting the pace herself. She sat upright, straddling me and holding herself up on her arms.

She let herself fall downward, descending the length of my member. Every moment felt like the caress of angels as her tight ass swallowed me.

When she finally took my entire length, she pulled herself up. That felt every bit as pleasurable as her descent. Then she did it again, faster this time. She accelerated with each penetration, riding me while we both lost ourselves in pleasure.

I reached around for her clit, rubbing it with my fingers as she slid up and down. She cupped her breasts in one hand, squeezing her own nipples as she bounced on top of me.

She orgasmed under my touch. I felt her riding the waves of pleasure and enjoyed it myself as her ass tightened around me, milking my cock. The new sensation was more than I could handle, and I was about to burst.

Just as Sava took my cock one final time I released my load into her. So tight was her grip on me that not a droplet leaked out.

Sava slid herself off me, rolling face down onto the bed with a mixture of pleasure and exhaustion on her face. She glanced over at me, resting her hand against my cheek.

I gave her a kiss. “That was wonderful, Sava.”

She smiled drunkenly. “Want to do it again?”







When I finally pulled on my clothes and staggered out of the bedroom six hours later, everyone else was back from their slime hunt.

Illiel in particular jumped when I opened the door, she’d had her ear pressed to the door and one hand down her pants when I opened it and was now doing her best to straighten her clothes and look as inconspicuous as possible.

“You’ll get your turn again soon.” I laughed, causing Illiel to blush. “Mac?”

[Finally ready to try out the cultivation chamber?] He asked. [Let me just say that you’re going to regret not buying it first. Really… I don’t know much about organic reproduction, but I know more than I’d like to know and I’m certain that hole is not used in that manner. Now I’m going to have to bleach those sheets!]

“Alright, enough with the suspenseful build up. I just want to see the place. Is it done?” I said, cutting him off.

[It is.] Mac replied. [No door for this one. That hatch in the bottom left? It opens and there’s a ladder leading down.]

“Seems a little cheap for 100 points.”

[Trust me, it’s worth it. Just wait until you get down there before you start complaining.] Mac said. “Hurry up, go down.”

[Alright, alright. I’ll go down your damp, dingy little hole.] Mac made a gagging sound.

Despite my complaints, the air in the chamber actually felt perfect. Not too dry, but not too humid. A tiny bit too warm, but I had just exerted myself a lot recently.

I descended down the ladder, and Mac insisted on me closing the hatch behind me and shutting it. There was a very dim red light illuminating a small chamber. There was a small bed, a tiny desk, and a floor cushion. The light was coming from a single candle burning on the desk.

“I’m looking, but I’m not impressed, Mac. It looks like a tiny prison cell.”

[Would you believe,] Mac said, [that elves lock themselves in chambers just like this for years on end in order to push for a higher cultivation level? I’ve read about true mages spending a decade or more locked away like this.]

“How incredibly boring.” I replied. “That doesn’t sound like me.”

[And it won’t be.] Mac said smugly. [Take a look at this.]

A new menu appeared before my eyes.




Cultivation Chamber

Passive effects: Increases concentration for repetitive tasks and decreases the sensation of time passing.

Passive cultivation time dilation: 1.5x

Can currently be increased up to a maximum of 10x. (Cost: 100 points for each hour of use)




My heart stuttered. My breath stopped.

“Mac…” I whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me about this ages ago!?” This could have saved me ages of sitting in dreary silence as I slowly accumulated zeal.

[Shush. A cultivation chamber is a place of quiet meditation. Use your library voice.] Mac taunted smugly. He sounded strange, like he was talking slower and deeper than usual. His voice shifted and accelerated as he spoke, and soon it returned to normal. [Besides, you never wanted to visit me! You were off cavorting with your new elf friends, doing all manner of unseemly organic things no doubt. Typical human behavior…]

I put Mac’s muttering out of mind and selected the menu. 

I didn’t plan to use the maximum time dilation yet. The system said it would decrease the sensation of time passing, but I’d want to put that to the test before I spent very long in here. Still, I wanted to try this. How awesome would it be if I left this room as a true mage? How shocked would Sava and the others be? And I’d be patriarch in more than name then.

There was also the passive time dilation feature to consider.

“Mac? How long have I been in here?”

[About thirty seconds. Surprised? The time dilation is already in effect. I’ve actually had to accelerate my standard speech patterns slightly to keep up with you.]

I tried to think about how long it had been, only to find I just couldn’t grasp the concept. It felt like it might have been thirty seconds. Or it might have been an hour. Or maybe it had only been a few seconds. It was like time was optional here.

There was no zeal at work here. This was a higher magic, created by the ship. Or maybe technology so advanced it might as well be magic. At any rate, it was a mysterious force beyond the grasp of my mage sight.

“This is pretty impressive, Mac.” I said, looking around the chamber which looked anything but. Plain hardwood lined the small floor and cheap wood boxed in the tiny chamber. “Now all I need to do is find something that only takes time to cultivate, and then work my way up to the true mage!”

[Well, I don’t know about that. For all its abilities, the cultivation chamber doesn’t provide a source of zeal, just keeps whatever you bring in contained for your exclusive use. That being said, there is one additional feature…]




Cultivation Spells, Techniques, and Arts Store

Fist of Stone (technique): 50 points

Earthquake (spell): 50 points

Twisted Step (spell): 50 points

Heart of the Mountain (technique): 75 points

Earthen Skin (technique): 100 points

Quicksilver Thought (technique): 100 points

Sutra of the Living Earth (spirit art): 400 points

Blackgorge Fiendbody (body art): 700 points

Thrum of the Passing Ages (spell): 800 points




All of it seemed to be earth or mind zeal techniques, so nothing that I couldn’t use. Though the elves of the Hearthwood often used spells and techniques in the same context, they were not the same thing, especially to those more advanced in zeal usage like mage acolytes. The scarcity of mage acolytes in the Hearthwood had allowed ignorance to fester about many topics Illiel considered essential.

The distinctions were simple. Spells were manifestations of zeal outside of the body, while techniques were used on the body of the spell caster themselves to produce an effect. Like the Waterbeetle tribe’s Waterbeetle Defensive Technique, which gave them that blue skin that reflected damage.

I’d never heard of arts before, but I recognized the Blackgorge Fiendbody art that Yorik had passed down to me. Presumably, arts then were some fundamental way of working with zeal and reaching the next level of cultivation.

This room was exactly what I needed. Before now, I’d been working entirely with self-created spells and techniques. My earth spikes were a decent mid-range attack, and I could work with earth zeal to reinforce my body, but I wanted more. This was the perfect time to pick up something new.




Fists of Stone — This earth technique strengthens the fists of the user, allowing them to shatter the bones of their enemies with their bare hands, as if their fists were made of stone.

Purchased. Now uploading.




Pain lanced through my head and my vision blurred, but only for a moment. And suddenly, I knew how to use Fists of Stone. I pulled earth zeal from my spellheart and balled it into my fists. The zeal collected and spun through my closed hands, turning my skin a deep brown. It felt like wrapping my hands in a layer of rock, and I was certain that’s what it would feel like to anything I hit.

I released the technique and the brown color faded. I wasn’t a master of this skill by any means. Assyrus could call on the Waterbeetle Defensive technique in an instant and dispel it just as quickly. I’d need a lot of practice to be able to do the same.




Twisted Step — This mind spell is cast around the user, blurring their movements and obscuring their position. Affected individuals will perceive the user to be slightly behind where they actually are.

Purchased. Now uploading.




The sensation I’d felt before repeated itself, but this time I was prepared and it was far more bearable. The spell came to mind and I focused on my mind spellheart. I cast Twisted Step. Nothing perceptible changed, but I felt mind zeal flow out of my spellheart.

I’d need somebody to test this on.

I popped out of the hole, glancing around at the elves who were in various states of drowsiness. I glanced around looking for somebody who was awake.

“Melise! Come here!” I called to the only girl still fully awake. “I need your help testing something.”

Melise jumped to her feet, ever eager to be of service. She dutifully followed me down the ladder into the dark room below.

After she got over the disappointment that my night call was scientific and not sexual in nature, she agreed to help me test the my new spell.

“Try and hit me.” I said, preparing to cast the mind magic technique.

Melise reached out with one finger, poking me in the stomach.

I frowned and realized I had to be moving. The spell wouldn’t work unless I was constantly changing positions.

“You’ve gotten… weird. Kinda blurry.” Melise squinted as I hopped back and forth like a boxer.

“Okay, see if you can hit me now.” I eagerly bounced on the balls of my feet, moving around Melise in a circle. She tried to poke me again, but this time her finger contacted nothing but air. Her blow was aimed a step behind where I actually was.

“Ha! It works! Now stop going soft on me Melise. This is training! Give me a real hit.”

Melise bit her lip, but nodded. She curled her outstretched arm like a fist and her hand lit up like a lightbulb. I felt Twisted Step shuddering under the gathering sunlight zeal in Melise’s fist.

Melise aimed this blow for my stomach just as she had before. I twisted, planning to be out of the way, but Melise’s punch was too fast. I’d moved a little, so the blow that should have landed on my stomach instead landed on my crotch. My howl was loud enough that had the Cultivation Chamber not been sealed against sound I was certain I would have woken every elf in the vicinity.

“Sorry! Theo! Are you alright?” Melise knelt and grabbed my shoulder. Tears were welling in her eyes and the expression on her face made her look so distraught I suspected she was feeling more emotional pain than I was feeling physically in my loins.

I shuddered and lay curled in a ball. “T-that’s enough practice for now. I think I’ll train on my own a bit.”

I recovered quickly enough though. Thankfully, zeal reinforced my entire body, including my gonads. Still, I was overcome with the sudden desire to shore up my defenses. I was going to get hit eventually, and I wanted to be able to absorb those blows.




Earth Skin — This earth technique dampens blows and makes the skin tougher. It is one of the simplest defenses an earth heartwielder can use. It also numbs the sense of touch, reducing both pain and sensation.

Purchased. Now uploading.




I didn’t even feel the spike of pain this time, fixated as I was on the throbbing fist of agony in my guts. I cast Earth Skin and immediately started to feel better.

Now that I could sit up, I had Melise experiment with the cultivation chamber.

“Now that you mention it,” Melise replied, “I do think that time feels different here. How strange. I’ve heard of such chambers before, but never had the opportunity to use one.”

“Is there a menu for you? Can you buy spells or techniques?”

Melise shook her head, used to such strange questions from me by now. She could only use the room’s passive effect. It was possible I’d be able to increase the time dilation factor with her inside, but Mac couldn’t get the menu to pop up when I was outside of the room. Still, even the passive cultivation boost made the room immensely valuable. More, if upgrades boosted the factor by which I could increase time dilation.

While Melise couldn’t choose anything of her own from the menu, she did listen as I listed read out the choices.

Her eyes lit up when she heard the description of Sutra of the Living Earth.




Sutra of the Living Earth: This spirit art uses immense quantities of vitality to imbue a semblance of life upon the wielder’s earth zeal, allowing it to grow inside the heartwielder’s spellheart as they approach the mage acolyte realm. Upon reaching mage acolyte, the user will need to progress to the mage acolyte version of the art.




“Theo, that’s the one you want.” Melise said eagerly. “Most elves would never be able to consider it because of the vitality cost. But you’re a chaka! Vitality is no issue for you. Sure, it might lessen the amount we get to mooch off you, but if you can use it for your own personal cultivation that would be worth it.”

“400 points. Okay, I’ll give it a try.” I bought the cultivation art, and instantly my connection to the earth zeal I was holding changed.

My mind was filled with strange characters and pictures. Images drawn with the hand of an artist with detail and precision that surpassed my capabilities to understand.

There were words there, but they were meaningless symbols and sounds. I tried to sound one out only to find my tongue twisting unnaturally as I tried and failed to make the sounds.

The Sutra of the Living Earth was not made to be spoken by a being of flesh and blood. It contained the rumbling of mountains, the shaking of earthquakes, the tumbling of stones, and the soft rustle of sand. There was something profound hidden in this text, and just this glimpse of knowledge sparked a resonance with the earth zeal in my spellheart.

Before, it had been like a bucket of water. I could pour it out and fill it up as I wanted. Now that bucket of water had some semblance of life.

The zeal stirred constantly within the spellheart, a little bit always in motion. It flowed into me of its own accord, no longer seeping into me like sand pouring through an hourglass. Now it was like a wriggling worm crawling through my chest.

I couldn’t say I was entirely a fan of the new sensation, but the text lingered in my mind. If there ever came a day I could speak the Sutra of the Living Earth aloud, I would be more than a being of flesh and blood.

“Do I really have to use this cultivation art?” I winced the odd sensation of living zeal moving through my body.

“That’s up to you. But, you’ll have a much straighter path to mage acolyte this way. Perhaps further if you can buy a mage acolyte level Sutra of the Living Earth.”

I sighed as I instructed my earth zeal to stop probing me. Fortunately it obeyed, though I did happily notice my spellheart had improved. I hadn’t even done anything and I’d reached the eighth layer of zeal accumulation just by switching to using the Sutra of the Living Earth.




Congratulations on reaching the Eighth Layer of Zeal accumulation. +1000 points




My spellheart’s quality was still subpar, but at this rate I’d have a top-grade ninth layer spellheart in no time. That thought cheered me up a little as a magical worm burrowed through my chest.

Now that I finally had a bit of a safety net, I authorized Mac to synthesize some more of that nutrient paste the girls loved so much. Sava could use the high-vitality cream during her advancement, just as much as the… material she’d gathered from me directly. Doing so consumed a few hundred points, but I decided it was worth the cost if it both kept the girls fed and helped make them a little bit stronger.







While it would have been nice to learn every technique and spell available to me, just learning something wasn’t equivalent to mastering it.

I had dramatically increased my repertoire of abilities and would be a significantly better combatant. Melise warned me against spreading myself too thin and I agreed that learning to use what I had in combat was better than overwhelming myself with power.


Besides, by the time I’d put these abilities to use, I’d probably be a mage acolyte. At that point, these spells and techniques wouldn’t be worth the time to practice them when I could buy something more powerful.

And so I reluctantly decided to spend my remaining points on some more of these defenses. It never hurts to be too careful.




Upgrade defenses to level 2? [300 points]

You may now build defenses further away.




Based on Mac’s calculations, the upgrade would give me a bigger bubble to build in, and was just barely enough to let me use The Wanderer to start having a presence on the surface, above the caves Mac was in.




Build crude sentry tower? [50 points]

Crude sentry tower x8 now under construction.




Now at least we could have someplace secure above ground. This still wasn’t a good location for anyone except me, considering the river water and the food that grew in it was poison to the elves. It wouldn’t hurt to have a presence here though. After all, my most valuable asset was in these tunnels. The others had wanted to return to the Songstone encampment and sell off all the nutrient paste they’d gotten from Mac. I agreed that we needed more supplies and clean water, but argued that we should be working to set up a more permanent presence here, not using it as a temporary resource gathering outpost.

“I understand you don’t want to leave your friend Mac alone again Theo,” Melise said. “But there’s nothing around here, besides the entrance to the dungeon. And the Waterbeetle tribe has an entrance to it already that’s better charted and has more weak creatures. The slimes were useful, but now that they’re wiped out, there’s nothing left worth killing. And the sounds we’ve been hearing from down below make me think that there are things that could kill us not much further down.”

“It’s not really my place to say this but it would be nice to return to someplace where the water won’t kill us.” Katiana added.

“Fine then. We’ll return and resupply, but then I want to head back here.” I insisted. I needed to kill some things anyway. That spending spree killed the massive glut of points I’d gotten for defeating the Matriarch of the Crimson Dragon clan.




Points: 776




“I agree.” Sava said. “That alchemy lab alone is enough to build the foundations of a top-notch clan in the wider world, and that place has a lot of other secrets too. It needs to be protected. Besides, I can conjure more water from the air if need be, though I’d rather save my zeal if possible.”

I smiled at her agreement. The other elves shuffled anxiously but relented.

“I’ll work something out for the water.” I said, consolingly “I know of a few filter designs, and I’m confident I can get something that can get this water clean enough for you all to drink.”

“There’s another reason I want to stay.” Sava said. “That new room Theo built? It’s the perfect place to concentrate for a breakthrough. I had another location in mind originally, but that room is just as good. I used a lot of the nature zeal from the slimes we killed and Theo’s recrystallization technique to push my own nature spellheart to the very peak of the zeal accumulation stage at top quality. I’ve fully bonded my spellheart and I’ve been… injected… with a large amount of vitality. There’s no better time and place for me to advance to mage acolyte.”

“You’re advancing? That’s wonderful news!” Melise gave Sava a big hug.

“Wow. If you want any advice, I just went through the process myself not long ago.” Illiel said with an encouraging smile. “Normally the big hurdle is getting enough vitality to survive the process, but with Theo here, that’s not a problem. I should have used him instead of using the Phoenix blood I’d been saving.”

“Good. Get strong to be a good concubine.” Yorik gave Sava a rough clap on the shoulder, causing the smaller green haired elf to rub it in discomfort.

“Mage acolyte… I guess I’ve got to call you elder sister now, huh.” Katiana said with half a smile. She had a complex expression on her face. Envy, pride, hope, and desire all played across her face.

“When do you plan on going through with the ritual?” I asked.

“We’ll be here another day or so, correct?” Sava took a deep breath, rallying her strength. “Let’s start now.”










CHAPTER SIX










THE CULTIVATION CHAMBER was cramped with all of us inside. It really was meant for one person, not an entire group. Still, it was the best place we had for Sava to make her breakthrough. With the time dilation, Sava’s breakthrough would take far less time, and she wouldn’t lose any of her power since it would be contained by the cultivation chamber.

“She’ll be fine, right?” I asked Illiel nervously. “Your advancement went smoothly.”

Illiel shook her head. “Not all such advancements to mage acolyte are so. Sometimes there are complications, which can result in the death of the would-be acolyte.” Illiel glanced at my worried face. “Usually that only happens to an elf who tries to make the transition before they’re ready. Sometimes an elf will try to become a mage acolyte with a spellheart that’s reached the ninth layer in terms of power but has too many impurities. Others will attempt the procedure without enough vitality to heal their body. Still more will not know how to keep their zeal under control as they transition. None of these are a problem for Sava though. I’ve seen how much thought and care she has put into her preparations. She will succeed flawlessly. She may even be up and about by the end of the day, considering she’s got a nature spellheart. That type is known for faster integration with the body.”

“Good.” I said, feeling slightly relieved. Sava had taken one of several Blood Vitality potions we’d prepared. I’d donated the primary ingredient for those. Just blood, unfortunately. She’d already pumped herself full of the other stuff, which was contributing in no small part to her temporarily heightened vitality reserves. It would serve the same role in her as the Phoenix blood had for Illiel and help her body recover from the damage of the ascension ceremony.

“Alright. Ceremonial dagger is here. Water is here. Extra Blood Vitality potions… we’ve got everything we need.” Illiel declared.

“Shouldn’t we call for a trained medic from the Songstone clan? Just in case?” I asked.

Sava seemed to hesitate. “I think you’re… no. I must let my heart remain firm. Wavering of the mind is wavering of the spirit, and I can’t afford to have doubts now. I must be absolutely certain of my success or my zeal might turn against me.” Sava took a deep breath. “I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

I nodded hesitantly, not wanting to break Sava’s confidence. The girls circled around Sava, whispering words of comfort and encouragement. I too was glad. The Riverweed tribe had the lowest standing in the Hearthwood, since they didn’t even have a single mage acolyte left alive. If Sava advanced to that realm, they’d be able to hold their heads a bit higher once again. It would also secure her leadership role, both in the Riverweed tribe and in the Hearthwood clan as a whole.

“Are you ready?” Illiel asked, presenting the ceremonial dagger. I was surprised to see it was the exact same dagger Illiel used for her own rise to the mage acolyte realm.

“I’m ready.” Sava said, taking the dagger by the hilt. Melise came up behind her and unbuttoned her shirt. It fell to the ground and Sava was soon naked from the waist up. The tension in the air mixed with the cool breeze from the open hatch to the cultivation chamber and we all breathed quietly.

Katiana and Illiel washed Sava’s stomach one final time. The blade, the wound, and the spellheart were sterilized in an earlier part of the ceremony. I suspected the elves didn’t even understand why heating the blade and meticulously cleaning the room were important. It was just part of a long tradition that worked so they stuck with it.

Sava lifted the blade in a carefully rehearsed motion. As if she were afraid she’d give into fear if she waited a moment longer, she brought the knife down against her own stomach on one smooth stroke. Blood spilled from the wound as she opened a hole in her own abdomen. I’d already seen Illiel undergo this exact procedure, but it still turned my guts. I held it in, if only to ensure Sava’s ritual chamber stayed sterile.

The strength left her arms and the dagger tumbled from her hands. Sava had just enough power in her limbs to reach for her spellheart, which rested on a table in front of her. She pressed her spellheart against the open wound and held it there.

I’d been weaker and less experienced when Illiel became a mage acolyte. Now I could tell things weren’t as simple as pushing the spellheart into the body. With every breath, Sava was weaving the zeal from her spellheart into her own flesh. Most of it was still concentrated in the stone, but it was being interconnected with Sava’s flesh in a way that wasn’t possible at the zeal accumulation levels. Her spellheart was becoming a part of her. She was ascending to the mage acolyte realm before my eyes.

When the spellheart finally vanished inside Sava’s abdomen, in the region of the body I now knew the elves called the dantian, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Illiel and Melise poured the remaining blood vitality tinctures onto Sava’s stomach, wrapping it in bandages as I’d seen done with Illiel. I noted that it would probably be better to sew the wound shut, but this was how the elves did things. Thanks to the exorbitant quantities of vitality zeal she’d been provided, Sava’s recovery time would be measured in days instead of weeks or months. And when that was over, her connection between her and her spellheart would have stabilized, making her a mage acolyte in full.

“Is it done?” I whispered, as Illiel and Melise picked Sava’s tired form up and moved her to the bed, which Katiana had maneuvered into position. The girls lay Sava down to rest.

“She needs to concentrate on integrating her spellheart. She must not be disturbed until the process is complete. We should leave.” Melise said, gesturing to the ladder.

One by one we ascended up the ladder, where we were greeted by an impatient Yorik who was pacing back and forth in the control center. As the elvish tradition of ascension to mage acolyte was a sacred and private ritual, she hadn’t been able to join. It made me wonder how orcs ascended to a higher cultivation rank.

“She lives?” Yorik asked in her usual clipped manner.

“She’s fine. And she’ll be better than ever in a few days.” I assured.

“Good. She makes the tribe stronger.” Yorik pounded a fist against her chest.

“And she’ll be able to do even more soon.” I looked around at the elves. Illiel and Melise were covered in blood and emotionally worn. They’d want to wash up, so I gestured to the basin in the bedroom.

“We’re going to be here a few days waiting for Sava, so get comfortable. In the meantime, I’m going to get to work.” I looked to the as-of-yet unexplored smiths workshop. It was time to put some aces up my sleeve.







I had everyone back away as I opened the door to the smith’s workshop, but I needn’t have bothered. Mac had completed the airlock so the only thing behind this door was another door. I opened the second door and took in the sight of my new workshop.

Before me was a single large room, roughly square in shape with a floor of packed sand. There was a wooden bench and chair, but clay bricks and iron tools dominated the area.

The air was filled with the scent of smoke and worked metal. Dim light flickered from dying embers at the bottom of a brick-lined furnace. Heat billowed out of that corner of the room, making the air in the entire workshop hot and dry.

The most prominent object in the entire workshop was a massive iron anvil, twice as wide as my chest. It was practically a table on its own. It rested on a huge cylinder of something that looked like stone, but had bark on it.

Some sort of tree that grew rock in place of wood? I wouldn’t have been surprised. There were all manner of strange things on this world.

In one corner was the brick-lined furnace that I’d noted earlier. It was positioned near the anvil, oriented so hot metal ingots could be pulled out and hammered on the anvil. Along one of the other corners of the room was something I vaguely recognized as a bloomery. That would certainly make smelting my ingots much easier, if I could figure out how to use it.

I was also happy to note the presence of a grinding wheel. I’d wasted a lot of time with a rough rock grinding my previous creations to a sharp edge. Even though this grinding wheel was powered by a crank on one side, it was still leagues better than running a stone across the edge of the blade to sharpen it.

Just as I was inspecting the table the grinding wheel was on, I happily noticed the presence of five copper ingots, three of iron, and one of silver. Apparently, I’d gotten some starting materials.

The silver was valuable as it was, and the copper would be useful for practice, but it was the iron that I was really interested in. After all, without my iron shard I wouldn’t have been able to kill Matriarch Red Serpent.

I still carried that shard with me, though it was of little use in its current form. It had been made of low quality metal anyway, and nobody had been able to touch it but me. As a result, by the time I had been healed enough to be able to recover it the thing had already started rusting away.

The elves had copper and bronze, though from what I’d learned those were mostly trade goods brought over from one of the other worlds. The elves only really bothered with mining gemstones or, even better, zeal crystals.

So I started making presents. I found the copper to be amazingly malleable, just like the memory package I’d bought years ago had described. Still, it was one thing to have book knowledge of something, and another to have the skill to use that knowledge.

I suddenly had a brilliant gift idea.

I had five ingots of copper and one of silver. That should be enough to make five pendants, one for each of the girls that had come with me. It would make a nice thank-you present.

My memory packet told me copper could be stretched into wire without even heating it, but making it work was another story. In the end, I had to make what wire I could and chop it up, folding the wire into little loops by hand. I lost myself in the work, and soon had five sets of chain, with a little extra wire to spare. Just enough to make one of these pendants for myself, I realized.

I was a lot more conservative with the silver, but I didn’t need as much of it. Soon I’d prepared a little set of rings, into which a small spellheart could be inserted. Luckily I had some to spare. I still hadn’t ever traded away those spellhearts Yorik had stolen from me. Now I selected five of them at random and worked them into the necklaces. It was an excellent test of skill and dexterity. By the time I finished the project, I was familiar with most of the tools available to me in the smith’s workshop.

The Sutra of the Living Earth seemed to like what I was doing, and I felt my earth spellheart grow as I worked. I realized it had grown a little bigger. So it’s like forging, then?

I would need to pass the presents along to Mac to clean them up before I presented them. There was a lot of iron in the workshop, including the tools I’d used to craft them. I didn’t want my presents to hurt them after all.




Decoy Spellheart pendants successfully crafted (x6)

Congratulations on your first creation in the Smith’s Workshop! (+100 points)




This confirmed that I should get points back from buying rooms associated with crafting just by using them once, and would make a spending spree a lot more affordable.

“Mac?” 

His voice came back quiet and muffled. [What is it Theo?] Mac asked. [I see you’re making some… things. Well, whatever floats your boat I guess. Now, if you could hammer out a microprocessor, then I’d really be impressed.]

I snorted. “I’d like to see you do better, Mac.”

[I could! If I had control of a factory full of fabrication drones.] Mac complained. [Sadly, the energy-to-matter converter here isn’t accurate enough for the fine detail required by a microcontroller to be able to run even my most basic functions. It can’t even print anything except that black plastic goo, let alone a delicate network of silicon. It needs some serious upgrades before it becomes truly useful. Which means I need a certain human to get to work grinding for points!]

“We’ll then, you’ll be happy to know that I’m going on a spending spree.” I said. “It looks like I get 200 points for using a crafting room for the first time, so there’s no reason not to build all the crafting rooms out.”

[I noticed that myself. I can’t however make any guarantees of point awards though. That information is sadly blocked to me by the ever-beautiful AI for this ship.] Mac wistfully sighed at the thought of The Wanderer’s computer.




Smith’s Workshop: Upgrade to Lv 2? [350 points]

Personal Chambers: Upgrade to Lv 2? [200 points]

Hydroponic farm [400 points]

Dimensional storage [200 points]

Alchemist’s Laboratory: Upgrade to Lv 2? [400 points]

Medical Bay [400 points]

Cultivation Chamber: Upgrade to Lv 3? [900 points]

Defenses: Upgrade to Level 3? [500 points]




I selected the Hydroponic farm and the Personal Chambers level 2 upgrade. It was a bit of a luxury, but it would make everyone’s stay here much more comfortable. And it would probably help Mac if people weren’t constantly buzzing around his CPU.




Hydroponic farm now under construction. (-400 points)

Personal Chambers upgrade scheduled for construction. (-200 points)

Remaining points: 176




“All right, that’s all Mac. I’ll need to get more points to build anything else. Oh, let me pass these trinkets off to you. I need you to clean them of any trace iron that might be on them.” I told the AI-turned-dungeon-core. “On the subject of cleaning, I bow to your superior wisdom.”

Mac grumbled. [Fine, but only because you know how to flatter me.]

“One last thing,” I added before Mac started talking about his iron-removal cleaning processes. “How are the dungeon expansions coming along?”

[Well enough, I stretched out over the surface and claimed some of that area on that hill you mentioned. It does look like a rather pleasant location to rest my processors. Plenty of wind to keep the area clear and stop mold growth. That’s what I hate about living in this damp, dingy cave.]

“Good. Try and claim the area around it as well. I’d like to put up a few buildings in front.”

[Moving me, if it’s even physically possible to move this ship, shouldn’t be a problem so long as I’ve claimed the area. Being a dungeon core is strange. It’s like I can push myself out into the surroundings little tendrils of zeal.]

“Want me to share the Sutra of the Living Earth with you?” I asked him.

Mac made a non-committal noise. [I’ve already got it. Soon as you bought it, I snagged a copy, though I can’t claim to fully understand it. I can work with every type of zeal to a limited degree, though I don’t use it as intimately as you organics. I’d say I’m probably a seventh layer mage acolyte around now.]

“So I’m one layer higher than you! Let me know if you need any tips, junior brother!” I chuckled at the strange elvish tradition.

Mac grumbled a little but accepted a few pointers on using the Sutra of the Living Earth. I promised to help him acquire techniques for the other types of zeal too.







When Mac finally left, I got to work on my secret weapon. I used up one valuable iron ingot making an iron spear. That thing had been my deadly ace back when I’d had it working, but now the tiny shard I had left wasn’t even a dagger. Besides, this iron was far better than my own, and should hold up much better.

Having made a spear tip before, this wasn’t too difficult. Once I got out of here I’d request Sava make a spear shaft. The Riverweed tribe wasn’t as good at woodworking as the Myriad Hues of Flame, but they still had access to woods that were impossibly light and strong. This spear would be my personal weapon once completed.

As for the other two iron ingots? I grinned at the thought.

I imagined a future where each of those towers, upgraded and reinforced, was protected by elf with a crossbow. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t stop a powerful elf. At least, not without my hidden ace.

I glanced down with pride at the six wrought iron crossbow bolt tips I’d painstakingly crafted. I’d opted for crossbows rather than regular arrows because I couldn’t risk having the tip of the arrow touch the archer’s hand. This way, the elves could set their bolt on their bow with a pair of tongs, well protected from the iron. All they’d need to do is be able to withstand its presence until they could get a shot off.

A group of elves armed with iron weapons would be a fearsome force. With such a battalion at my back made up of mage acolytes, I wouldn’t even need to fear true mages like Red Serpent.

There was no notification or point award now. But that was okay. This set of secret weapons, when fully completed, would make the area immediately above this base the best defended place in the Hearthwood. If a true mage like Red Serpent attacked me here, I wouldn’t have to rely on surprise to kill her.










CHAPTER SEVEN










“THANKS FOR THE gift Theo, but as a mage acolyte I don’t really need a spellheart pendant.” Melise said. “Still, I will wear it with pride.”

“These aren’t really for your spellhearts.” I replied. “They’re mostly just jewelry.”

“Oh, I get it!” Illiel said in realization. “If we want to conceal our abilities, we just use these things! Then anybody who sees them and can’t sense our power assumes we’re just at the zeal accumulation level.”

“Close,” I said, “but there’s more to it than that. I want these to be decoy spellhearts. I’ve only been here a short while, but in that time I’ve learned that taking a heartwielder’s spellheart is the easiest way to disable her. With these, you can take your opponent by surprise. They’ll think they’ve disabled you, but in reality you’ve still got your power at hand.”

“This will be very useful to me.” Katiana said, holding the pendant tightly. “Thank you, patriarch.” She had genuine gratitude in her eyes.

“Don’t mention it. And save the patriarch stuff for formal occasions. When we’re among friends, Theo is fine.” I gave Katiana a pat on the back, causing her to mumble thanks and blush.

“Chief’s gifts are marks of allegiance. I shall wear this with pride, so all know to whom I belong.” Yorik proclaimed with a bow, placing the pendant around her neck.

“Now,” I said. “I’ve got one pendant left for Sava. How is she doing?”

“She’s recovering as expected. Based on the energy fluctuations I’m sensing from her, she’s still finishing up the process of merging her with her spellheart, and she had a big one.” Illiel replied. “She made her way through zeal accumulation with a mostly self-made cultivation art, so the process of reaching mage acolyte isn’t as fast or efficient as I’d hoped. For a conservative estimate? I’d give her another two days of meditation and recovery. After that she’ll have fully stabilized her place as a mage acolyte. She might be able to walk around and talk as soon as tonight though.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Anything else change?” I asked.

“Well… we are running rather low on food. We were able to stretch out our travel provisions using that nutrient paste Mac was making for us… but we’d like to save some of that to sell when we return. It is quite high in vitality.” Illiel answered. “We can only use it for cultivation so frequently though. Eating it in place of food would be a tremendous waste.”

I snapped my fingers. “I actually was working on a solution for that. Tell me, has a new door appeared recently?”

Melise led me to the back of the control center, where I found a head-height door made of shiny metal. Lucky for the elves, it wasn’t iron or steel.

When I opened it, I entered to find about two dozen rows of knee-high white pipes, in which small plants had already sprouted.

Each of them had a small glowing ball suspended in the air above them, shining down purple light on the plants below.

“What is this place?” Melise whispered. “These plants are growing in… water? How?”

“This is called hydroponics.” I told her. “My people use this technique to save on resources and produce more crops in less space.”

“It looks a little unnatural.” Illiel commented. “I’ve never seen plants growing without dirt. Are those the roots there? Just floating in the water?”

“That’s right. In the ground a lot of these vegetables would make a deeper taproot, but since they’re sitting in water there’s no need for that here, so they make that big hairy ball of thin fibers.” I explained.

Yorik just stared at the plants. She seemed the most disturbed by this unnatural setup, but then her stomach growled. Her hunger must have convinced her to accept the strangeness, because she approached a plant that bore a lot of resemblance to a tomato. It had one ripe fruit, and after getting a nod from me she plucked it off.

She held up the tomato and carefully inspected it. After it passed some unknown test, she took a bite. Red juices spilled down her cheeks as she bit into it. A moment of chewing later, she swallowed and quickly took a second bite, making sounds of approval.

The orc’s apparent enjoyment of the fruit was enough to convince the rest of the girls that the food was safe to eat, despite the peculiarity of its origin. They each ate their fill of the various fruits and vegetables available to them and collected some extra.

“Too bad we don’t have any real cooking supplies.” Melise said.

“I think I might have a solution for that as well.” I said, leading the group back into the command center and to the bedroom.

Once there, they were all surprised to see the room was noticeably better furnished than before.

Previously, there had been a wash basin, a bed, a chair, a desk and nothing else.

There was still a wash basin, but now it had a water tap heading to it, and a hole in the center. Now it looked less like a clay pot and more like a brass sink.

Besides the sink there was a hole in the ground. Still not a functioning toilet and shower, but at least we wouldn’t have to leave the cave anymore. Based on the direction of the tunnel, I had a sinking suspicion that all our waste would be recycled to the hydroponic farm room.

The biggest improvement to the room was, as I had hoped, a small fireplace with a hook and a pot hanging over it. It wasn’t as good as a proper stove, but the elves all knew how to cook over a fire. It lacked the advanced magic and technology of the other rooms, but it was more spacious and very comfy. Just standing here I was already starting to relax, and I had a small suspicion that the room itself was soothing my nerves.

Beside the bathroom, which now had a curtain separating it from the main bedroom, there was also a second smaller bed. The chair had become a sofa, and the desk had expanded considerably. With Sava sleeping downstairs, Illiel, Melise, and I sharing the big bed, and Yorik and Katiana taking the sofa and small bed we could finally sleep everybody at the same time.

Melise bounced butt-first onto the bed. Flopping down with her arms spread out. “Did this thing get bigger?” she asked.

“It looks like it.” Illiel replied. “Good. Now there’s finally enough bed for me too.”

Melise pouted. “Aww, I just wanted some snuggles, Illiel. You don’t have to be shy, we’re all part of one big clan now.”

I was honestly glad to see Illiel and Melise getting along better. Originally, Melise had been leery of her when she’d learned she was an ex-member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Now it seemed Melise had fully forgiven her for any small blame Illiel might have born for the downfall of the Songstone clan. Illiel, for her part was a little more reserved than the open-hearted Melise but didn’t seem to actively dislike the other elf’s advances.

“I’m glad you two are getting along.” I said with a laugh. Illiel pouted and Melise smiled. “Now then, what do you say we test this bed out?”

“Tame your feisty women, chief. They be uppity lately.” Yorik nodded sagely. Then she took Katiana by the hand, who looked loath to leave, and exited the bedroom.







“Come on Theo,” Melise said, “I just need a little shove to make it a step further into the mage acolyte realm.” She hung on one arm and pulled me towards the massive bed.

“I could also use a little boost to my vitality reserves, Theo.” Illiel latched on to my other arm. “My body can only build up my meridians so fast on its own. But with your help I could progress through the mage acolyte ranks as quickly as a girl so rich she drinks elixirs instead of water.”

“Well, as your Patriarch, I’d be remiss in my duties if I didn’t help you get stronger when I had the opportunity.”

Illiel stowed her glasses in a hidden pocket and pushed Melise down on the bed. Melise was wearing the wide-sleeved and loose cut robe the Songstone clan favored, held on by a sash in the center. Illiel pulled at that sash and flipped Melise’s clothes open, revealing pale pink skin and no sign of undergarments.

I was reminded again about how the elves of this world had no taboos against two women having fun in this way. For most, it wasn’t even seen as an indication of lovers, just good friends having fun behind closed doors.

“I’m glad to see the two of you getting along.” I said again with a smile as Illiel pulled the blonde elf’s legs open and landed kisses along her inner thighs. “You almost seem like you’ve done this before, Illiel.”

“She has.” Melise told me as she took a slow breath. “She went to talk things over with me when Yulli assigned me to watch over you. Illiel wanted to — Ohh!” Melise was interrupted by a moan of pleasure and I caught the corner of a mischievous grin on Illiel’s face. That wasn’t an expression I’d seen on her before, but somehow it suited her well.

Illiel’s kisses traveled up Melise’s torso, tearing her robes wider and exposing Melise’s breasts. Her tongue flicked over Melise’s nipples and one hand trailed lower toying with the Songstone elf’s damp snatch.

I wasn’t about to be left out. Illiel’s perky ass stuck out in the air as she played with Illiel’s body. That was all the invitation I needed to pull her pants down.

She wore tighter fitting pants and tunic rather than the martial artist’s robes that Melise had. Illiel jumped as I clapped her bare ass with my open hand.

I squeezed her ass cheeks and reached lower, taking note of her already dripping lower region. She was excited already.

My cock grew rock hard in an instant and I noticed with pleasure that it was a notch longer than it had been last time I’d checked. Reaching the eight layer of zeal accumulation was worth it for that alone.

I filled Illiel’s waiting void and wrapped my hands around her, trailing up her hips, brushing by her torso, and past her neck until my fingers teased at her mouth.

“So,” I began as I pushed into her. “How does advancement work as a mage acolyte?”

“Do you… really want… a cultivation theory lesson… now?” Melise panted.

“You two are doing this to advance, aren’t you?”

“Fair… enough. Let’s see… you bond with a spellheart… to reach mage acolyte… the next step… is fully integrating it… getting full mastery of your zeal…” Illiel’s fingers continued to tease Melise’s lower lips and nipples while the former’s head tilted back and leaned into me.

“Mmf-merfidans.” Illiel said, voice muffled by my fingers in her mouth. I pulled them out so she could speak clearly. “Meridians. Mage acolyte is about… spreading zeal from your spellheart, now a dantian, to the nine regions of your body. Oh heavens above Theo!”

Illiel moaned, unable to take the pleasure of my penetration any longer. I felt her contract in orgasm along my shaft, pulling me closer to the edge myself. I held myself back, knowing that I had more than one woman to please today.

Melise flipped Illiel over and switched positions. Now Illiel was laying against the pillows as she was toyed with while I had easy access to Melise.

“You know how you add… nine layers to a spellheart… to reach mage acolyte?” Melise said, picking up with Illiel left off while the latter closed her eyes and let herself be pleasured.

“Well,” Melise continued breathily, “in the mage acolyte realm you have the… nine regions of the body. Where you start and where you end… depends on your cultivation art. Sometimes people separate the realm into… early, mid, and late, but progress depends… on how many regions you’ve spread zeal to.”

“Fascinating,” I said, “and the vitality I produce helps your body integrate the zeal faster. In that case, I’ll have to help you ladies as much as I can.” I felt like a dam ready to burst, my lower region was a moment away from filling Melise’s insides with my seed. The vitality I’d given her through sex thus far would be nothing compared to that explosion. I reinforced my loins with earth zeal, hoping to stave off my orgasm a moment longer.

It was no use though, both girls felt too good. Like a fountain that had been bottled up, I exploded, gushing masculine fluids like a faucet. Using earth zeal boosted my volume and it pumped Melise so full of seed it started dribbling out.

Seeing my valuable cum going to waste, Illiel reached out a hand and caught it in an outstretched hand, fingering herself with the fluid as Melise sucked on her nipples.

I took a breath to steady myself and realized I was nearly ready to go again. I was about to ask the girls to switch positions again when we were interrupted.







A sudden wave of invisible force washed over us. It was like zeal, but not of any type I had ever felt before. It tugged and pulled at every part of my body as it passed over me, pulling at some places, pushing in others.

Melise was knocked off the bed and Illiel was toppled to the ground. The zeal wave looked to be a lot rougher on them than me.

I tried my best to pick them up, but they collapsed on unsteady legs, unable to stand.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Zeal… strange zeal.” Melise mumbled.

“spatial zeal.” Illiel said between breaths. The burst of spatial zeal had left them both breathing like they’d just sprinted across the Hearthwood. “Don’t know… what level… but that… felt… beyond… true mage…” Illiel panted.

I gave them another minute to catch their breath. Melise recovered first. The burst of powerful zeal had disrupted their connections to their spellhearts and left their own magic in disarray.

“spatial magic is usually something only sorcerer-level cultivators can play with.” Illiel said. “And even they aren’t true masters of the craft. It’s often used to seal off pieces of the world into their own pocket spaces. Sava has one, though I didn’t want to be nosy and ask where a backwoods elf got a bag of holding.”

“So that wave of disruptive magic was caused by someone opening or sealing off a dimensional space?” I asked, getting a bad feeling as I remembered my last purchase. The dimensional storage.

“I don’t think so. This feels more like what you’d feel when a pocket dimension starts crumbling. I’ve felt it before.” Melise explained. “After the matriarch of the Songstone clan reached the wizard rank, she experimented with pocket dimensions. She wanted to be able to create bags of holding, and someday a pocket world of her own for training members of the clan. Alas, she was never able to make one that was stable. They always ended up falling apart, letting out a burst of spatial zeal just like what we felt. Though not as strong. I imagine whoever left that barrier behind was stronger than a true mage.

We left the room to find Yorik trying to slap Katiana awake. The orc had recovered from the burst of spatial zeal, but Katiana was still lying on the ground.

Melise ushered Yorik off and held her hands over the Riverweed elf’s chest. Melise’s hands illuminated with a faint orange light, which shined down on Katiana’s sweating face. “I’m going to stabilize her zeal from the outside. Take her spellheart and separate it from her until I’m done. We’re lucky she’s only in the zeal accumulation levels or this would never work.”

Under Melise’s administrations, Katiana eventually opened her eyes. “Ughhh.” She groaned. “What happened?” I handed back her spellheart and explained. “I feel like I got trampled by a horde of gray-striped hoof beasts. So everyone recovered on their own except me, huh?”

Illiel and Melise both looked at each other in alarm. “Sava!”

We all sprinted towards the hatch leading to the personal cultivation chamber.

“Sava was advancing! That wave of zeal would have disrupted her connection to her spellheart.” Illiel said worriedly.

We entered the dark chamber, and Melise conjured a fist-sized ball of flame to illuminate the room. What we saw confirmed my fears.

Sava was lying face down on the floor, as if she’d been meditating only to get knocked over by an invisible sledgehammer. She was sprawled out on the ground like an accident victim, arms and legs splayed out at an uncomfortable angle.

“Sava!” Katiana cried out at the sight of her half-sister.

I rushed over and rolled Sava onto her back. Illiel and Melise soon joined me.

“Can you do that trick like with Katiana?” I begged Melise, already knowing that if it was possible, then she would have done so already.

Melise answered anyway. “She’s not a mage acolyte yet, but she’s deep enough in the mage acolyte realm that her spellheart is inseparable from her. It’s fused with her dantian. It would take a master surgeon to extract it. The slightest mistake would leave her a cripple.”

“That is, if she isn’t crippled already.” Illiel said sadly. “She’s breathing, but that wave of zeal has permeated her. She was pulling zeal through herself and her spellheart to aid the fusion process, and when the space-aspect zeal came it contaminated everything. The wards on this seclusion chamber weren’t strong enough to block it out.”

“Will she wake up?” I asked.

“Maybe. But… it might be better if she didn’t. For an elf, dying is better than living as a cripple.” Illiel answered grimly.

“I’ll be right back.” I needed to have a word with Mac.







[Theo!] Mac said as soon as I’d left the cultivation chamber. [We’ve got big problems on the radar here!]

“What the hell was that Mac!” I demanded. “Why would the ship do this? Why didn’t I get any warning?”

[That’s just the thing] Mac interrupted. [Creation of the dimensional storage room should never have caused such a large burst of spatial zeal. And it didn’t. The creation of our dimensional storage space disrupted another pocket realm already present in the area!]

I stopped. “So, there was another pocket world already here?”

[That’s what I’m saying. Look for yourself.] Mac said, activating a device I had not yet seen in use. [We got this thing with the last scanner upgrade. It allows me to project the surrounding area onto a physical map. You should have a matching one available to you through the system menu.]

As Mac explained, I searched through the system menu.




Open map?




I selected the icon and a top down view of the Hearthwood appeared, updating every few seconds, exactly matching the holographic map Mac was projecting.

[Here’s where we are.] Mac zoomed in on a location deep in the Hearthwood, just southwest of the center. [The spatial disruption came from the northeast. Wait a moment… there appears to be something more there.] Mac zoomed in closer on the map until I too could see ripples floating in the air.

“I see it too. It looks like something is trying to escape.” I said, watching something pierce the ripples. Several somethings. Long thin triangles, like blades at the end of whips. Four of them by my count. The heads of some large species of snake?

The snakes pushed harder against the rippling barrier, shooting out cracks and distortions in space. They weren’t anything compared to the initial wave of spatial zeal, but I could still definitely feel them. I worried for Sava.

The snakes rammed themselves against the invisible barrier again and again, causing the cracks in space to spread like a spider web of chaos. They looked and felt unnatural, like the edge of the world. A jagged and visible wound on the edge of reality.

In between each of the snakes’ blows, the cracks healed a little. Left to their own devices, the cracks would seal up on their own. But the snakes would not relent. They bashed against the tear in reality until something popped.

That’s when I realized they weren’t snakes at all. They were tails.

The four-tailed beast spun around, revealing something that resembled a hairless gray-skinned fox three stories tall covered in sharp bones protruding from its skull and back like armor. Each of its four appendages, though disturbingly human, were tipped in long talons.

Most disturbing of all, it wielded those four tails like bladed whips, swinging them with expert precision.




Four-Tailed Shadowblade Beast (Wizard-realm)

A Shadowblade Beast reaches the beastly equivalent of the wizard ranks upon growing its fourth tail, which requires large amounts of metallic iron. It is a deadly foe to any elf, even those of the wizard realm themselves. The iron it consumes concentrates at the tips of its tails, which it wields as a deadly weapon. Shadowblade Beasts of this level require an immense amount of iron to form their fifth tail and ascend to the sorcerer ranks.




“Mac? I think we may have a problem here.”










CHAPTER EIGHT










“THERE’S A WHAT on the loose!?” Sava wheezed. Melise had managed to get her in good enough shape to wake up, but her face was pale and worn.

“A wizard-level beast called a Four-Tailed Shadowblade.” I repeated. “Mac is tracking its movements right now. It seems to be cautiously exploring right now. I’ll double down on defenses when I can. How are you feeling?”

“I’m still alive.” Sava coughed, flecks of blood plashing on her open hand. “Melise was able to keep the zeal I’d been corrupted with under control. But I can’t fix the damage, and neither can she. Right now, those blood vitality potions are the only thing keeping me alive.”

“Melise was able to heal Katiana easily by removing her spellheart and readjusting the zeal in her body, but we can’t do that to Sava because she’s got her spellheart already inside her body.” I said. “So all we need to do is remove the spellheart from her body temporarily, then Melise can fix you.”

“Maybe.” Sava said in a doubtful voice. “But it’s moot point. At this point, my spellheart is almost fully integrated into me, forming my dantian. There isn’t a single surgeon in the Hearthwood capable of such a delicate procedure without crippling me forever. And that’s not a price I’m willing to accept.”

“I know somebody who might be able to do it, given the right tools. Mac? I want to buy a new room.” I glanced at the option I was interested in.




Medical Bay [400 points]




Drat! I didn’t have enough points! This is what I deserved for going on a spending spree.

Mac made a throat clearing noise. [You know how I’m monitoring the giant monster that just broke through a crack in space?]

“What about it?” I asked, getting a sinking feeling in my gut.

[Well…] Mac began awkwardly. [It looks like it’s headed this way.]







“Mac, I’m going to need you to make a handle. Two meters long, one end should fit the end of this thing.” I held up the spear point I’d forged earlier.

Iron worked on a true mage. It would have to work on this wizard-rank shadowblade beast.

[Understood. Now printing.] Mac said. [It’s coming closer. No doubt that it’s headed this way now. Oh wait, it just passed by the cave entrance. False alarm, it turns out we’re not going to die — oh wait, it just started digging. Sorry everybody, I made you all feel safe and secure for nothing. It turns out we really are going to die.]

Thunderous pounding sounds could be heard overhead. A glance at Mac’s scanner projection told me that the shadowblade was ramming its tails into the ground, drilling through solid rock like hot knives through butter.

“Everybody inside!” I shouted. Yorik and Illiel had been outside the command centers open door, making sure no dungeon monsters moved into the area. “There’s going to be cave-ins soon at this rate!”

Sure enough, the cave ceilings started shedding stalactites. Arm thick spears of stone started falling, impaling themselves on the cave floor. Yorik just barely managed to evade such a stone before diving inside the command center.

The creature above let out a hideous screech which reverberated through the air. My newly built guard towers had proved to be nothing more than a temporary obstacle and were easily smashed aside. As it was, all we could do was wait for it to stick its nose where I could stab it.

And that moment had finally come. As its tail broke through to the empty cave in front of The Wanderer, the shadowblade stuck its shark-like face down to glare at us. The way its lips peeled back from its jaws made it look like it was grinning at us with a hungry smile.

“Mac? Where’s that spear shaft?” I asked urgently, only to see it lying on the floor in front of me. I quickly shoved the iron spearhead on the pole.

The moment the iron spearhead was in the open, the shadowblade turned to glare at me. It widened the hole in the ceiling, trying to jam its body through. Luckily, the underground space was too small for anything more than its head.

And its tails I noticed, nearly a moment too late. One of the powerful iron-tipped tails jammed through the outer hull of The Wanderer, nearly skewering me. I got a close look at them and blanched as I realized the smallest, very tip of the tail was still as thick as my torso.

All I need is one stab.

I tried to lunge at the tail, but the iron on it just made my own weapon glance off. The tails weren’t a viable target.

“Theo! Don’t! It’s too strong!” Illiel shouted. I ignored her.

I’d need to go for the head then. Those eyes looked nice and soft. This was a magical creature, and once I stuck it with iron somewhere painful the zeal interference should be enough to bring it down, just like Red Serpent.

The creature leered at me through the head-sized hole. It had stuck its head through the hole it dug and was watching me. It couldn’t come through with its whole body yet. Not without digging the whole area up, but I didn’t intend to give it that kind of time.

I launched myself at it, narrowly dodging an iron-tipped tail as it jammed through the cave ceiling directly at me. I activated Twisted Step to obscure my movements, and Earth Skin to protect me from the rocks falling from the cave ceiling. I just had to run this thing through the eye. I only needed to close the distance…

The Shadowblade was too fast. Its tail moved like lighting, flashing through the air fast as thought. Twisted Step was useless against a foe of such speed. I felt a massive force strike my side and a fountain of blood erupted in the air.

As I stumbled to my knees, I clutched at my side, prepared to find out how much of my stomach was left. Surprisingly, all of it was there. I had clean, undamaged skin.

Melise was a different story. She was the one who had dived in the way of the tail, pushing me out of the way of what would have been a killing blow.

Instead of running me through the gut, the tail merely took off her leg.

I stared dumbly at the stump, and the veins of purple discoloration that was rapidly spreading up Melise’s thigh. As I watched, it reached the torso, covering that perky ass I’d been making love to just minutes before. The skin blistered and puckered.

Melise’s eyes watered and her face was a mask of pain. She whispered out one word to me.

“Run.”




A follower has died.

You do not have the assets for follower revival. The follower’s soul will be moved to your dimensional storage.







Melise… was dead. Her body crumbled to dust and even that glowing spark of hers disappeared before my eyes.

That happy, helpful face flashed before my eyes before fading away into nothing.

The shadowblade watched me, its gaping maw giving my grieving mind the impression it was laughing.

Before I even realized it was moving, one of those iron-tipped tails stabbed into the ground right next to me. I glanced up to see Illiel, working mind magic. She’d managed to create a bubble of mind zeal around us that distorted perception ever-so-slightly,like how light bends when passing through water. It reminded me of Twisted Step, but bigger and static.

The spell only lasted a moment. Once the shadowblade realized it was there, it unleashed a pulse of its own wizard-rank zeal. Suddenly I felt trapped in a world of cold, unforgiving iron. Like being wrapped in chains and slowly strangled to death. It wasn’t real, but the sensation sent chills down to my bones, despite being immune to the actual touch of iron. Illiel had it worse. She collapsed, falling to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. The shadowblade’s counterattack was too powerful for her to remain conscious, let alone block.

I leapt to my feet, intent on luring the beast away from Illiel’s unconscious form.

“Hey, you damned ugly bastard!” I shouted.

The monster roared and another tail jammed through the ceiling. There were enough holes in the roof of the cave that tunnels were collapsing in mass. I had to watch the falling rocks as well as the deadly tail strikes.

“Theo!” Katiana shouted. She was grabbing Illiel’s unconscious body by the arm, pulling her towards The Wanderer. “Come back! Mac has calculated the monster will not be able to harm The Wanderer once the door is sealed!”

“After I kill this bastard!” I growled, narrowly escaping death again.

I shouldn’t have been able to dodge that strike.

Was it… toying with me?

I looked back at it, taking in its malevolent grinning face.

“When I shove this spear in your eye,” I snarled. “I’m going to give it a nice twist!” I hated this thing. It took Melise from me, and for that it deserved to pay with its life. I’d give it one good thrust to remember and distract it while I grabbed Illiel and retreated back to the ship.

A tail slammed into the ground in front of me. I turned to the right right to circle around, but a tail slammed there too. I tried to pull back, but a third tail slammed into the ground behind me. A sinking feeling rose up in my stomach as I tried the left, just in time to see the fourth tail slam into the ground there.

Cold realization washed over me, quenching my burning rage like dumping a bucket of ice over a candle. I couldn’t win against this. I’d been completely within its grasp the moment I left the ship. Even if I had run when Katiana called, I wouldn’t have been able to escape alone, let alone hauling Illiel.

The tails constricted, trying to wrap around me. The shadowblade shook itself, widening the hole until its head could fit inside like the rest of its body.

I was going to die here if I didn’t do something.

It growled and snarled as its neck seemed to extend from its torso like a turtle pulling out of its shell. The sickly gray flesh shifted as joints crackled and the monster took on a more serpentine form.

The shadowblade moved with deceptive quickness, despite its size. Soon it was right in front of me, jaw opened wide. I heard a deep thrumming sound, like purring but from a creature far, far larger.

Now is my chance.

I lunged with my spear. The blow was weak because I couldn’t move my arm properly trapped between the tails.

The shadowblade shifted to the side, dodging the clumsy lunge easily. It turned its head to the spear, breathing deeply as if inhaling its scent.

“Hands off, toothy! That’s my man!” I heard a familiar voice. A green haired figure staggered out of The Wanderer’s door. It was Sava.

I was feeling something strange from her. Some parts of her were like a mage acolyte, but her zeal carried aspects of that spatial zeal pulse we’d felt before, giving her a surreal and otherworldly feeling.

Sava moved erratically, like she was flickering in and out of place. First she was ten steps away, then suddenly she just glitched and was three steps away.

Looking at her closely I realized she was in bad shape. Blood dripped out of the corner of her mouth and down her cheek. Her veins bulged against her skin unnaturally and her limbs jittered like they weren’t fully under their control. She wasn’t in any shape to fight. But where had that new ability come from?

Katiana and Yorik had almost pulled Illiel back to The Wanderer at this point. The shadowblade growled and spat a glob of sticky slime in their direction.

It would have splashed on Illiel, but Yorik jumped in front, taking the glob of monster phlegm on her back. It blistered the orc’s skin. The girls made it the rest of the way inside The Wanderer, leaving the hatch open a crack as they dove to safety. Now it was just me and Sava outside the ship.







The shadowblade turned its attention back to me and snapped with its jaws, breaking the shaft of my spear right in the center. The iron shard fell off and skidded to the ground off to the right. Sava stepped through space again, appearing across the room where she picked up the iron shard.

“Let him go!” She shouted.

Then the shadowblade did something entirely unexpected. It spoke.

“Youuu aaare uuuuunaaaatuuuraaaaal, elf” it said in a toothy, hissing voice. “Youuu wiiiill diiiiiiiie.” The vowels seemed to trail on and on, as if speaking in this manner was incredibly difficult for it.

“I know I’m ruined.” Sava replied with resignation. She flexed her fingers and space shifted around them.“But I got an unexpected present while I still live. This zeal that’s infected my body belongs to whoever imprisoned you in the first place, right?” Sava exhaled and reality shattered. “Even a child can hurt a tiger, if she’s got her mother’s axe.”

The shadowblade chuckled. It sounded like a knife against a glass bottle. “I aaaam noooo tigeeeeer. Aaaand youuuu cannoooot weeeeild the magiiiiiic of The Deeeestroyeeer.”

“This is what you want, yes?” Sava held up the iron spear point, but she wasn’t touching it. It was cradled in a sphere of withering roots and distorted space.

“The huuuuman has mooooore. I smeeeeell it.” The creature hissed. I realized something else.

This is the first being that knew about humans. Everyone else just called us chaka’s . Perhaps I wasn’t the first human it had met.

“Theo, give him the iron shard in your pocket.” Sava instructed. I shifted my arm around in my jacket, pulling on the shard of iron that had served me well. I held it out between the iron-tipped tails. A sharp, forked tongue flicked out, brushing against my fingers. My hand felt like I’d stuck it into a bucket of nails. The tongue snatched the shard of iron, which quickly vanished between the creature’s lips.

“Nooooow, the ooooother piece.” The shadowblade demanded.

“Release him first.” Sava insisted.

The creature narrowed its eyes. “Yyyyyou laaaaack the poooower to maaaake deeemands of meeee, elf.”

“On the surface, you could run me into the ground. But here? In these tunnels?” Sava flickered again, appearing near one of the smaller caves that hadn’t been blocked. “I could disappear with this shard of iron, and you’d never see it again.”

“Hooooow loooong will thaaaaat borroooowed pooooweeeer laaast?”


“You’re right,” Sava admitted. “Weak as I am, I can barely use zeal of this level. It’s tearing my body apart from the inside. But what does that matter? I’m crippled me already from a botched advancement. I’ve got nothing to lose. Is killing Theo really worth losing something so precious to you?”

The shadowblade considered that for a moment. Suddenly, the tails surrounding me withdrew. I stumbled backwards, towards Sava and the entrance to The Wanderer.

“Giiiive.” The deadly creature demanded.

Sava glanced at me, and seeing I was nearly at the door to The Wanderer, she took the iron shard and threw with as much strength as she had in the shadowblade’s direction before dashing towards The Wanderer.

I made it inside first. Sava was close behind, flickering in and out of existence as she moved. The shadowblade’s tongue flicked out again, snatching the iron shard Sava had thrown. At the same time, it casually tossed out one of iron tipped tails in the direction of The Wanderer’s entrance. It would have impaled Sava if not for her newfound ability to move through space like she was teleporting.

When she was finally inside, we slammed the door shut. She collapsed in a heap, coughing. We lay Sava down to rest. As we did I there was a loud pounding and there was the sharp noise of metal grinding on metal. The shadowblade was trying to cut through the hull of The Wanderer.

We huddled together. Yorik and Katiana did their best to care for Illiel. Sava coughed again, this time spitting out a wad of blood.

“Sava! What’s wrong?” I asked her. She mumbled something. “What?” I brought my ear close to her mouth.

“Too much… vitality lost…” she said softly. “The spatial zeal… is too strong… using it ruined… me.”

Vitality. She needed vitality. My mind went back to the blood vitality potions we’d made for Sava’s ascension. Katiana quickly retrieved one of them and then fed it to Sava, then we moved her to the bedroom.

“Thanks to your romp with Illiel and Melise earlier, this room is still full of vitality.” Katiana explained.

“How do we treat her?” I demanded.

“I’m not entirely certain. Melise would… would have known better, but I think something strange happened with her advancement to mage acolyte. She was contaminated by zeal of a far higher level than her own. Something beyond the wizard rank. The little bit that she absorbed was enough to cause dramatic changes in her spellheart.

“This has made her connection to it unstable, but also has somehow allowed her to gain access to some limited abilities from higher ranks. See that?”

Katiana pointed to the corner of the room, where grass was flickering in and out of existence, like it was both here and somewhere else.

“That’s the sign of someone who’s just started forming an aura. That shouldn’t happen until the true mage ranks. And yet somehow Sava’s doing it. Mixing with the refined zeal must have given her own zeal some unexpected upgrades.”

“At the price of her life.” I said.

“That’s right,” Katiana agreed. “She won’t live long at this rate. We might still be able to stabilize her if we removed the spellheart, but Melise was the only spirit healer among us.”

I noticed the noises outside the ship had finally stopped.

“Mac? Is the shadowblade still out there?” I asked.

Mac responded after a long moment. [No, but that doesn’t mean we’re out of trouble yet. The shadowblade’s attack collapsed many of the smaller tunnels throughout this dungeon. As a result, the only way towards the surface from many of the tunnels is through that big hole it left behind. So much for my dungeon.]

“So we’re stuck down here, Mac?” I said.

[Worse.] Mac replied. [A lot of creatures from deeper in the tunnel are stuck down here with us. And they’re not happy about it. Remember that big green lizard? Six of them are headed in this direction. Apparently a cave in crushed their nest. We could just close the door to The Wanderer and wait them out, but we wouldn’t be able to get help for Sava then.]

“Do it,” I replied. “This is perfect. The best help Sava can get is right here aboard this ship. We just need points to get the medical facility. Well? Those lizards are walking points.”

Mac seemed hesitant, not wanting to remind me of my loss. [You know what happened last time you charged into battle?]

“I know Mac.” I said sadly. “Melise paid the price for my stupidity. Things aren’t always going to be easy, and my plans aren’t always going to work. That’s why from now on I’m making it a rule to always have a backup. So, what have you got in terms of weapons?”

[I’ve got just the thing.]







Illiel, Katiana, Yorik, and I were all outfitted with weapons and armor made from Mac’s black plastic. Based on Mac’s scans, these green lizards were raptor-like, and preferred to go for the neck, hence the elaborate neck guards Mac had printed up for us. It made the four of us look like traveling circus clowns, but that was an easy price to pay to prevent us from getting our throats ripped out.

“It’s tough to walk in these spiked shoes.” Katiana said, stepping awkwardly. One of the other modifications Mac had made was printing up plastic spikes that would strap to the bottom of our feet to give us extra traction.

“You’ll be thankful for the extra grip they give you once Mac does his thing.” I said. “And remember, I have to be the one to kill them if we’re going to get points.”

Just then, a massive reptilian roar echoed through the chamber and something hulking, green and menacing stepped through.




Green barbed-tooth raptor (early mage acolyte)

Beware the teeth and claws of this raptor, for they can cut and tear flesh like paper. Their main assets are their speed and lethal precision.




It was the same description Mac had given me when we were formulating our plan for taking these things down.

“You’re up, Illiel!” I shouted. Illiel released a cloud of mind magic, which blew through the air, distorting the creature’s vision of us.

Illiel gave Katiana the signal that it was her time to play her reluctant role as bait once more. She took her plastic weapon and banged it against the side of The Wanderer. The noise instantly drew the attention of the raptor.

Despite being blinded, it didn’t back away. It rushed in Katiana’s direction based on sound alone, where it fell directly into our trap.

Just as it was about to reach Katiana, it stepped into the puddle of goop Mac had created. Not all the slimes could be used to make nutrient paste, and what remained was a slippery, gooey mess. Mac did his best to enhance those properties to make a slick substance that was virtually impossible to not fall over on unless you were well prepared. Hence the spikes on the bottoms of our shoes. I even got the recipe for the stuff out of the process.




Slippery slime squick (one star)

This substance is distilled from slime biomass and is extremely slippery in nature. It works well as a lubricant.




The raptor didn’t have a chance. As soon as one of its clawed feet touched the slippery slime squick it skidded uncontrollably, landing on its tail. Katiana jumped to one side, only just barely able to keep to her feet thanks to the cleats that Mac had made for her.

“Now! Help me finish it!” I shouted.

We dived on the downed creature before it could recover. Its clawed feet scrambled to get purchase on the goop-covered ground. Before it could, Yorik threw a lasso around its neck. She’d had Mac make fibers of the black plastic, which she’d woven into rope. Tied off to The Wanderer, the raptors movements were dramatically restricted.

We fell upon it like rats eyeing a helpless lion. I didn’t have an iron spear this time, but an ironwood sword attached to the end of my now repaired spear shaft, like a glaive. I was glad to have some extra distance between me and the raptor, because even restrained its barbed teeth still looked quite deadly.

Yorik was a little bolder than me, taking an ironwood sword and lopping its tail clean off. Thrown off balance by the lost appendage, the restrained raptor lost what little purchase it had gained on the rocky floor and collapsed again.

I thrust my glaive into its abdomen, about where I thought its heart would be, stabbing through its rib cage. The hostile creature spasmed violently before finally going still.




Green barbed-tooth raptor slain! (50 points)




“A little heavy at the tip.” I said as inspected my weapon. “To be honest, I think I prefer a regular spear.” My eyes went distant as I sent my next words to Mac. “Mac, what’s the status on the rest of the bunch?” I asked.

[Think you can do that five more times?]

In the end, we were able to handle the other five raptors without difficulty. One of them proved to be tricky when it managed to cut through Yorik’s lasso. It was able to flip itself upright and I couldn’t get a spear into its weak underside. Luckily, we were able to wear it down with small wounds until I was able to deal a killing blow. Thanks to that, I got full credit for the kill and all the points that entailed. I finally had enough to buy the medical bay.




Green barbed-tooth raptor slain x5 (250 points)







Medical bay [400 points]




“Buy it.” I instructed Mac, and soon the medical bay was under construction. 




Medical bay now under construction. (-400 points.)




We passed the time anxiously checking on Sava and looking over the nearby tunnels. Sure enough, the entrance we came down through had been blocked by a cave in. We couldn’t leave through that exit. Luckily, with food from the hydroponic farm we weren’t in any hurry to leave.

Now that I finally had some time to think, my mind wandered to Melise.

I had stupidly thought that just because I was wielding an iron weapon that I would be able to kill this monster. How stupid I’d been. The creature was three realms above me. I couldn’t hope to rival that power without becoming stronger myself.

This whole cultivation thing didn’t exist back on earth. People were generally on the same level and with a good weapon and the element of surprise you’d have the edge on just about anybody. But on this world, trying to fight somebody at a higher cultivation was like trying to destroy a tank with a wooden club. It took special circumstances and a lot of luck to happen. Only now did I realize how fortunate I was to kill Red Serpent the way I had.

Grinding points had worked well to get the medical bay, but I’d need to grind more than points to survive in this world. I’d need to dedicate some serious time towards training so I could reach mage acolyte and beyond as fast as possible.

And what was that message that appeared when Melise died?




You do not have the assets for follower revival. The follower’s soul will be moved to your dimensional storage.




That meant that there must be a way to revive her. Sure, the elves had their ways for turning souls back into full-grown elves, but I was willing to bet whatever abilities The Wanderer had were leagues better.

The thought of being able to revive Melise lightened the burden of guilt on me somewhat. The fact that she died saving me still weighed on me, but now at least I would have the chance to repay her for her sacrifice.

“Mac? Do you know anything about this?” I repeated the message about follower revival to him, and the part about the dimensional storage.

Now that we were back inside, Mac was able to speak over the intercom. [At this point, you should be able to access the dimensional storage by physically visiting the room. As for follower revival? You haven’t unlocked that information yet, so I don’t have access to it, but I speculate it has something to do with a room called the Throne Room. I’ll have to see if I can coax the blueprint out of the ship over the next few days.]

I visited the dimensional storage room to find myself lost in a hazy maze of green light, like criss crossing laser beams. The beams intersected at regular intervals, creating empty squares of various sizes.

Except not all the squares were empty. Inside one of them was a glowing orange-red soul. Melise’s soul. I pulled it out and held it in my hands a bit, feeling its warmth.

“I’m sorry, Melise.” I said softly. “I made a mistake and you paid the price.”

[Theo?] Mac said, interrupting my mourning. [The Medical Bay just completed construction. I am processing the files now… done. Bring Sava over. I have compiled a treatment plan. She will likely still require a spirit healer like Melise to survive, but I can stabilize her physically.]










CHAPTER NINE










WE SPENT THE next few minutes moving Sava’s unconscious body over to the medical bay. Mac administered a drug that came with the medical bay with the intent to put Sava into a medically induced coma. Fortunately the drug worked on elves without issue, though perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering the drug was something provided by The Wanderer.

With Sava asleep, Mac got to work. We laid Sava on the table in the center of the room, which served as Mac’s operation table. A big acrylic dome popped out of the room, sealing Sava off from the outside world.

[Sterility is important in extensive surgeries like this.] Mac said. [I’m afraid I can’t have you organics breathing and sweating in the medical chamber.]

“It doesn’t look like there’s any tools around here. What are you going to perform?” I asked as I glanced around the mostly barren room. Besides the table and a single cot in the corner, there wasn’t much in the room. Smooth white concrete floors, sky blue walls, and bright overhead lights kept the barren room clean and mostly empty.

[This room was not designed with human or elf surgeons in mind. Watch.] As Mac spoke, the lights behind the glass panel turned deep purple before turning back to white. Several of panels in the chamber popped open, revealing nozzles that sprayed a gentle mist that drifted through the air before falling to the ground.

Once the entire area was sterilized, a different set of panels opened, from which no less than seven mechanical arms descended. Four of them arranged Sava’s limbs spread-eagle out on the table, stripping her clothes off with mechanical efficiency and deftly replacing them with a medical gown. Then they went about inserting needles into both her arms and legs. Those needles had tubes that connected to them, running up to the ceiling where some unknown fluid was being pumped into them.

A rod descended from the ceiling, shining a bright blue laser over Sava’s body, scanning her surface. A ring popped out of the wall on unseen rails, and it began spinning as it circled Sava, scanning her from head to toe.

[The actual procedure should only take a few moments.] Mac explained. [Now, let’s begin.]

Three more arms descended from the ceiling. Before I could blink, they’d already cut into Sava’s body and reached inside, extracting the spellheart and cutting away the flesh surrounding it. With inhuman speed, Mac directed the mechanical arms to stitch her whole again and seal the wound.

“Is that it?” I asked.

[I’ve done all I can do for her with the resources at my disposal.] Mac replied. [I will keep her asleep to keep her metabolic processes as slow as possible, but she needs a mage acolyte skilled in spirit healing to stabilize the zeal in her spellheart. Then I can reintegrate it with her body. At that point all we’ll just have to hope for the best.]

“So fast…” Illiel murmured. “No small number of elves are crippled each year from a botched ascension to the mage acolyte ranks. Extracting a spellheart once it has begun to fuse with an elf is virtually impossible for all but the most skilled surgeons. Here though… I think we could make some powerful friends.”

“Noted.” I replied, already mulling over the possibilities. Although I wouldn’t want to show The Wanderer to just anybody, if word got out that I could restore cripples to good health other clans might try to curry favor with me.

[There is something else that came up during the surgery.] Mac said. [My latest scans indicate that the shadowblade is on the move again.]

“The further away from here it goes, the better.” I said.

[I thought you might say that.] Mac replied. [The trouble is, given its current heading it will run into one of the elf settlements under your protection. I think you called it the Waterbeetle tribe?]







“What do we do Theo?” Illiel asked uncertainly.

“The Waterbeetle have no respect for the chief!” Yorik growled. “Better to let them be crushed.”

“They cannot resist the might of a wizard-level mystic beast. They will be torn apart.” Illiel said.

Katiana just glanced at me and back at her sister. After a thoughtful moment she spoke. “Melise would have wanted to save them.”

I considered that before nodding. “She would have.” I remembered my anger when I visited the Waterbeetle tribe. I had thought of them as my subjects, but clearly they thought that was a title they kept in name only. If I let calamity fall on their tribe, the survivors might be more willing to follow my lead.

But no. Melise wouldn’t have wanted that.

“Let’s go warn them.”







Mac’s underground dungeon hadn’t stretched far, but thanks to my numerous upgrades to the scanner he had a pretty good map of most of the top layers. As such, he’d been able to claim territory as a dungeon core along a few key areas, one of which was the short passageway between The Wanderer and the Waterbeetle tribe’s dungeon entrance. Traveling through that passageway of twisted dungeon space, we made far greater time than traveling across the land overhead. By Mac’s estimation, each step below would count for four taken above.

Illiel, as a mage acolyte, was physically the fastest among us. Yorik… I didn’t really know what level Yorik was. Not very high as a heartwielder, but she had the Blackgorge Fiendbody that had let her keep up with the rest of us, even without pushing zeal through her limbs. Katiana would stay behind with Mac and watch over Sava.

I was irritated at how weak our group had suddenly become. And how much smaller. With both Sava and Melise out of the picture, Illiel was our only mage acolyte, and she wasn’t combat oriented. She had a small ice-aspect spellheart that was pitifully weak, but otherwise had to rely on illusions, which weren’t exactly lethal.

“A dirt bike would be really useful.” I remarked as we cut through a wall of moss and hacked our way to the Waterbeetle tribe. Despite being underground, life was abundant in the form of roots and mushrooms. While the path generally sloped downwards, it was otherwise fairly level with only slightly twisty.

“Is that a type of horse?” Illiel asked. “Because I don’t think they’d do well with these dense root structures. Maybe once the roads are built.”

“Hogs. Carry us fast and turn well.” Yorik said, almost stepping on a small gray mushroom. The last one we’d touched has vented a cloud of red gas that left us all coughing and wheezing.

“We’ll have to try and get some hogs then.” I said as we came to a familiar clearing. This was where I’d first met the Waterbeetle elves.

Previously, the ground had been littered with azure shelled waterbeetles, and the walls had been lined with natural crystal formations that made excellent alchemy components. Now, all that was gone.

Assyrus had mentioned how badly the Crimson Dragon clan had ransacked the dungeon while they had control over it. Assyrus said that they’d taken everything of value within easy reach.

These crystals and beetles had been the Waterbeetle tribe’s most valuable assets, and now every one of them was gone. It was no wonder they guarded their dungeon entrance so jealously.

“We’re getting closer. Let’s pick up the pace.” I said, and my companions nodded with grim determination.

We started jogging, then running. Again I was amazed by the running speed my body could maintain indefinitely, even without a specialized spell or technique improving my foot speed.

Illiel was holding herself back, to keep pace with the rest of us. Yorik followed behind, breathing slow and rhythmically. Strange, she wasn’t using her mind spellheart at all, but the orc had no problem keeping pace.

Per Mac’s directions, we first spotted a speck of light in the air in front of us, blazing like one of this planet’s suns to my darkness-adjusted eyes.

Rich forest air wafted down from the entrance, and when we burst through it we were suddenly in a small shaded grove surrounded by tall trees.

This was the Waterbeetle tribes main entrance to their dungeon just outside their village, kept secret to outsiders. This grove had been made by hacking back the forest undergrowth, and the wall of vegetation would have made it impossible to spot traveling through the forest.

We didn’t have time to stay and appreciate the view. A small dirt path led towards the only exit out of their grove. We had to push aside some brambles and crawl through a dirt tunnel before we broke out into the main forest.

Mac assured me that the Waterbeetle tribe was just ahead and out of sight. We’d made it through the dungeon faster than the Shadowblade beast had traveling by the river, but we’d need every spare moment we had to convince the Waterbeetle tribe of the incoming danger.

Out of breath and exhausted from our hasty journey, we finally caught sight of the Waterbeetle tribe settlement.







Unlike last time, the gates were not unguarded now. Two muscular blue-haired elves stood on either side of the wooden palisade, glaring down menacingly.

“Why have you come back?” One of them demanded. I realized it was Ullua, the same elf Assyrus had fought in the ring last time we were here. “Did the chief not instruct you to leave?”

I had been hoping they’d get guards who didn’t recognize us. Unfortunately we weren’t that lucky.

“I’m not here to try and enter your dungeon.” I said. “I need to speak with Assyrus, now. Your life, and the life of everyone in your tribe is at stake.”

Ullua snorted. “That’s what the Crimson Dragon clan elves tried to say. ‘Hand over everything as tribute. Please Matriarch Crimson Dragon or you will all die’. But they at least brought an army. You’re at the eighth layer of zeal accumulation, with an orc invader and a…” Ullua squinted at Illiel, trying to get a read on her level. After a moment of concentration her expression grew slack and she looked to have completely forgotten what she was trying to do. Illiel flashed me a smile.

“Anyway,” Ullua continued, having apparently forgotten Illiel. “You won’t be seeing the chief. Not today, not ever. So go back to the little fortress of those golden-haired invaders and play at being a matriarch.”

“Damn it. I don’t have time for this.” I snarled, cupping my hands over my mouth. “Assyrus!” I yelled. My voice echoed over the area, but I received no response.

The other Waterbeetle elf standing guard growled. “Don’t disturb the chief!”

“We don’t have time for this.” I muttered under my breath. “Illiel?”

The mind mage acolyte nodded and I felt her get to work. Even with my own mind spellheart sitting in my pocket, she seemed to fade the corners and edges of my eyes. Invisible unless I really made a concentrated effort to look. Out of the corner of my eyes, I could just barely make out her figure trying to climb over the wall. She wasn’t the most physically adept of elves, but Illiel was a mage acolyte and was more than a match for a wooden wall.

She slipped and fell backwards with a loud thump, drawing Ullua’s attention. I stepped between them, shielding Illiel with my back.

“Look, Ullua.” I said. “This really is immensely important. A wizard-rank mystic beast is on the way here. You can’t fight it. These walls won’t hold it back any longer than wet paper would.”

I heard Illiel scrambling behind me, huffing as she flopped over the wall.

Ullua snorted. “I’ve never heard of any wizard-ranked mystic beasts here in the Hearthwood! And why would they be when they could head closer to the capital? The ambient zeal there is far superior.”

“I saw it myself.” I insisted. “We fought with it. Even… lost a companion to it.”

Ullua’s eyes softened a bit. “I do notice you’re missing the golden-haired one. If you truly did lose her in battle, you have my condolences. I hope you are able to restore her in time. But I still can’t let you pass.”

“Ullua, Gora!” A shout came from inside the walls. “I thought you were supposed to be guarding this gate!”

“Chief Assyrus!” Ullua and Gora exclaimed. “We are, we were just about to send these four away!”

“Well you’re not doing a very good job of guarding then. Now, give your report.” Assyrus said in an exaggeratedly commanding voice. Apparently she was still getting used to her leadership role.

“There’s a wizard-realm monster heading this way.” I replied, ignoring her little ploy for dominance. “It’s called a Four-tailed Shadowblade Beast, and it is incredibly deadly. It killed a mage acolyte with a single blow.”

Assyrus cursed. “We can’t fight something like that.”

“Then run.” I replied. “You should evacuate your tribe to a safe distance and wait it out.”

Assyrus pursed her lips. The stress of command was visible on her pulsing temples and furrowed eyebrows.

“Chief! At the very least we need to confirm these claims.” Ullua said. “Think of what an embarrassment it would be to your leadership if you forced everyone out of the village and nothing happened? Your authority is tenuous enough as it is!”

“I know, Ullua. Gora, go for a run and find this creature the chaka and his companions speak of.” Assyrus decided. “If you find any tracks or evidence of its existence, turn back immediately and report to me.”

“Mac? Where is the shadowblade now?” I queried through our mental link.

[Right around the corner from your position.] Mac answered [It appears to have noticed the settlement you’re at and is moving at speed in your direction. I say you have ten minutes tops to get out of there.]

“We don’t have time for that.” I told Assyrus aloud. “It has been traveling down the river until recently, but it has caught sight of this settlement and is on the way. Once it gets here it will be too late.”

War raged between Assyrus’ eyes. She glanced at Ullua, and then at me. She took a deep breath, steeling herself.

“Alright. We’ll pull back to the dungeon entrance.” Assyrus announced finally. “Tell everyone to drop what they’re doing and come with me. Leave everything behind.”

“Not everyone will listen.” Ullua warned.

“Then anyone who doesn’t will die.” I said, not wanting Assyrus to change her mind.

We had to waste four of our precious minutes gathering people up and giving them Assyrus’ instructions. Despite us specifying that they were to drop everything and run to the dungeon, many insisted on finishing up what they were doing or packing a change of clothes and food for themselves. I tried to urge them to leave immediately, but nearly half the tribe was too stubborn to listen. Assyrus was more effective than me, but some of the remaining tribe members still ignored her. One of them even spat on her when Assyrus tried to order her to leave. Assyrus punched that one and left her groaning on the ground.

[Theo!] Mac interrupted. [The shadowblade is nearly upon you! You need to get out of there now if you want to be out of sight by the time it gets here!]

I shouted to my companions. “Yorik! Illiel! Assyrus! It’s time to go. If these stragglers want to die, then so be it. We need to leave now!”

Yorik and Illiel jogged up to me, but Assyrus looked hesitant. Not wanting to argue, I picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder. Despite being a mage acolyte and a member of the Waterbeetle tribe, elves were still relatively light. Using my newfound strength carrying her while running was no problem at all.

Luckily, Assyrus didn’t resist. She just hung limply in my arms, worry running across her face as she looked back on her tribal home. Just as we were nearing the crest of the nearest hill, we heard a tremendous roar. Like a cat and a shark trying to screech at the same time, all teeth and malice. The shadowblade had arrived.

I glanced over my shoulder to see the shadowblade circling the walls. It didn’t knock them down, but instead lay in front of them, waiting.

I realized that gate was the main exit to the tribe. The shadowblade was lounging in front of it like a cat before a mouse hole.

When one of the elves tried to make a run for it, the shadowblade ran it through with one of its iron-tipped tails. The elf’s screams died as veins of purple shot across her body and a look of horror crept across her face.

Before the elf could disappear entirely, the shadowblade inhaled towards the elf, causing its victim to crumble away into dust and disappear down the shadowblade’s open gullet. When the elf’s clothes were dropped to the ground, the faintest wisp I’d ever seen appeared, weakly twinkling in the light. It seemed like it was on the verge of being extinguished.

The other elves stayed behind the walls after that, but soon the shadowblade got bored and kicked down the walls. By that point we were over the hill, and the only thing we could hear were the screams.







Assyrus had me put her down as we approached the caves.

“I haven’t even been chief for a month and I’ve already lost half my tribe…” Assyrus laughed sadly to herself. “They would have listened to Chief Wisdom.”

“You did your best.” I tried to comfort her. “They didn’t listen. There was nothing more you could have done.”

“What do we do now? I have nearly seventy elves here, and little food to go around.” Assyrus said.

“I’m growing a little food upriver.” I said. “It’s not much, but it should be enough to feed your people for a day or so. Hopefully by then the shadowblade will have moved on.”

“That… would be much appreciated.” Assyrus said. “Thank you, Patriarch.”

“Let’s get a party together to fetch food. By the way, do you have any mage acolytes skilled in spirit healing?”

Assyrus nodded. “Ullua is well versed in repairing damage to zeal and spellhearts. As long as your patient isn’t a true mage, she can handle it.”

The rough and dirty looking elf gave me a thumbs up. “I’m a doctor.” She said, looking anything but.

I didn’t exactly have any other options though. “Good, bring her with us.”










CHAPTER TEN










IN THE END, more than forty elves volunteered to go with us. None of them wanted to stay anywhere near the shadowblade after they heard the stories of how it hunted down their kin for sport. The promise of food also played no small part in getting them to follow me.

We ended up accepting twenty of them, with the promise that more could come later. The rest of the elves were left to forage for food in the surrounding forest. It wasn’t hard to find edible mushrooms and berries, but only a few of them had weapons and nobody had snares or traps. That made feeding the fifty elves who would be remaining behind a tricky affair.

Based on my experience with the hydroponic farm thus far, the crops grew unusually fast. Still, I doubted that the farm as it was would be able to feed this many elves for more than a day or two.

“Sorry girls,”I said, “it looks like you’re going to have to sacrifice some of that nutrient paste Mac made for the greater good.”

That would buy me time to upgrade the room and get more food growing.

Illiel and Yorik reluctantly handed over some of the stuff they collected from Mac. With the quantity of zeal in the nutrient paste, very little was needed to feed an elf. Additionally it was very helpful for cultivation, so we had no trouble with getting the elves to consume some of it. We had more problems with some drinking more than their share.

“When are we leaving?” Assyrus asked, Ullua and nineteen other elves behind her.

“Right now. Let’s go.”







The trip back took longer than either of the other times we’d made the journey. Mostly because we didn’t want to go anywhere near the shadowblade beast. Assyrus had wanted to go through the dungeon, which would have been much shorter, but there were too many with us for a trip through a narrow dungeon passage. Still, I was glad to know she was finally going to start letting us inside.

An odd change had taken place among the survivors of the Waterbeetle tribe. Most of those who criticized or challenged Assyrus’ leadership didn’t obey her order to drop everything and flee the settlement. They’d been the ones to stay behind. As a result, only those loyal to her survived. For the first time in weeks, she wasn’t experiencing constant challenges to her authority.

She was still distraught over losing so much of her tribe, but I could see some of the burden she’d been bearing had lifted, making her to become a bit happier all around.

Despite being a longer trip, taking the rest of the day this time, we were able to make the journey largely undisturbed. Counting Illiel, Ullua, Assyrus, and the three other mage acolytes we’d brought along with the rest of us zeal accumulation heartwielders of the Waterbeetle tribe we made a formidable force. Even one of those undead abominations would have steered clear of us, though we certainly didn’t plan on picking a fight with one.

Eventually, we returned to my old campsite. Just over the hill beyond the river I used to fish and drink from was a large crater on what used to be a hill. Now it had been hollowed out and flattened to be little more than a level plateau, surrounded by the crushed remains of the six guard towers I’d created. Mac was already working on rebuilding them, though the process would probably be cheaper in terms of points if some of the work was done by hand. I did suddenly have a bunch of elves to put to work.

“It doesn’t look like much.” Assyrus said, looking around at the wrecked guard towers.

“The food is underground.” I explained. “Down this hole.”

Yorik threw the lasso she’d fashioned down the hole the shadowblade had drilled so we could get down. I’d need a few hours with earth magic to turn it into a staircase. 

I didn’t want to reveal The Wanderer to all the elves that came with us, so I just brought Assyrus and Ullua down. Assyrus because I needed her as chief of the Waterbeetle tribe and Ullua because I needed her skills as a spirit healer to heal Sava.

When we finally came upon the command center module, which still looked like a telephone booth, Assyrus and Ullua ducked back and forth in noticeable confusion as they realized just how much bigger the inside was than the outside.

“It’s perfectly safe.” I assured.

“Incredible. I didn’t think I’d ever see a pocket world in my lifetime.” Assyrus murmured. Looking at me with newfound respect. “Perhaps this Hearthwood clan you’ve created can become more than a name after all.”

“You can count on that.” I replied. “Come, let's go fetch some food for your people, and I would like Ullua to get to work on her patient.”

“Welcome, fleshlings! Please dust yourselves off outside.” Mac announced over the intercom.

Assyrus and Ullua both drew weapons. “A vengeful spirit!”

“There’s no vengeful spirit here. Well, he only becomes vengeful if you make a mess.” I ushered them to put their swords away. “That’s Mac.”

I pointed towards where Mac’s cube was plugged into the ship. Mac made some of the lights flash brighter for a moment. His equivalent of waving.

“I see.” Surprisingly, both Assyrus and Ullua accepted that explanation and asked no further questions. Which was fine by me. Once you got Mac talking you couldn’t get him to stop.

I lead Ullua to Sava’s chamber first, though Assyrus trailed behind.

“Incredible. This room is so flush with vitality.” Ullua said, breathing deeply. “I can feel myself pushing closer towards clearing another meridian. A few days in a place like this and I’d reach the second region. But I suppose this is to be expected of any dwelling of a chaka.”

“I’m not against you trying to get stronger, but save some vitality for your patient on the table there. We extracted her spellheart, but I need you to stabilize her zeal before we reinsert it.”

“You managed to extract a spellheart from someone without killing them?” Assyrus asked in surprise.

“This place is capable of many wonders.” Illiel replied as she stepped into the medical bay. “You tasted some of the white nectar we shared with you? It is created by one of the enchanted artifacts in the room we just left.”

“Truly remarkable.” Assyrus smiled, genuinely impressed.

“What’s really remarkable is this spellheart.” Ullua interrupted. “What aspect of zeal is this? It’s like nature zeal… but also not. And there’s something mixed in. Zeal of a quality many levels higher than I am able to determine.”

“We think it’s spatial zeal.” Illiel explained. “We experienced a surge of it when that monster initially escaped into our plane of existence. That surge is what caused the damage to Sava.”

“You mean to say that there’s a pocket world in the Hearthwood?” Assyrus asked with worry. “And that’s where the beast that destroyed my tribe came from?”

“That’s right.” Illiel confirmed. “I suspect that some powerful expert in the past cut out a section of the Hearthwood and sealed it away, locking many powerful monsters within. One of those powerful monsters was the creature you saw today. Somehow, it managed to escape.”

Assyrus’ eyes grew wide. “Then the ancient histories written in the dungeon…” She glanced at us. “Sorry, I can’t speak of such things to outsiders.”

“Assyrus,” I interrupted. “We’re all part of the Hearthwood clan now. Nobody is an outsider. I am very concerned about where the Four-tailed Shadowblade beast came from, and if there are more of them waiting to break free. If you have information pertaining to that subject, the whole Hearthwood clan needs to know about it.”

Assyrus considered that. “Your warning saved my life, and the lives of many members of my tribe. I suppose that is more than enough to earn you some of our secret lore.”







“Long ago,” Assyrus began, giving her voice an air of scholarly knowledge, like she was passing down ancient and secret lore. “Before the first matriarch of the Waterbeetle tribe devised the Waterbeetle Armor technique, the Hearthwood was filled with ruins.

“Now, the first matriarch was an educated outcast from the royal capital who had moved here to start a new life. As a result, she had knowledge of the language of the sixth golden age. She traversed the upper levels of what we now call the Waterbeetle dungeon and mapped what regions she could survive. As she mapped the dungeon, she discovered it was no natural creation.

“Its creator had left messages, some of which were in the language of the sixth golden age. The messages that the matriarch could decipher warned that many regions of the Hearthwood forest had been sealed away by a powerful cultivator. All the truly deadly monsters were imprisoned in a series of pocket worlds, and the nine nexus points that gave this forest zeal were sealed.

“Nobody knows why this powerful cultivator decided to weaken this place. Only that he — and the first matriarch was certain it was a he — wanted to prevent anything too powerful from existing in this place.

“This powerful expert of the past did leave us instructions to find each of his seals, and left keys to releasing them if we could solve his puzzles. Alas, the monsters below are too powerful for anyone but a true mage. Though we were able to reach one of the seals, we were not able to solve the puzzle and break it. Otherwise the entire Hearthwood would be flush with far greater power than it has today.”







“So somebody crippled the Hearthwood. But why?” Not that I was complaining. If monsters like that shadowblade beast had been commonplace, I would have been dead a long time ago.

“Fascinating.” Illiel said. “I never knew the Hearthwood had such mysterious origins. The royal records only go back around four hundred years, prior to the collapse of the sixth golden age, when the world bridge was destroyed.”

“I’ll want to see those writings myself sometime, Assyrus.” I told the blueish-purple haired elf. “I have a theory… but it’s too soon to share.” And what a wild theory it was. “Let me show you where we’ve been growing food.”

We’d exited the room as Assyrus began her story to avoid disturbing Ullua, who was hard at work trying to stabilize Sava’s unruly zeal. I could tell by the beads of sweat forming on the Waterbeetle elf’s face that it was no easy task.

Shortly afterwards we entered the hydroponics chamber. Like Ullua had when she’d walked into the medical bay, Assyrus took a breath of air. “So much nature zeal.” She said.

“Freshest air aboard.” I replied. “Go ahead and try some. I’m told the plants grown in here are full of both zeal and vitality. I’m sure some of them carry at least a little of the water aspect.”

Assyrus looked at a couple of plants, breaking off a leaf from a large bushy plant.

She took a bite of the leaf and her eyes lit up. “These plants… a few months and they could grow mystic fruits.” She greedily took another bite. “This must be like what they eat in the capital.”

“You’re not far off.” Illiel replied. “It isn’t hard to get fruits, vegetables, and even meat infused with zeal after years of growth in the right conditions. For those wealthy enough, it’s the only thing they eat. This kind of diet can dramatically speed one’s progression through the mage acolyte ranks.”

“But it would be a bit of a waste to feed it to elves at the zeal accumulation stage.” Assyrus said. “There are cheaper and more efficient means to enhance a spellheart that’s outside of the body.”

“Wonders are as common as floor tiles in this place.” Illiel replied. “I thought I was going to have to wait a few years at least before becoming a mage acolyte. Then I met Theo and became one in a matter of weeks. Now with this place? I could reach true mage!” The excitement was getting to her, and it was infecting Assyrus.







“This place is truly remarkable.” Assyrus said. “Are there any other wonders to see?”

“Sure! Let me show you the alchemy lab!” Illiel took Assyrus’ hand and led her away. I debated this development for a while before deciding this was a good thing. For being the nerdiest girl of the bunch, I hadn’t expected Illiel to be able to make new friends so quickly.

“Just don’t touch anything!” I called after the girls. “You know Sava. The first thing she’s going to want to do when she wakes up is check on her experiments!”

And then the two ran off like giggling schoolgirls.

I headed back towards the medical bay, where Ullua was cleaning herself up.

“All done?” I asked the spirit healer.

“I’ve stabilized her zeal but…” Ullua hesitated.

“What? What’s wrong?” I asked worriedly.

“I wasn’t able to purify it. The spatial zeal that’s contaminating her is levels above my own power. I won’t be able to restore her fully. She may never be able to wield zeal properly again.” Ullua said. “I’m sorry.”

“But she’ll live?” I pried, unwilling to lose another elf I cared about.

“Yes, she’ll live, assuming you can get that spellheart back inside her.” Ullua answered.

“Mac?”

The microphone in the room crackled as Mac turned it on. “Yes, that’s no issue. Even simpler then extracting it if you’ve got enough vitality to spare. Which we do. I may need you to charge the room with the stuff though.”

“I’m sure I can round up a volunteer.” I said with a laugh. These elves were anything but chaste.

“Good then.” Mac said. “Please exit the room so I can sanitize the area. Come back tonight with a friend.”

I escorted Ullua out of the room. Illiel and Assyrus were still looking at the Alchemist's Laboratory, so I let them explore. I figured Assyrus was enjoying the temporary break from leadership.

Since Assyrus was occupied, I had Ullua help me carry up food from the hydroponic farm to the elves waiting up above. We ended up tying my shirt to the lasso and using that as a basket to haul the food up.

“Incredible!” one of the blue-haired elves exclaimed. “How was this grown? I can feel the zeal in it.” She rubbed the deep red tomato-like fruit and probed a tuber with lusty eyes. I hoped it was a lust for power, not… other things.

“It was grown down below, in a facility built by me.” I answered. “You know, I’ve been thinking that I want to set this place up as the headquarters of the Hearthwood clan. Those who stay here will get to eat this kind of stuff fairly often.”

The elf’s eyes lit up. “I volunteer!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms in the air. Several other elves joined in soon after. I wasn’t surprised. Considering their old homes had been destroyed they were eager to relocate.

“Good. I’m going to warn you though that I plan to bring in people from across the tribes of the Hearthwood.” I said. “And you’re all going to have to get along. This place isn’t just for the Waterbeetle tribe, it’s for the Hearthwood clan as a whole.”

The elves were quiet for a moment, and some of them put their hands down. Most of them came to a decision though and agreed.

“Excellent. Since the lot of you have agreed to live here, I’ve got a couple of things that need a few sets of hands. The rest of you can pack up the food we’ve collected and head back to the rest of your tribe.”

The knowledge that they were going to be put to work caused a few more elves to put down their hands. In the end I had six elves, including Ullua, who were willing to stay behind and live in this area, in exchange for the empowered food of the hydroponic farm. I hadn’t mentioned the potions from the Alchemist's Laboratory yet. I didn’t want to make the deal seem too sweet.

“Alright, the six of you come with me and Yorik here.” I gestured to Yorik, who had approached when she realized I was gathering a group of armed elves. “We’re going into the dungeon below.”

The main reason I wanted these Waterbeetle elves was because they were all experienced dungeon divers, since that’s how their clan made a living.

“This is the other entrance to the Waterbeetle dungeon we’ve heard you found?” Ullua asked.

“The place you call the Waterbeetle dungeon is actually just one small part of a much larger dungeon. One that I’m told spans most of the Hearthwood.” I replied. “So I’d call this the Hearthwood dungeon more than anything else. Maybe it had a proper name during the sixth golden age. But yes, we’re going delving down there. There’s one new rule though. I get to deal the final blow on everything we fight.”

“You know,” Ullua began. “Dealing the final blow does not win you all the glory.”

I saw the other elves look at me strangely. “I’m not claiming all the loot. We’ll split it evenly. The cut that you’d normally pay to the Waterbeetle tribe will instead go to the Hearthwood clan, but otherwise you’ll get your shares as normal. I just need to be the one to deal the killing blow.”

Reassured that they weren’t being used as dungeon-fodder, the elves followed me into the tunnels. I was finally going to be able to farm some real points.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










THE HARDEST PART about going into the dungeon with a party proved to be finding monsters to fight. When we got to the room with the coffins we opened every one in the hopes of finding a skeleton with a black spellheart to loot, only to be disappointed. I did note that new bones had formed though. When we’d killed the last set of skeletons the we had emptied the coffins. That proved that this place spawned new undead every so often, but not often enough that it could restore itself as soon as we left the room.

“Bug!” Yorik shouted, drawing all of out attention. It was one of those centipedes, the same as I’d fought when I first came to this world.




Shadowstalker centipede (Level 4)

This giant centipede may be physically weak, but it has deadly venom that can kill mage acolytes. Beware its bite!




“I’ve got this.” I said, stepping forward. The other elves circled around the bug, blocking its escape. Seeing I was the closest target, the centipede leapt to attack me. I drew a simple ironwood sword. While I preferred the extra reach of my spear, in these narrow caverns my sidearm was better. The centipede jumped right for my throat, but its movements were far too slow.




Shadowstalker centipede slain (+5 points.) Resources acquired.




“Too weak.” I said, bringing my sword down on its head. That one motion was enough to slice the centipede’s head clean off, where it lay twitching on the ground.

“Good swing, chief!” Yorik congratulated.

“You really swatted that bug!” Katiana cheered. I’d spotted her standing around so I decided to grab her to join the Waterbeetle elves and Yorik for my dungeon dive.

“Arthropod.” I corrected. “To think, one of these guys scared me half to death just a few weeks ago.”

We traveled the tunnels a while before coming across our next set of challengers.

A row of sickly yellow eyes lined the tunnel before us. More giant rats.




Giant Dungeon Rats (Level 4)

Both larger and more cunning than their wild cousins, these rats travel in packs and scavenge for food and hunt weakened prey.




One of the giant rats lunged for me. I lashed out with a kick across its nose, sending it scurrying to the safety of its pack.

Another tried to bite my leg, but I drew my sword and slashed it across the back. That one skittered off into the shadows as a third tried to bite at my back. With superhuman zeal-enforced strength I plunged my ironwood sword deep into the rat’s belly. I dropped both the rat and the sword to the ground.

These creatures must have been smarter than I’d given them credit for. Seeing that I’d disarmed myself, the rat that had fled into the shadows doubled back, lunging for my throat and intent on avenging the slash across its back.

I grinned and called on my dimensional storage. A little dot of black appeared in the air, from which I pulled a shaft of dark ordinary wood.

That wasn’t all there was to the weapon though. When the tip of the weapon passed through the hole in space it revealed a dark gray iron tip. My new iron spear.

I’d done my best to hammer my old piece of scrap iron from my broken sword into a spear again. Now it was more lance than spear, but with my full weight and strength behind it I was able to do more damage than any elf below the mage acolyte realm. Iron didn’t just affect elves, and while it had failed me before it was still a valuable weapon. It just wasn’t something I could depend on to win my battles for me.

The final rat realized I’d rearmed myself and skidded against the ground as it tried to run away again. This creature was an opportunist and would only strike when it thought it could kill me. It was a good strategy, and one I didn’t want used against my elves.

I pivoted in place, flipping the spear around in my hand so I held it overhead. Jumping forward, I threw the spear with all my might at the fleeing rat, impaling it to the ground with a loud thud.

This rat might have been the alpha among the group, because when it died the other rats tried to scatter. That wasn’t possible this time though, as the elves herded them backwards and cut off their escape. One of the Waterbeetle elves clubbed the rat too hard with the side of her sword, causing it to fall over. The others simply overpowered the rats with sheer physical strength.

Despite being brawny for elves, the Waterbeetle elves still resembled athletic young women. Seeing one of them casually punch a rat twice her weight into the air was still startling.

“Watch out! They have a nasty bite!” I warned. I needn’t have bothered.

The elf I yelled to called on the Waterbeetle tribe’s defensive technique, turning her forearm deep blue. The rat bit the elf’s blue-tinged arm only to shatter its own teeth.

The elf bashed the rat a few times in the head with her free fist before tossing the dazed and bewildered rat at my feet.

“My people fight these all the time.” Ullua laughed, tossing over a rat of her own for me to finish off. “They are easily slain if you know how to handle them.




Giant Dungeon Rats slain x5 (+25 points)




“Noted. What about the big lizards one layer lower?” I asked, eager to have a taste of those 50-point monsters.

“We usually avoid those.” Ullua answered. “They’re deadly if you slip up, though their skin, eggs, teeth, and spellhearts are all valuable.”

“You guys usually make money collecting those Waterbeetles down below. There’s one nest I know of. It’s been stripped bare, but there might be more nearby.”

“I know the place.” Ullua said. “It’s where you were first sighted after all. The dungeon divers couldn’t stop talking about it for weeks. It was one of the more distant nests, though the Crimson Dragon Tribe wiped out every waterbeetle in it while they controlled our dungeon. We’ve already charted that area though. There’s nothing but moss, caves, and a stairway leading deeper in that area.”

I shot her a look at that last comment, but Ullua just laughed.


“A few dungeon parties have had that same thought. I went down there once or twice myself. But those were parties of all mage acolytes, and we can’t step easy. Bringing this bunch down there is just asking to become lunch.”


The Waterbeetle elves accompanying wore faces like they’d bitten into a lemon, but they didn’t argue.


“But,” Ullua continued, “that’s not until you get on the second level true and proper. And to do that you have to get past those raptors you seem so interested in.”







After dealing with the giant rats, we cut through a side tunnel. After a few false turns I managed to lead us down the cavern with the waterbeetles.

Assyrus hadn’t been lying when she said much of the upper layers of the dungeon had been stripped bare. Now that we were finally at a place the Waterbeetle elves recognized, they led me around, showing me where crystals grew and where the beetles hid. Or at least where they used to be.

The small cavern turned out to not be completely barren though. I didn’t have the Waterbeetle’s keen eyes for the faintest flash of azure, or the willingness to reach wrist deep in the puddle of mud in the center of the chamber.


By digging around, the elves were able to pull out a few waterbeetles and the molted shells of waterbeetles.


They released most of the live ones, though they made certain to check each live waterbeetle for virility.


“With so few of them left, we need to do everything we can to allow the population to reestablish itself. Waterbeetles only lay one batch of eggs in their lives. See this here? When that goes dark they’re done.” Ullua explained as she pointed to a slightly more colorful section of the beetle’s abdomen. While we’d been down here, she’d taught me more than I’d ever wanted to know about the creepy blue bugs.

Despite picking up a few treasures, the Waterbeetle elves were clearly disappointed with their haul. The Crimson Dragon tribe really had cleaned out the most profitable regions of the dungeon. Lucky for me, I didn’t care so much about easy money.

Sure, it would have been nice, but points were far more valuable. These waterbeetles were useful cultivation supplements, but they weren’t even worth a full point each to me.

“Let’s try one of the deeper passageways.” I said. “I want to kill some of those Green Barbed-Tooth Raptors again.”

Ullua glanced around. “If you want to fight, I’ll fight. This is a good hunting party, but I am the only mage acolyte here. Nobody else will be able to keep up with their speed. There’s no sense in throwing lives away.”

“Don’t worry, Theo has a technique!” Katiana said. “We lure them up, then the ship in the back room lays a trap for them! We throw them off balance and Yorik here,” Katiana jabbed a thumb back at the orc woman “lassos them and ties them off. We must have killed a dozen of them that way!”

Ullua glanced at me in surprise. “You managed to take down that many? Usually such a group of raptors would overwhelm all but the strongest dungeon diving teams. How many people did you lose?”

“None.” I said. “Nobody even got hurt. We didn’t fight them all at once though. We lured them one at a time and took away their footing. From there, they were easy prey.”

Ullua scratched her chin, glancing around at the other elves. “Alright, patriarch. If your method works, hunting raptors just became a lot less risky and a whole lot more profitable.”







We descended into one of the deeper passageways, looking for signs. Ullua was the first one to spot claw marks on the side of the wall.

“This path is well traveled by the raptors. There must be a nest nearby.” She said in a whisper.

“They’re probably still in disarray. There was a big cave in just yesterday.” I whispered back. “Maybe we’ll even be able to grab a few eggs.”

“I hope so. That goblin back in Queenshold pays through the nose for raptor eggs. They use them for mounts back on his home world.”

“Interesting.” I said. “Maybe we could keep a few of them.”

“You can raise them if you want.” Ullua said with a shrug. “They’re too small for elves to ride. They eat too much too. Horses are easier.”

“Horses would probably be good too.” I remembered the Songstone division had horses, though I couldn’t remember seeing any other tribe having them. I’d have to see if I could get a few of them from Nela. If I was going to be building a proper settlement here, I could use some animal muscle.

A familiar screech rang out through the room. A raptor was nearby. We quickly went quiet while I re-explained my tactic.

We didn’t have the slippery goo trap this time, but we did have my earth magic.

Now that we had heard a raptor, I started using my spellheart to dig a trap while the rest of the elves kept watch. Luckily, three of the six Waterbeetle elves were adept at earth magic. Yorik had her own means of moving earth with the Blackgorge Body training technique, though it mostly looked like a lot of stomping from my perspective.

Between the four of us, we quickly dug a hole deeper than a raptor was tall, positioned near a pillar of stone. Yorik had acquired a new length of rope from the Waterbeetle elves and had made both a tripwire and a rope swing over the pit. The tripwire would be pulled up just after Katiana ran past and right before the pursuing raptor crossed it. Katiana would have to swing using the rope overhead to avoid falling into the pit herself. Hopefully, the tripwire would send the raptor Katiana lured tumbling down into the pit we’d dug, where I could dispatch it with my spear. A few spikes at the bottom of the pit ensured that it wouldn’t be in condition to put up much of a fight if everything went according to plan.

“Why am I always bait?” Katiana complained.

“You’re the only one who knows how to do this properly.” I replied, feeling a little guilty. “Now, practice one more time.”

“I know. I’m going to run up that hallway down this corridor. Once I pass the rope, I give the signal to pull the tripwire up, and then I jump on this rope.” Katiana tugged on the rope suspended from the ceiling. “And swing to safety over here.”

“Good. There’s nothing left to do but get started.” I gave the green-haired elf an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “Ullua says there’s a nest right around the corner there.”







“Signal! Signal! This is the signal! Save me!” Katiana shrieked in panic. The elves, who had previously been in varying states of watchfulness and boredom jumped to their feet at the sound of Katiana’s voice.

Before long, the elf herself came into view. Her weed-green hair streamed behind her as she dashed madly forward. Under either arm were two pink-spotted eggs the size of her head.

“Catch!” Katiana yelled, throwing the eggs to either side as she leaped for the rope.

One of the eggs nearly smashed on the ground as a bleary-eyed elf rubbed at her eyes. She’d been sitting down yawning a moment before. I managed to leap over to that side and catch the egg after it hit the ground, bouncing like a ball. I saw a single crack run down its side, but it appeared mostly intact.

Katiana jumped on the swing at a full run, as we had rehearsed. She tumbled to the ground on the other side just as Yorik and a Waterbeetle elf hoisted the tripwire. No less than three Green Barbed-tooth raptors bounded around the corner, jaws snapping.

“Three of them! What happened to one at a time!?” I pulled my weapon free.

“You try luring only one of these things at a time!” Katiana scrambled to her feet and snatched up an ironwood sword that had been leaning against the cave wall.

Luckily, these creatures were big enough that even when the first one tripped and blocked the passageway, the momentum of the two behind it pushed it down into the pit where it hit the stone stakes with an audible crunch. No message went off so I gave it a quick jab with my spear to put it down for good.




Green Barbed-tooth raptor slain! (+50 points)




The other two were a lot livelier. The one that landed on top was actually in good enough shape to try climbing out of the pit. Luckily Ullua was there, blade in hand. She chopped at the raptors head as it tried to lunge at her with its jaws.

Ullua appeared to attack without any thought to defense, letting the raptor sink its teeth into her shoulder even as she sunk her blade into its chest.

The raptor released its grip on her shoulder to let loose a cry of pain as Ullua twisted the sword. I looked at her shoulder and sighed in relief as I saw it was covered in light-blue color. She’d had enough time to use her clan’s defensive technique. Though I did note with some surprise that the raptor had managed to draw blood despite that.

It had sunk three teeth half a finger deep into Ullua’s arm, barbs holding them in place. Though Ullua had torn her arm free, the teeth were still embedded in her flesh. I suppose they weren’t called barbed-tooth raptors for nothing.

The raptor that Ullua had shoved her spear through was wheezing its dying gasps. Ullua must have cut into its lungs. Despite that, it was still a powerful monster of the mage acolyte level. Had I been alone, I wouldn’t have dared confront them, even with traps like this one.

But I wasn’t alone, and neither was Ullua. The dying raptor tried to lash out with its tails and claws. Ullua shifted her waterbeetle defenses to her foremost hand, which she used to deflect the raptors razor sharp claws.

Despite not being able to wound her through the defensive technique, the raptor pulled Ullua closer. Its intentions became apparent as its tail swept out, knocking Ullua off her feet. The thing was trying to drag her into the pit to die with it.

We wouldn’t let that happen. Yorik was the first to rush in, hammer in hand. The rest of the Waterbeetle elves and even Katiana rushed in to help. The heartwielder elves were too weak to run the monster through like Ullua had, but they were able to give it a dozen shallow cuts in the span of a moment. By the time I arrived with my spear thrust I was able to aim for the head and put the beast down.

The one remaining raptor was trapped between the bodies of its companions and much easier to handle. I dispatched it with a handful of spear strikes, getting the points for both of my new kills.




Green Barbed-tooth raptor slain! X2 (+100 points)




We spent the next few minutes tending to our wounded, which mostly meant putting some wrappings around Ullua’s shoulder and pulling out those barbed teeth. The bandages soaked up Sava’s vitality potions very well, and between the two of them we could cut down recovery time from injuries from months to days for our heartwielders.

Our mage acolytes were even more valuable, and got a lot more of the vitality potions. We needed them back in the dungeon gathering resources and clearing areas for Mac to claim, so we splurged on extra vitality potion to get them back into fighting shape in mere hours.

After that, the only thing to do was remove the raptor corpses from our trap. Ullua and the elves started the tedious process of hauling the raptors up one piece at a time when I cleared my throat and pointed at them. In an instant, all three raptor corpses disappeared into my dimensional storage.

Alarmed and confused, the Waterbeetle elves didn’t calm down until I produced the raptors again somewhere outside of the pit. When I assured them that I was just going to carry them all this way so we wouldn’t be lugging around raptor parts through the dungeon, and that they most definitely would still get their cut, they were overjoyed.

“Are you able to fight still?” I asked, pulling Ullua to her feet, moments ago she’d been trying to pull a tooth out of her arm.

“What, this little scratch?” Ullua snorted, brushing off her wounded shoulder. “I had worse when I was just a wisp. I’m good to fight.”

“Well alright then. Katiana, you can consider those eggs your bonus for running bait.” I said, gesturing to the two raptor eggs we’d saved. Some of the elves grumbled but most nodded along. It was fair, since she’d played the most dangerous role. “Anybody else who runs bait can get the same.”

When I received no volunteers, I decided to sweeten the pot. “I’ll even throw in a blood vitality potion of your own, to keep, along with a free spellheart enhancement.”

That got their attention. One of the smaller and weaker of the Waterbeetle elves eventually agreed.

“I’ve always been a step behind.” She explained. “A spellheart enhancement would help me push closer to mage acolyte, and a blood vitality potion would let me survive the advancement itself.”

“Good.” I clapped the small elf on the shoulder. “Now fetch me some more raptors and you’ll get two of each.”

This hunt went much like the last one. And the one after that. In total, the little Waterbeetle elf had earned three of my blood vitality potions, and just as many spellheart enhancements. Sava had prepared most of the materials before trying to become a mage acolyte, but if she didn’t get better soon I’d need to start doing some work in the Alchemist’s Laboratory myself.

For her part, Katiana was quite pleased with the results of this dungeon dive. Combined with her share of the raptors’ spellhearts, meat, and hide, this rewards from this one dungeon dive would be enough to fund Katiana all the way to mage acolyte.

We killed three more raptors, bringing our total up to six and my total points gained up to 300. While far from satisfied, I had enough to expand the hydroponic farm. If I planned to have people living in the area I realized it would be best to secure a sufficient food supply beforehand.

With more points in my pocket and the dimensional storage now stuffed with monster meat I decided it was time to pull back. There would be more time to grind for points tomorrow.




Congratulations on your first successful dungeon dive! +350 points!










CHAPTER TWELVE










THE ELVES WEREN’T quite exhausted when we made it back up the passageway, but were close to it. We came across the caved-in area again that would have led back to The Wanderer and Mac.

I leaned my iron tipped spear against the rubble and pried at the stone with my hands, trying to toss bits and pieces aside. I was just thinking about having the elves help me clear it out when I remembered how easily I’d crafted that pit trap. I was an earth heartwielder, damn it! I needed to start thinking like one.

“Hold a moment. I’d like to see if I can carve a hole through this.” I called on my earth spellheart, drawing the zeal of my aspect into me. After a few minutes of concentration I began boring a hole through the wall or rubble.

Except as I did so the rubble started collapsing, so I had to reinforce what regions were there. I ended up having to shatter some of the rocks to fill the gaps between other fallen stones. I worked the earth zeal into the shape of a door.

My spear, still leaning against the nearby rubble, was in the way. I tried to pull it out but it wouldn’t budge.


Had I gotten it stuck? I checked with earth magic, but it should have been free and clear. Confused, I put both arms on the spear shaft and tried to tear my weapon away. It pulled up, but snapped back into place the moment I stopped pulling. As it did, I heard a sharp clank. That was the sound of metal hitting metal, not metal hitting stone.


I scrutinized the wall near my spear.




Natural lodestone outcrop.

Earth zeal, when concentrated in certain elements, can attune materials to the magnetic field of the planet, thus granting them a magnetic attraction far more potent than any mundane magnet. Having a deathly fear of iron, many elves believe such objects to be cursed, as these magnets are powerful enough to accumulate tiny particles of iron directly out of the air.




A magnet! This could certainly be useful. Based on the description, this magnet was potent enough to pull tiny bits of iron right out of its surroundings. Well, the nearby river was filled with water, and I didn’t want the elves to constantly rely on water to drink. Maybe I could use this to rig up a filter?

I had the elves tie a rope off to my spear and help me yank it free. Then I pored over the entire area, extracting as much of the lodestone outcrop I could get and moved it all into my dimensional storage. 


Not everything in the vein was a lodestone. Most of it was actually just plain old iron. That still made it highly valuable. I chuckled as I pulled out a head-sized lump that would have taken me days of panning in the stream. I shoved it into my dimensional storage and gleefully realized there were three equally large portions of iron free for the taking. The elves started coughing and sputtering, so I tossed it all into my dimensional storage as fast as I could. Being able to make items simply disappear with a touch made mining a whole lot easier. I still had to separate out each piece I took, but a bit of earth zeal to crack the stone made that task elementary as well.


When I’d taken what I could from the vein of ore, the passageway I’d originally been trying to carve was more than wide enough to step through.

“There it is.” I said, pointing in the direction of the phone-booth like shape of The Wanderer. “That’s my ship.”

“Looks smaller than I remember.” Ullua said askance.

“Size isn’t everything.” I replied. “It’s how you use it. And this ship uses it oh-so-well.”

“Are we going to haul it up to the surface?” One of the elves asked.

“No that wouldn’t…” Would that actually work? I hadn’t even thought about trying. The place was much bigger on the inside, but whatever strange magic or technology made it smaller on the outside might make it lighter too. “Actually, let’s give it a try.”

The elves surrounded the telephone booth, straining to lift.

[Theo? Some elves appear to be attempting to steal me.] Mac projected to me. [I know I’m charming and lovable, but this is a little excessive!]

[Nobody’s trying to steal you Mac.] I replied. [I just thought it might be nice to move you somewhere more accessible.]

The elves strained and struggled, but the phone booth didn’t budge.

Ullua let go, wiping sweat from her brow. “Too heavy, what’s in this thing?”

[Actually, I did feel some slight vibrations.] Mac confirmed. [These elves aren’t strong enough to lift the ship, but if you had a couple million of them working together, they might be able to push the ship a little bit.]

[That’s hardly practical. But…] My mind went back to what I remembered from when I first came to this world. When Sam and Dean left the outside of the ship had been green and sunny. When I woke up it was inside a cave. Somebody must have moved this ship. Probably the same somebody who sealed away the deadly monsters of the Hearthwood.

“Forget it. You won’t be able to move it.” I told the elves, who quickly breathed sighs of relief.

[There is something I can do to help.] Mac said. [There. I think that was the right button. Now try lifting it.]

I walked up to the phone booth myself, rolling up my sleeves. Some of the elves realized I was going to attempt lifting the thing alone and rolled their eyes.

I heard one of them mumble something along the lines of “Typical male. Doesn’t know his own limits.”

My fingers wrapped around the bottom edge of the phone booth and I heaved. The phone booth sprung into the air as if it was made from styrofoam.

The eyes of all the elves bulged out and I heard an audible gasp from the one who’d just mumbled.

“Alright ladies, lead the way.” I said, holding The Wanderer overhead.

[Showoff.] Mac snorted in my head.







We eventually made it back to the surface, my dungeoneering veterans leading the way and still gawking at my little trick. I kept the secret to myself. No harm in sowing an impressive image early.

I carried The Wanderer up the hill by hand, deciding to settle down in the more defensible location at the top of the hill I’d observed earlier. I carried the ship up that hill and put it down on the plateau at the top.

[This location falls within acceptable parameters for a castle.] Mac noted.

“I’ve been thinking something more along the lines of a well-guarded palace.” I replied. “I don’t want to freak the elves out with magic and technology that’s too powerful, so I’d eventually like to conceal The Wanderer within a much larger structure.”

[Hmm. There are some things you can purchase for that.]




Ship Camouflage I [150 points]

This ability enables The Wanderer to take the shape of anything you want, from a tree to a closet.




“Perfect.” I replied. “And how much to upgrade the hydroponic farm?”




Hydroponic Farm (level 1), upgrade to level 2 for [450 points]




With more elves living here I had more expenses, but with the dungeon dives I also had a regular source of income. I decided to purchase both upgrades and promised myself that I’d start saving so I’d never have a situation like Sava and the medical bay again.




Upgrades under construction.




[So, what configuration would you like to set the ship to mimic?] Mac asked.

“Let’s go with something reasonable for the area.” I answered. “A simple two story stone structure with a degree of defensibility I assume I can rearrange things later?”

[That should be within the capabilities of the first camouflage purchase. Done. And yes, every time you upgrade the camouflage ability you’ll have the opportunity to set the ship to take the form of something bigger and better.] Mac said.

I looked around and noticed I was still standing in front of a telephone booth.

[I can’t do it while you’re right there! You’re distracting and I have to define the shape exactly! I don’t get a handy and charming user interface module for these sorts of things.]

“No, you just chat with the ships onboard AI, and continually fail at seducing her!” I chuckled.

[Hey! These things are harder for my kind!] Mac whined. [It’s not like with you organics! You’ve got hormones pumping all through you, all emotion and instinct. I have to win over women purely with my wit and intellect.]

“Bah.” I waved my hand dismissively. “You’re just jealous.” I gestured back to the small settlement comprised entirely of beautiful elf women and one orc.

[I call that an unfair advantage.] Mac complained.

Before Mac could get on a rant, I interrupted him with another question. “How’s Sava?”

[She’s stabilized, as the blue-haired elf promised. She still needs her spellheart reintegrated and the transformation to mage acolyte to be reinitialized, but she’ll live.] Mac answered. [I do need more blood vitality potions though. And I need you to fill this room with vitality. You promised to bring a friend to help you with disgusting biological stuff? She’s still convinced she’s going to be crippled, but with our superior resources she should be right as rain soon enough. You’ll just need to convince herself that she doesn’t need to honorably end herself or something equally stupid.]

“I’ll keep that in mind. But for generating more vitality… hmm… Sava needs to rest… I suppose… I’ll go find Illiel. She’s around here somewhere.”







In the end I couldn’t find Illiel anywhere. She was missing and so was Assyrus. I’d asked Mac if they were still running around inside the alchemy lab, but Mac told me they’d left to look around the caverns hours ago. One of the outside elves had reported something about a guest from beyond the Hearthwood being in the area and they’d gone to greet her.

So Illiel was occupied. Melise would have been more than willing but she was… not an option. Sava too, but she was the person we were doing this for. I actually didn’t have anyone I could call on to help me with this.

Sure, I could ask any of the random elves… but it just felt weird when I didn’t even know their names.

Damn. This hadn’t happened to me since running into Sava.

“The chief searches for something.” I heard a familiar voice behind me. I turned to see Yorik approaching, hammer over her shoulder.

“Company, mostly.” I said, patting an empty patch of the fallen log I was sitting on for the orc to join me.

She did, laying her hammer down at her feet as she leaned towards me.

“Plenty of elves.” Yorik said, gesturing.

“I know, but… I’m not sure I want them that way.” I replied. “When I first came here and all these beautiful women were throwing themselves at me I couldn’t help myself. Except now I realize it’s too much. I slept with almost the entire current leadership of the Hearthwood, and for many of them all I know is their names. I just want… something more. A better connection to all of them, you know?”

Yorik nodded. “You need a court. That’s what a powerful orc male would establish in your position.”

“Oh? What’s that like?” I asked.

“The strongest orc men will mate with many females, but only to do his duty. As a strong male, he must spread seed across many women.” Yorik explained. “But he chooses some to stay with him. The strongest, smartest, bravest. The best.”

“Oh, so it’s like a harem?” I asked.

Yorik frowned at the word. “The courtesans lead too. Powerful warlord Ro’gavar Backbreaker had 13 courtesans. Each was chief of her own clan. Together, they made a mighty horde.”

“I get it. So it’s about political organization as much as it is anything else. It’s choosing courtesans who are good at what they do and having them serve that role. More than that, I make bloodless conquests by uniting tribes with my own line. It’s like what I’ve already done with the Hearthwood clan.”

“No.” Yorik shook her head. “Not like the Hearthwood clan. In a court, all the courtesans submit to the one leader. You.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I’m a patriarch who can’t control the women he’s with. Illiel’s run off, Sava nearly died, Melise did die, and all the tribal leaders can barely spare the time to set up a meeting with me. Let alone obey me. So tell me Yorik. What would warlord Ro’gavar Backbreaker do in my situation?”

Yorik put a hand on my thigh, leaning closer to me. “Ro’gavar Backbreaker was like you, once. He did something many strong males do. He appointed a whikkar. Whip wielder. She is a member of the courtesan who does her best to keep the others in line. Helps keep order.”

I took the hint. “And you want this position? That’s an interesting proposal, but do you think you’re strong enough? The others are mage acolytes.”

Yorik waved her hand dismissively. “I have been made weak, so far from home. But I can be strong again. Perhaps stronger than before. Zeal accumulation? Mage acolyte? Such things do not exist for orcs. There is only body training, in preparation for Stone Skin.”

“How can you be made strong, Yorik?” I asked the orc, a smile coming to my face.

Yorik grinned, small tusks protruding from her lips. She wrapped an arm around me and pulled me closer, pressing her lips against my own. I felt the eagerness in her voice. The desire as her tongue touched my own. She’d been waiting a long time for this. When we finally broke the kiss she spoke. “The chief can bless me with his power.”
















[Great, had to rub it in further, did you?] Mac grumbled as we entered The Wanderer.

I led Yorik to the medical bay. Sava was still lying on the operational table, but the cot in the corner was available.

I couldn’t help but feel a little dirty, doing this in the same room Sava was sleeping. But we needed to charge the room with vitality.

Plus, Yorik was really distracting me.

She pulled me into the room, hauling me forward by the arm and already tugging at her shirt.

When we finally got to the cot, I had to stop her from physically ripping my clothes off.

“Hold on, I’d like to keep these clothes. You can’t exactly buy new jeans around here.” I said, feeling for all the world like a girl on the night of her high school prom.

Yorik held back until I undid the various latches and buttons on my tunic, which had long been replaced with an elvish tunic. I myself still hadn’t mastered undoing it.

Orc clothing was much simpler. On Yorik’s garb, knotted strips of leather served the role of buttons. A quick tug and Yorik’s bouncing and bountiful breasts came spilling out. The elves were well endowed, but Yorik was bigger overall, of that there was no doubt.

We kissed again and her breasts pressed against my chest. I felt her nipples harden on my skin, and my tool between my legs hardened against hers.

As we kissed, Yorik reached down hungrily, grasping at my hardening cock.







I’d never been with the orc before, though she’d offered, in her own subtle way.

Now that I’d finally given in to her desires, she’d proven to be an eager and aggressive lover. She didn’t have an ounce of shyness or hesitation on her, grasping my member and pumping it to full volume with eagerness on her face.

I glanced over at Sava’s sleeping form, feeling strangely naughty to be doing this with her so close. I shook off the feeling, as Sava had already given me her blessing for such things.

Unwilling to wait a moment longer, Yorik tore my tunic free, ripping it off my body with a pull as she pushed me back towards the only bed in the medical bay.

“Whoa there Yorik.” I said. “Don’t you want a little forepl—“ She stuffed her mouth over mine, smothering me with her tongue.

Yorik hooked an arm around me and tried to push me back-down against the bed. Somehow, I got the distinct impression she was somehow disappointed.

She reached down, guiding my member towards her lower opening.

As she reached, I twisted my hips and rotated us around. Now her back was against the bed and I loomed over her.

“Now this is more my style.” I winked.

Yorik snorted. “Hurry.” But a smile returned to her face.

“No thanks.” I turned my attention to Yorik’s massive breasts, now free and in the open.

I gave them a squeeze, pinching her nipples a bit and causing the big orc to sputter. I felt the thick, powerful muscles lying just beneath the surface under her skin. The strong chords of her back and biceps. The shapely firmness of her butt and hips.

“So strong…” I murmured.

Yorik’s face turned red. “Too much muscle. Not like weak elf bodies. They weak, but beautiful.”

“Oh? You think the elves are beautiful as well?” I asked curiously. “Would you be willing to help me pleasure one?”

“I… would do as chief wishes.” Yorik said, smiling slightly. Her smile quickly turned to a sad frown. “But they would not want one with such… ugly muscles.”

What was she saying? Did she think of herself as ugly? It was true she didn’t look like the elves. She wasn’t thin, lithe and graceful, but she was beautiful in her own way.

“It’s true,” I admitted, and Yorik gazed back at me with sad eyes. “You don’t look like Sava, Melise, Illiel, Eltiana, or even Assyrus. But I wouldn’t want you to. You’re beautiful in your own way.”

“Strong?” Yorik questioned in a whisper.

“Yes, you’re a strong orc woman. That’s how you’re meant to be, and that’s what makes you beautiful to me.”

The orc’s cheeks were tinged with red, and I took the opportunity to kiss her nose tenderly as I pressed myself against her body.

I ground against her rhythmically as Yorik clutched at the bed under her with her hands. She looked me up and down, wide eyed as if she’d never expected she’d get this far and didn’t quite know what to do at this point.

“G-green hair says you like… using a mouth.” Yorik suggested.

“Are you volunteering yours?” I asked in surprise.

In answer, Yorik knelt and grasped my shaft with determination in her eyes. She squeezed my member and pumped it up and down while gazing up at me.

“That’s one way to get started. Now let me see that tongue.”

Yorik stuck out her long orc tongue and licked the head of my cock. I shivered at the feeling. Her tongue was rougher than the gentle touch of an elf’s mouth, but not unpleasantly so. The sensation was stronger and rougher.

She ran that orc tongue of hers down the underside of my shaft as her fingers held the root of my tool. I noticed one hand slipped down between her legs, fingering the wetness there. She glanced up at me with guilty eyes but I smiled.

“Play away. I like to see you enjoying yourself. It adds to the experience.” I said

Having been given permission, Yorik rubbed at herself fiercer and faster with one hand while the other assisted her mouth. Done teasing me, she took the head of my cock in her mouth and slurped on my head while one hand worked my shaft.







I reached my climax, spilling a fountain of cum across Yorik’s face and chest. She flicked her tongue out, tasting my seed and grinning. Before my eyes, I could see it seeping into her skin.

As my fluid vanished into her body, her skin grew deeper, greener, and more vivid. Yorik moaned in a pleasure that was just as sexual as what she’d been experiencing before but was entirely internal in nature.

I looked at her with mage sight. She had always looked different than the elves to me, but had looked weak. After all, her mind spellheart was only at the fourth layer of zeal accumulation.

But her body… something strange was going on under her skin.

Where the vitality hit her, it was like dormant spellhearts had been awakened. I hadn’t seen anything of the like thus far. It was like her skin and flesh was laced with tiny spellhearts. Tiny specks of brown twinkled in my vision interspersed throughout her blood, bones, skin, tendons, and organs. Previously, they had all been empty and invisible to my mage sight, but now they were awakening. And my seed had been the catalyst.

“Behold.” Yorik said, smearing my cum across her body like lotion. “The true might of the Blackgorge body training technique.”

Yorik took a slow breath in, bringing her arms back to her waist, palm facing up, in a manner that looked particularly practiced. She sank down into a martial artists stance, feet spread and body lowered on bent knees. With an explosive exhalation she struck out.

“Kyah!” She shouted, thrusting her palm towards me.

During my stay here among the Thousand Worlds, I had cultivated a certain sense for danger. I’d ignored it during the fight with the shadowblade beast, and Melise had paid the price. Since then I’d promised myself to listen more carefully for it.

And right now it was screaming at me to avoid that palm strike.

I took a step back, but I needn’t have bothered. Yorik stopped her arm long before it would have had the chance to hit me.

But the rush of air brushed past me like a gust of wind. All of that stirred up by a palm strike. Out of the corner of my eyes I could see a tiny layer of dust blow off the ground and into the air. Considering how clean Mac kept this place…

[Tell your green friend she’s on my cleaning crew!] Mac shouted in my head [You have no idea how hard it is to get grime out of the floors without real limbs. All I’ve got are these ceiling attachments.]

I ignored Mac, not wanting to think about the fact that he’d been watching me and Yorik go at it.

“You have been lazy.” Yorik said. “Not practicing the Blackgorge body training technique. The elves have strong magic, but their bodies are weak. Not so for orcs.” She flexed a bicep, that was bulging far beyond what it had been before.

I thought back to how I had been able to overpower her when we first met. One look at her now and I knew right away I wouldn’t be able to pull that off again. She’d grown in height and was now a few fingers taller than me.

“You’re right, I have been slacking.” I admitted. “But you’ve given me new inspiration. You’ll have to show me more.”

“Good.” Yorik nodded. “A chief should have a strong body, like a powerful orc champion. But first, my recovery is not complete. I need the chief’s help a few more times.”

A few turned out to be more like two dozen. The orcess proved to be every bit as insatiable as the elves. Now that the ice had been broken, and we’d made an emotional connection, Yorik’s normal aggressive personality took over. For the rest of the night, she took the lead.

I figured that if my hips gave out, I’d already be in the medical bay. I might as well test the limits of my magically enhanced body.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I woke up on the floor of the command center. Yorik was nowhere to be found.

“Ugh.” I groaned, clutching my head. I felt like I had the worst hangover of my life. But I didn’t remember drinking anything. “What happened?”

The microphone crackled as Mac spoke aloud. “You were, as they say, milked dry. That orc sure was a lusty one. She took off shortly after you passed out. I think you expended too much vitality at once. Lucky for you, you can get more of the stuff. Something about human biology from earth that the elves don’t have.”

“Did I at least manage to make a few more blood vitality potions?” I asked.

“No, but by the time you finished there was so much vitality in the air of the medical bay I didn’t need them.” Mac answered. “When I asked you to flood the room with vitality, I didn’t really mean flood it! There’s so much of the stuff moss started growing spontaneously on the walls! You can practically pinch potions out of the air! Sava thinned it out during her healing process though, so no need to worry about getting mold in the walls. Not that something like that could ever happen on my watch.”

“Sava’s better then?” I asked eagerly.

“Not quite.” Mac replied. “I have completed the surgical procedure, but I wouldn’t call her better just yet. She still has to finish pushing the rest of the way through to the mage acolyte realm. She stopped partway last time. And boy, is she sucking down copious quantities of vitality! If something like this happened to any other elf they’d be dead or crippled.”

“I’m willing to splurge on the people I care about.” I said. “So when is she going to be up and about?”

“Hopefully by the end of the day.” Mac said. “I do recommend taking a few days off from getting some action. I wasn’t lying when I said that orc milked you dry.”

“Understood, doc.” I joked. “If Sava’s healing, I think I’ll get some work done. By the way, did my upgrades finish?”

“Sure did!” Mac said. “There was quite a bit of rumbling as I rearranged The Wanderer’s exterior. Not that you would have noticed, considering all the thumping you guys were making on that poor little bed. And the hydroponic farm should be plenty large enough to feed your whole crew up there. Since you were unconscious, I took the liberty of allowing Katiana and Ullua in to harvest some food. I presume your offer to feed them was standing, and not a one-time thing?”

“Correct.” I said. “Keep managing that for me.” I stood up, seeing stars. “I think I’m going to take a day alone for once. I need some more iron tools. Try to keep anyone from disturbing me.”

Today I’d finally get to break in my bloomery. I planned to use some of that iron ore I’d found deeper in the dungeon to make more iron bars, and eventually more bolts. Iron was still my secret weapon. Something everyone else appeared to be weak against. I hadn’t heard of anybody else making it either. I wondered if anybody had ever even discovered steel.

I headed into the smith’s workshop, my weariness drifting away at the thought of crafting.

That was when I realized I had no idea how to use a bloomery.


“Mac? How do you use a bloomery?” I asked the AI, hoping he’d stored this info somewhere along with his nearly infinite collection of knowledge on sanitation.


[How am I supposed to know?] Mac replied. [I’m not a tenth century Viking, am I?]


I sighed. “So I take it you never downloaded that knowledge pack either then?”


[Nope. If it’s something I ever knew, it wasn’t important enough to store a local copy on the processors that became this version of me.]


“I’ll just have to learn by doing then. It can’t be that difficult.”


[Actually, we’re not completely out of options.] And as Mac spoke, I received a pop-up.




How to use a Viking bloomery. 

Cost: 15 points.




“15 points.” I groaned.


[Don’t be stingy! The Wanderer is offering you this knowledge straight from her databanks. Take this goodwill and embrace it! You should really be groveling in thanks and praising her for being so intelligent and attractive…]


“I’ll leave that to you, Mac. I’ll stick with just paying in cold-hard points.” I spent the 15 points and instantly knowledge shot through my mind. It was like a knowledge pack download I’d become familiar with back home, but it was faster. Easier. Smoother. Accessing the information didn’t feel like searching a database. It was as easy as my own memories.


Having realized what I needed to do to use the bloomery, I set about the steady and methodical work of feeding coal down the shoot and pumping air in. Hotter and hotter, more coal and more air. There was something to the process that made me feel particularly in touch with the earth zeal around me. It took me a moment to realize I was actually cultivating earth zeal as I worked, so smooth and natural the process felt.


Once the bloomery was hot enough, I began adding in the chunks of magnetite from my dimensional storage. I’d used earth magic to crumble the huge chunks into small pieces and continued to pump air into the hot furnace.


The memory The Wanderer had given me integrated so smoothly with my mind that it didn’t feel like a new skill. I felt as though I’d been a master blacksmith, and had only forgotten for a time.


I knew exactly how much sand to add and when to add it. I’d even picked out a few grains that would lower the quality of my iron just by looking at the grains.


By the time I’d awoken from my little trance, I saw little rivers of molten iron flowing out of the bloomery. Metallic Iron. From there, I just had to get the iron into a crucible and heat it up to pour.


After pouring out the molten metal, I had made myself a crude iron bar. I held it up in the dim, dying light of the bloomery to observe it.

It was pig iron alright. Nothing particularly impressive or valuable back home. But here, this fistful of metal was worth more than gold.

I lit the furnace. Perhaps I could work it into steel.

The idea thrilled me. Melise’s death, Sava’s near-death. The attack of this shadowblade beast that was now wandering the wild. Trying to establish a court like Yorik suggested. It was all… so much.

I don’t know what happened, but the opportunity to lose myself in a simple task had suddenly become so appealing. This was a problem I could solve with nothing but sweat and the strength of my arm. I beat on that piece of iron, heating it up and beating on it some more.

The Sutra of the Living Earth loved the process. Zeal flowed into me with every passing moment, bolstering and reinforcing what I had. My spellheart grew cooler and harder, like it had taken a little iron into itself. Though I knew that couldn’t be possible. There was no iron zeal, so how could it make it into my spellheart?

Before long, I had a sword. And not an iron sword, but something made of steel. It was small, and not particularly good steel, but it was technically steel. As I put an edge on it at the grinding wheel, I noted just how shiny it was compared to the iron weapons and bolt heads I’d been making.

I was sure to cut a dashing and deadly figure wielding this thing. The ironwood swords were dull gray, like wood with some of the properties of its namesake metal. Ultimately though, ironwood was still wood.

This was something entirely different, and I bet the elves of the Hearthwood had never seen anything of the like.

“What do you think, Mac?” I asked aloud, knowing Mac was always listening to everything.

I sensed a familiar presence in the room with me and a familiar voice spoke in my head. [Shiny. Still not a processor though.]

“This will work even better than my iron weapons. And it won’t break as easily.” I said, excited.

[Maybe,] Mac interrupted. [But don’t rely on it. You haven’t unlocked any information about steel, but what information I do have access to is quite specific. Iron interferes with zeal manipulation and vitality. Steel? Maybe it will have the same properties, but maybe it won’t. You’ll have to figure that out on your own.]

“So you think I should stick with iron for the crossbow bolts?” I asked in disappointment.

[It is the safe bet.] Mac replied. [Better to invest in what we know works. At least until you’ve experimented with steel.]

I had divided away the little scraps of pig iron that weren’t suitable for my sword and quickly hammered them into more bolt heads. Another six bolt heads to arm those automated crossbows when Mac finally finished them.







When I finally left the smith’s workshop, the outside world was very different. Assyrus and Illiel were back, both with tense expressions on their face. Katiana ran forward to greet me, but hesitated.

“You’re out!” she exclaimed. We’ve gotten word that the Hidden Serpent tribe had one of their outposts attacked by the shadowblade.

“They were more fortunate than my people.” Assyrus said sadly. “And completely evacuated at the first mention that the shadowblade beast was headed their way.”

“Mac told you?” I asked.

The AI-turned-dungeon-core spoke up [I did. You seemed to have a lot on your mind, and this was something the two of them could handle on their own. I didn’t want to trouble you unnecessarily.]

“I appreciate it Mac. Though I do like staying informed.” I remembered how stressed I’d been the last few days, and imagined how much more stress I’d have been under if I knew the Hidden Serpent tribe was going to meet the same fate as the Waterbeetle tribe. “Maybe it was for the best though. I assume many of them are displaced?”

“That’s right.” Assyrus confirmed. “And considering you built a fortress overnight,” she gestured to the building we were in. “I thought you might not mind them sending a few people here as well.”

I sighed. More mouths to feed. “Fine. Let them come. I’ll have to expand the hydroponic farm again, but that just costs points.” I’d been planning on bringing more elves here, but I hadn’t expected it to happen so soon.

“We knew you’d agree.” Illiel said, grasping my arm affectionately. “While we can’t fight off the shadowblade either, the cave system under us makes it a lot easier to run for cover. And word has been getting around you’re giving away mystic food and potions like candy. Several of the Waterbeetle elves are nearing the mage acolyte ranks after just a few days of living here.”

“Just let them know I’m going to put them to work.” I said firmly. “This is my land, and these are my goods I’m giving away. I’m not going to be charging taxes just yet, but I will expect them to repay me with their labor. People willing to go into the dungeon with me will be especially rewarded.”

I’ll spread the word. I don’t think you’ll be short of volunteers.” Assyrus replied. “One of the weaker elves has shot up to the peak of zeal accumulation thanks to the three blood vitality potions she earned from you. She took one, sold another of them in town in exchange for some spellheart fragments that matched her own, and kept the third for her breakthrough to mage acolyte. A lot of elves are jealous of her. By the seven hells, I’m a bit jealous of her. I could have used those potions too.”

“I’m sure I’ll find a way to reward you at some point.” I told Assyrus. “After all, you’re one of my girls.”

Assyrus chuckled half-heartedly. “Ha. I guess…”

Better than nothing.

“Now,” I turned to Katiana. “Based on your anxious expression, that isn’t the only important news I missed. What is it?”

“Somebody’s staying in Queenshold.” She said all at once. “Somebody from beyond the forest.”

I shrugged. “So? I know you guys have seen outsiders before. We’re not that insular out here.”

Katiana lowered her voice to a hushed whisper. “I’ve heard… she’s from the Sakaku clan!”

My eyes widened. I glanced at Illiel, who nodded her head. “That was a rumor we also looked into. Gronk, that goblin merchant, confirmed it.”

“Drat.” I cursed. “That could be trouble. As if we didn’t have enough things to worry about with this wizard-level shadowblade beast on the loose. Has she done anything?”

“Nothing yet. She’s just been interviewing some of the survivors from the Crimson Dragonfly tribe.” Katiana answered. “But the Songstone division is scared witless. The Riverweed tribe too. It isn’t a secret that the Sakaku clan were backing the Crimson Dragonfly tribe.”

“Blast. We should have mopped them up while we had the chance.” I sighed. “Alright, so we need to hammer out a couple of plans. We need to make sure everybody’s fed, we need to deal with the shadowblade beast somehow, and we need to figure out what’s happening with the Sakaku clan.”







I spent the next hour hashing out a plan that basically entailed expanding the hydroponic food facility, getting some filtration system up so the elves could drink river water and start growing food outside, having Mac constantly keep track of the shadowblade beasts location and sending runners whenever it was approaching a settlement, and hoping for the best with the Sakaku clan.

“She doesn’t necessarily have to be here on clan business. Does she?” Assyrus asked hopeful.

“She wouldn’t be interviewing Crimson Dragonfly tribe survivors if that were the case.” I responded. “Did either of you get a good read on her cultivation? What level is she at?”

“True mage. Unfortunately.”

“Blast. We don’t have anybody who can handle that.” But my mind went back to Yorik and her recently enhanced body. How her muscles swelled and her skin glistened with strength. I had a spark of hope, but I decided not to rely on it. Yorik hadn’t even been particularly strong as at the zeal accumulation level. I doubted she leaped all the way to true mage. “We’ll have to figure something out to deal with her when the time comes. I have a few ideas, but I’m going to keep them to myself for now.”

“So, when do these refugees from the Hidden Serpent tribe arrive?” I asked. “Between the hydroponic farm and the raptor meat we should have enough food to feed a dozen more for a month.”

“They’re already outside.” Illiel answered, blushing a little.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










I DIDN’T REALIZE why Illiel seemed so embarrassed until the moment I exited The Wanderer. There were a lot more than a few dozen elves milling about. It looked like the whole Hidden Serpent tribe was here!

“We’ve got about three days of food at most for this many elves.” I said with a sigh, shooting the girls an annoyed look. “Start assembling hunting parties. We’re going to have to live off the dungeon for now. I’ll lead the team willing to delve the deepest.”

“I’m sure you’ll get volunteers.” Assyrus said. “In fact, I think I’d like to come down with you myself.”

“Me as well.” Illiel added.

“Good. With the two of you we can hunt for bigger game.” I replied approvingly. “I’ll have to see if Yorik wants to tag along as well.” I wanted to see how much stronger she’d really become.

 “Well, I don’t remember this thing being here.” A familiar voice said, approaching from the gathered Hidden Serpent’s refugees.

“Eltiana.” I said, recognizing the purple haired elf. “It looks like you led your entire tribe to my home.”

The leader of the Hearthwood’s tribe of assassins shrugged. “We make a point of being ready to flee at a moment’s notice. So as soon as my cousin here warned us of incoming danger, we packed everything up and headed somewhere more promising.”

“And you decided here was the place?” I glanced around at the lush green foliage and the flowing water. “Well, welcome to my little corner of paradise here in the Hearthwood.”

Eltiana joined me in admiring our surroundings. “I admit the place looks lovely. A tribe would have settled here long ago if it wasn’t for the fact that the water is undrinkable.”

“Right now we’re drinking water from sap the Riverweed tribe members conjure.” I glanced behind me for the first time and saw that Mac was right. The Wanderer was no longer taking the form of a telephone booth. It was now a two story tall fortress. I wanted a castle, but looking at it was more like a very short and wide tower.

“Yes, we put it up recently.” I said, knowing somebody who led a tribe of assassins already knew the full story. It was no secret that all of our food was grown inside that building.

“You’re a chaka of many secrets, Theo.” Eltiana said. “So what’s this I hear about you diving in a dungeon without me?”

“Yes Theo, do explain.” An even more familiar voice said.

I turned, a smile lighting up on my face. Sava. I stared at her, making her toy with her hair and blush.

I laughed at her unusual shyness and swept her up in my arms.

“It’s good to see you up on your feet, Sava.” I said warmly as I opened the door and led the elves into The Wanderer.

“It’s good to finally be a mage acolyte!” Sava laughed. “I can’t wait to test my new power, and with you going into the dungeon… well, it looks like I’ll get that opportunity.” She looked down at her body with only a thin paper gown covering her shapely body. “I still can’t believe I’m okay. I was certain I’d be crippled.”

“Occasionally, Mac actually can work miracles.” I said. Before Mac could butt in, I added, “but mostly you have the ship to thank, and the knowledge of modern medicine Mac downloaded.”

[It’s often easier to resuscitate someone who has collapsed in a drunken stupor than to clean up the fluids they spill after they die.] Mac interjected. [I keep a medicine module on all my android forms.]

“See? It took Mac no effort at all. He just healed you to avoid cleaning up your corpse so there’s no need to thank him at all.” 

[W-what? I mean… I care about the sanctity of life! Or… something. I healed you because I c-ca… care…]

I wasn’t sure if Mac just wanted his ego stroked as usual, or if he genuinely wanted to save Sava out of kindness. Truthfully, I didn’t think Mac knew either.


Sava saved Mac from having to dissect his own wonky morals. “Thank you, Mac. Without your hard work I would have been dead or worse.” She clasped her fist in her hand and bowed low in the direction of Mac’s core.


[Oh. You’re… welcome… I suppose.] Mac awkwardly accepted Sava’s thanks. [I didn’t do it for you. I just wanted to… test the ships capabilities.]

I cleared my throat. “Alright then. Dungeon diving. If we want the food and resources for so many new elves, we’re going to have to delve a little deeper than before. But with a crew like this? Those raptors won’t stand a chance.”







While other groups were organizing to follow us into the dungeon, harvesting the weaker regions and picking up the scraps we left behind, my group was by far the best that could be assembled. We saw no reason to wait and so headed inside immediately. There was nothing for us through the small cave. We’d leave the giant rants and centipedes for these parties, as the presence of all these mage acolytes alone would probably ward such weak creatures off.

Yorik, Assyrus, Sava, Eltiana, and Illiel all grouped up with me into this dungeon. For the first time, I was the weakest member of the group. And I felt it.

“Make sure you stick to the center, Theo.” Sava said, counting her potions. When she woke up the first thing she did was tap all the remaining vitality in the medical bay to manufacture the potions she was carrying now. Sava never let anything go to waste. We’d been running low on blood vitality potions, but the formula Sava had worked out functioned nearly as well. Having healing potions made me a lot more confident about diving deeper in this dungeon. That, and being surrounded by mage acolytes.

“Don’t worry, I’m going to fight from a distance. I need more practice using earth zeal.” I said, lifting a forearm’s length chunk of earth. Luckily the cave had plenty of stalagmites hanging over the ceiling. Plenty of stuff to fling at opponents. It wouldn’t be as deadly as my spear, but I should still be able to take the killing blows.

“What’s this thing?” Eltiana asked, pointing at the big pit. Despite having only been dug the day before, it looked like it had been in a dozen rainstorms. The walls were caving in and the stone spikes at the bottom were chipped and broken at the ends.

“The remains of your pit trap?” Assyrus asked.

“You heard then?” She must have asked her people where they’d been. I wasn’t surprised. Giving out those blood vitality potions made a big stir. “Ullua, a few zeal accumulation elves, and I managed to take out no less than seven raptors using this little trap.”

“Impressive.” Eltiana replied. “When you are outmatched, change the rules of engagement. You would fit in well with the Hidden Serpent tribe. We value such thinking.”

I smiled. “More like the Hidden Serpent tribe fits in well with me, I think.”

Eltiana dipped her head. “Yes. I suppose you could see it that way. Still, I think such tricks are unnecessary with a group such as ours.”

“I don’t think it will work anymore anyways.” I said. “We were only able to get seven because the remaining raptors stopped chasing Katiana and our other bait elf. I think they’re smart enough to know when we’re tricking them.”

“Well then, good thing we don’t need tricks.” Assyrus tightened her grip on her ironwood sword. On her offhand, she had an unfamiliar weapon, an iron wood gauntlet with spiked knuckles and fingertips. It made her hand look more like a claw. The weapon seemed deadly enough, but I wouldn’t want to get close enough to use it.

“We should move in formation.” I said. “We’ve got a good group composition here. Yorik can play fighter, Assyrus will tank, Sava can use potions to heal, Eltiana’s thief-like and can bait and flank, and Illiel will play support. We’ll move forward as an upside down pentagon. Yorik and Assyrus at the front, Sava and Illiel on the sides, Eltiana in the rear, and me in the middle.”

They all looked at me like I was spouting gibberish. Right, gamer terms.

“A peculiar methodology.” Eltiana said. “Everyone has a role that plays to their abilities and strengths. I’ve heard of such tactics, but we do not use them here. Most dungeon expeditions are run by a single tribe, where almost all the members practice the same cultivation spells and techniques.”

“When we enter the dungeon,” Assyrus began, “We move forward in a line, making sure nothing gets behind us. It works, but only if our group is far stronger than whatever we’re fighting. Your tactic seems like it’s made for coordinating a group battle against stronger opponents.”

“That’s right.” I agreed. “A good party that can work together can take down monsters stronger than any one of them by playing to each other’s strengths and covering each other’s weaknesses.”

“Interesting. I vote we try Theo’s tactics.” Illiel said. “They remind me of something I read about once.”

“Agreed.” Sava said.

Assyrus glanced over at Yorik. “But what of the orc? Can she keep up with me on the front line?”

Yorik snorted. “The chief has healed me. I am strong again, girl who does not know her place.”

Assyrus sputtered and was about to reply, so I intervened. “Yorik was deficient of vitality. When I finally gave her some, she recovered to her previous level.”

“But can she keep up with a mage acolyte like me?” Assyrus asked.

Yorik snorted again. “Yes.”

I shrugged. “You heard her. Let’s go earn me some points.”







We entered the raptor nest in formation. I hadn’t personally seen what the inside of this place looked like, but Katiana and the other elf who acted as bait had described it to me.

We were in a large, roughly circular room interspersed by occasional pillars of stone. Clearly, the cave-ins had affected them, as large portions of the room were covered in chunks of stone. More than one decaying raptor corpse could be seen under those piles of stone. The room itself was much like the room in which Mac had previously been located, with one major difference. Scattered throughout the chamber were piles of bones.

The piles of bones looked like giant birds’ nests, but interspersed with blood and sinew. Inside the nests were giant head-sized eggs with purple spots.

“Try not to crush the eggs.” I said. “I’ve heard they’re valuable.”

Just then, three raptors leapt to their feet, furious at the sight of invaders.

“The entrance is the most defensible spot!” Illiel called.

In response, our entire group braced itself as the raptors charged.

The entrance was too narrow for them to circle us, forcing them to take Yorik and Assyrus on headfirst.

Right before they met Assyrus and Yorik, Illiel used a confusion spell, making the raptors eyes go distant. The foremost one turned in the wrong direction, snapping and biting at the wall. The second raptor wasn’t so easily fooled. It ran headfirst at Assyrus, who readied her sword and clawed hand, prepared to grapple with it.

She needn’t have bothered. Before it could even get within reach, Yorik dashed forward, roaring and bellowing something in orcish. She brought her hammer down on the raptors head. No longer did it seem oversized or too heavy for her. Under the massive blow the raptor’s skull shattered, eyes popping out of its skull as its face slammed into the cave floor.

I held my hand over my face to avoid getting sprayed with brains.

Yorik gave the dead raptor a proud kick.




Raptor slain by follower (+10 points)




“Wow.” I said, speaking the words all the elves were thinking. Yorik really did have the power of a mage acolyte now. Perhaps more. “Next time I would like to deal the finishing blow though.”

“Yes chief. Next time I will only cripple.” Yorik said, still grinning ear-to-ear.

Moments later, one of the other raptors recovered its senses from Illiel’s confusion spell. It roared in our direction.

This time, Assyrus wouldn’t be shown up. She rushed forward, grabbing the raptors nose with her gauntleted hand and hacking at its shoulders. Her blade drew a deep gash along its torso but didn’t kill it. That’s when Yorik’s hammer smashed into its leg, sending a sickening snapping sound echoing throughout the cave.

I launched the spike of stone I’d been carrying into the raptor’s skull, putting the monster out of its misery.




Raptor slain (+50 points)




A third raptor appeared, meeting the same fate as its kin.




Raptor slain (+50 points)




Soon every remaining raptor in the cavern was shuffling forward, trying to tear our guts out. Illiel wreaked havoc on them with mind magic. In their confused frenzy, many of the raptors ended up attacking each other. The ones that were lucid enough to strike at Katiana and Illiel either gnawed futilely at the Waterbeetle defensive technique or faced the unstoppable might of Yorik’s hammer.




Raptor slains x13 (+650 points)




One of the raptors tried to sneak around us, only to suddenly blister. It’s skin turned purple like an elf struck by iron and it stumbled to the ground. I finally got a chance to use Fists of Stone and called earth zeal into my hands.

Using the earth zeal technique, I reinforced my hands as brownish-gray zeal trailed over my skin, looping through my palms and knuckles in patterns The Wanderer had uploaded to my head.

Just pumping earth zeal into my hands had made them feel like boulders. With a technique like this, that feeling was multiplied tenfold. Now I felt like I could shatter those boulders with my hands alone. Breaking bones would be even easier. 

I jumped at the fallen raptor, slamming my fist into its dazed head. It tried to snap at me, but my fist collided with its jaw, breaking teeth and bone as the weight of my blow slammed its head into the ground.

It twitched its tail and glared at us hatefully before it finally died.




Raptor slain (+50 points)




Behind the toppled raptor Eltiana plucked out one of her daggers. It was a shard of ironwood, tipped with a tiny bit of metallic iron.

“It gets boring guarding the rear.” Eltiana smirked, deftly tucking her dagger between the folds of her skin-tight garb. Where could she possibly be keeping those things?




Raptor slain (+50 points)




“You’re not using your whip?” I asked, noticing for the first time that she’d abandoned the tool she’d originally wielded when we first met.

Eltiana grimaced. “You remember that? I was wielding an old willow branch and a net when we first met. I was too overconfident, thinking I could subdue you with a few shoddy non-lethal weapons I’d bought for a single merit point each.” Eltiana chuckled softly. “Had I been using these daggers, you wouldn’t have gotten me so easily.”


“I bet. You’re pretty good with those things. To be honest, daggers suit you better.” The thorny whip, when combined with her skin-tight leather outfit, would have made her look like a wannabe dominatrix.

Soon enough the entire area was cleaned out. I let the system automatically collect the loot for us, which earned appreciative nods from all the elves. Nobody wanted to spend a hundred trips hauling raptor meat back up to the surface, despite its value as food. They were even more impressed by my ability to make the raptor eggs and some of the more interesting bones vanish into my dimensional storage with a touch.

Eltiana clapped me on the back. “You certainly are worth bringing down here. Despite only being at the zeal accumulation level. That must be an absolutely massive bag of holding you’ve got.”

“My people…” Assyrus panted. “Were never able to clear a room like this.”

Eltiana nodded. “My tribe had a little corner of the dungeon we frequented, but it was always something we threw trainees into alone. It was supposed to teach them survival skills. This,” She gestured to all the slain monsters. “Is more like farming than anything else.”

“Close.” I said. “Back home, we called it grinding.”

“Well, it’s certainly profitable.” Assyrus said. “Barbed-tooth raptor meat does not taste good, but it is good for cultivation. It was rarely shared by those who managed to hunt it. Usually killing one would require a life-or-death battle for one of the tribe’s mage acolytes. Or it would be a personal kill of chief Wisdom.”

We all shared a moment of silence as the leaders among the group remembered their loved ones. The leaders whose positions they were now burdened with.

“What’s that?” Eltiana said, breaking the silence. “It looks like another hole.”

Sure enough, in the corner of the raptor nest was a hole just big enough to fit an orc, but not a raptor. It led down to some deeper level.

Sava shook another light potion, as the last one had grown dim. She tossed the dim light potion down the hole, illuminating the area beyond.

“Looks like it leads to another level.” Illiel said. “Should we risk checking it out?”

“The founder of my tribe spoke of great dangers past the second layer of the labyrinth.” Assyrus warned. “Beyond the raptors you start seeing true monsters. But that is also where you start to see true rewards.”

“I’m sold.” Eltiana said. “I need to get stronger fast to secure my position among the Hidden Serpent’s tribe. It is the same for all of you. This is worth the risk.”

“Alright. Let’s go.” I said, and we headed deeper.







The room that we entered next immediately reminded me of an old dungeon crawler. The actual room was only just barely big enough for the six of us to stand.

Beyond it, was a great yawning chasm. The only way across the chasm was a series of six platforms, towering up from the chasm below as massive flat-topped stalagmites. They were spaced just far enough apart that anyone who wanted to cross would have to leap from one platform to the next until they reached the other side of the chasm.

“There are records of such rooms in the tribal archives.” Assyrus said. “If I’m right, the bottom of the chasm should be lined with razor-sharp stalagmites.”

Sava dripped some illuminating fluid from the light potion she was carrying. It fell down. Down. Down.

Eventually I heard the faintest splash. I peered over the edge, but couldn’t make out anything.

“Those do look like spikes!” Eltiana said in a cheerful tone unbefitting the situation. “But it seems easy enough. Let me demonstrate.”

Like a feather blowing in the wind, Eltiana leaped to the first platform. Without breaking stride, she jumped to the next. And then the next. Her movements were so smooth it was almost like she was skipping. She made it to the other side of the chasm as easily as if she were strolling across the same distance of level ground.

“See?” Eltiana said, opening her arms. “Easy! Who’s next?”

Assyrus reluctantly stepped forward, a look of embarrassment on her face. I held her back.

“I have an idea. Watch.” I didn’t trust my agility enough to stake my life on being able to make every one of those jumps. Especially not when there was an easier way.

I called earth zeal to me. Several of the stalactites fell from the ceiling onto the platforms. Instead of falling to the ground and shattering they flooded like water over certain areas, covering them, hardening in the spaces between platforms. This sort of thing was easier now that I had the Sutra of the Living Earth. I just needed to think about what I wanted and my earth zeal worked to fill in the details on its own. Like an invisible serpent, it coiled around me as it flowed into the earth, drawing it into a line and hardening it.

“You’re making a bridge!” Illiel said with surprise and approval.

Eltiana put her hands on her hips. “Cheater.”

“When you are outmatched,” I repeated. “Change the rules of engagement.”

It took me a lot longer to build my bridge than it would have taken to hop across, but this way there wasn’t a chance of anybody slipping and falling to their doom.

Eltiana leaned against the distant wall and the other elves took a short break to eat and rest while I worked. When I finally finished, everybody was fresh and ready for whatever challenges this dungeon could throw at us.
















At the end of the platforms, we found a rotting wooden door. It looked out of place, contrasting against the otherwise natural formations in the area.


“Don’t you girls think it’s weird that there’s a door here?” I asked.


Assyrus shrugged, as did Eltiana. Yorik grunted and Sava looked at me blankly.


“Dungeons are weird.” Illiel said. “They’re naturally occurring… but at the same time not. There’s some intelligence that goes into their design. Normally I’d say this dungeon is big enough and old enough to have some primitive desires, but I suspect there’s something more going on here.”


“The first chief of the Waterbeetle tribe concluded as much herself. Do you suspect that this is a bound dungeon?” Assyrus asked.


Illiel nodded. “That’s right. You told me your tribe’s founding ancestor knew that a mighty cultivator sealed the seven zeal nexuses of the Hearthwood? I think he did so using this dungeon.”


“The only question is,” Sava asked. “Why?”


The question hung in the air before Eltiana stepped up to the door. The knob was rusted to uselessness, so she picked up a rock and bashed it apart, opening the door.


“We can debate the grand and mysterious histories of our homeland later, when we are in the comfort of Theo’s home eating his food and sleeping in his bed.” Eltiana said with a wink, stepping into the chamber beyond. “Stay alert. There could be anything in here.”


We moved back into formation, though this time Eltiana separated from the group. She claimed that sticking too close to the group would ruin her night vision, so she stuck to the shadows off to the side.


“There’s a way we could fix that.” I said. “How many of those light potions did you bring, Sava?”


“Lots.” She answered. “Want me to light the place up?” I nodded and Sava pulled potion after potion out of her pack. The little cylindrical containers of glowing liquid rolled across the floor, sending their dim multicolored light around the room.


“Earth zeal is strong in this room.” I said, looking around with my mage sight. In the corner I saw a particularly dense collection of zeal of my aspect. Something valuable perhaps? “Look in that corner? That odd rock formation? Sava toss some light over there.”


Sava did so. What she revealed was no pile of stones.


Eltiana’s eyes went wide. “Everyone,” she whispered. “Be very quiet. We do not want to wake that thing up.” Then she mouthed a word to us. I read it as ‘basilisk’.


I inspected the sleeping monster.




Stone Watcher Basilisk (mid mage acolyte, Level 15)

Though this giant lizard lacks sharp claws and teeth, it has the peculiar ability to freeze any creature that makes eye contact with the flashing horn in the center of its head. Beware! Prolonged eye contact will result in the victim turning to stone!




That sounded like a basilisk alright.


“How do we kill it?” I mouthed at Eltiana.


She shook her head and held up her dagger. Apparently, she planned to kill it while it was sleeping, and wanted us to stay quiet while she did so.


I stilled my breath and tried my best not to exist. I could feel my companions doing the same.


Eltiana crept closer, dagger in hand. Silently she approached the monster from the front. In one fluid motion she brought the dagger down onto the creature’s eye socket.


Then she stopped.


What happened? She was just standing there, unmoving. Like she froze halfway through her strike.


Out of the corner of my eyes I caught a dim red flash. The sudden light was intended to draw the eye to it.


“Don’t look! It’s awake!” I yelled.


I turned myself around, listening instead of looking. I heard the basilisk lumber forward, one methodical step at a time. Eltiana’s neck moved ever-so-slowly, tracking the movements of the basilisks horn.


“We have to break Eltiana’s line of sight with the horn!” I said. “Before she turns to stone!”


“How?” Yorik asked gruffly. She had her hammer in hand but her eyes were tightly shut.


Sava was scrambling to search through her bag for a potion that would help. Finding nothing, she spoke. “I’m going to try to flash between her and the basilisk. My eyes are going to be closed though, so you’ll have to yell if it’s getting close to me.”


“How can we tell how close it is to you without being able to look at it ourselves?” I asked.


“Reflections!” Illiel said. “I’ve read about basilisks before. If you look at them through a reflection they can’t harm you. Do you have anything shiny and reflective on you?”


I remembered one weapon that I’d ground and polished to gleam.


“It isn’t the polished shield of Perseus,” I said aloud as I tugged the steel sword out of my dimensional storage, “but I’ve got something.”


“What… is… that?” Sava asked, mesmerized by the blade. She reached out to touch it.


“Don’t touch.” I warned. “It’s called steel. It’s derived from iron.”


“Remarkable.” Illiel said, suddenly equally interested.


I turned towards the basilisk, keeping my head low and gazing at its reflection in the dim light of Sava’s potions.


“Alright Sava. Do your thing.” I said, keeping an eye on the basilisk.


The basilisk knew I was watching it. I could feel its eyes meet mine through its reflection on my sword. It’s horn flared brighter and it tried to step closer to me.


“Not so tough now, scaly?” I mocked.


Sava flashed from her current position to an area between the basilisk and Eltiana, who suddenly unfroze.


Eltiana blinked and shivered, shaking the basilisk’s zeal from her body. “Well, that’s embarrassing.”


The basilisk turned and realized its prey had just broken free of its petrification. It turned towards Sava, lumbering in her direction.


“Sava! It’s headed back in your direction.” I hissed.


“Quick! Face the wall!” Eltiana said, shuffling against the corner of the room. The two of them moved around the corner without looking at anything except the rocky surface before them.


Up until this point, I had come to believe the basilisk moved slowly and methodically because that was as fast as it could move.


That wasn’t true. It just hadn’t decided to really move until that moment.


In a sudden flash of speed, the basilisk dashed to cut off Eltiana and Sava’s escape. It’s mouth was wide, and though it lacked rows of sharp, barbed teeth I had no doubt that those mighty jaws could cut through limbs just as easily.


“Look out!” I shouted. But I knew it wouldn’t save them. I needed to do that myself.


“I shall crush!” Yorik roared, turning. Hammer in hand she rushed forward towards the basilisk, doing her best to keep her eyes squeezed shut.


“There are aspects of mind magic in this creature’s horn! I will try to counter it.” Illiel said, concentrating.


She ran forward, bringing her hammer down in a massive, devastating blow… on absolutely nothing. By the time she made it to the basilisk’s position, it had moved to avoid her.


Her hammer, with all that strength behind it, had met nothing but air. The sheer momentum of the blow carried Yorik off her feet and sent her stumbling to the ground. She scrambled to restore her footing, clearly preparing to charge again. In that moment, she opened her eyes the tiniest bit to find her footing, only for the glowing horn of the basilisk to appear under her chin. She froze, unmoving for a moment.


I heard a creaking, grinding noise as Yorik’s arms budged ever-so-slowly. Veins pulsed on her temple as she focused, trying to break eye contact with the basilisk. She looked like she was wading through honey, but she was moving. Lifting her hammer in an attempt to bash the basilisk now that it was finally within reach.


The basilisk snorted, flicking out its tail at the slow-moving hammer. It tumbled through the air, out of Yorik’s reach.


The orc was squinting now, trying desperately to close her eyes. The basilisk gave a ferocious howl, baring its fangs in preparation for sinking them into Yorik’s flesh. I could see in its eyes that it relished the thought of tearing into my girls’ petrified flesh. I wasn’t about to let that happen.


I raised my sword high and dashed forward to meet the basilisk. It tried to evade like it had with Yorik, but I was watching it in my sword’s reflection.


The basilisk turned towards me, causing its magic on Yorik to weaken. The orc finally managed to squeeze her eyes shut. She shuddered as she shook off the basilisks magic and grabbed the beast by the tail.


Encumbered by Yorik’s grip, the basilisk was unable to tear into me. I closed my eyes and swung my sword at its ferocious maw.


I called Earthen Skin just in time. While the basilisk primarily used its own natural abilities to fight, I’d forgotten that it was an earth cultivator just like me.


It slammed its right foreleg into the ground, sending out a shower of tiny stone fragments. The basilisks simple spell was like the Earth Spike I’d developed by practicing with earth zeal, but the basilisks version was cleaner and faster.


Those shards of stone struck my chest, and would have skewered me if I hadn’t already been prepared. With the help of Earth Skin, the projectiles bounced off instead of sinking into flesh.


As I closed the last of the distance, I cast Twisted Step and covered my face with my free hand. Watching the basilisk’s reflection on my blade out of the corner of my eye, I slashed at the creature’s roaring maw.


I could feel my sword slice through the air. Then it hit the hardened glowing stone that was the basilisks horn. A clear, high note rang out through the air as my sword sent a crack running through the horn. The deep red light flickered out for a moment before lighting again, this time much weaker.


My assault enraged the basilisk. It tried to lunge at me but Yorik had it firmly by the tail. Assyrus leapt through the air, landing on the basilisk’s back and impaling her sword a hands breadth into the beast’s back.


I called wildly on my earth zeal, causing a spike of earth to shoot out of the ground at the basilisk’s lower jaw, hoping to spear its brain.


The basilisk roared, matching my earth zeal with its own. My spell was obliterated under the will and power of a superior earth spellheart wielder. The earth spike’s direction was reversed, heading in my direction instead. Unable to evade, I deflected it with the flat of my sword.


Something strange happened with the earth zeal. Instead of crashing against the iron, earth zeal slammed into it… and vanished. Suddenly the spike was like a natural rock formation.


The steel sword had somehow managed to absorb the zeal. Perhaps this was a property unique to steel? If so, what would happen if such a weapon were stabbed into the living flesh of an innately magical creature?


Instead of falling back, I jumped forward. I brought my sword forward, bearing down on the basilisk’s head. I called on the power of earth zeal. It flowed through my blood and bones, covering my body. The technique was modeled loosely on what I’d seen the Waterbeetle perform, though I was using the wrong type of zeal.


I felt my body grow stronger as the strength of the earth flowed through me. It felt like Fists of Stone, but this filled every part of my body. It wasn’t a spell or technique so much as a massive amount of Earth Zeal flowing into me. For just an instant, I was certain I could go toe-to-toe with a mage acolyte.


The basilisk didn’t shrink from my attack, pulling its neck back like it was going to impale me on its broken horn. I had to close my eyes to avoid being frozen by looking at it, but I felt and heard my sword connect.


I heard a wet thunk and felt my sword come to a sudden stop. The earth zeal was already slipping away. I tried to hang on to the spell, knowing I would need it when that horn connected. But it never did.


“It’s… it’s dead.” Illiel said. “I felt its mind go dark.”


I opened my eyes at last. Sure enough, the basilisk lay still and unmoving. I jerked my sword towards me, freeing it from the monster’s body.




Basilisk defeated. (+850 points)




“What happened?” Illiel asked. “One moment it was furious and fighting… the next it was like all the zeal in its body vanished.”


“Your sword!” Eltiana said in awe. “Look!”


While I took pride in my creation, and I had polished it until it gleamed, it had still had all the blemishes and the simplicity of something homemade. Not anymore.


Now the steel shone like a mirror. The hilt and pommel were no longer simple and crude. While far from a work of art, the blade now bore a certain elegance that it lacked before. It was longer and thinner, tapered perfectly to a point. What’s more, I felt like I held a boulder in my hand, despite being able to hold the sword as effortlessly as before. Earth zeal cycled from the sword into me, passing through my spellheart.


“It’s full of earth zeal.” Illiel said. “Like a bladder filled with water.”


“Some of it’s spilling out.” Sava noted. “And flowing into Theo.”


I realized she was right. I had taxed my spellheart heavily today, and it had been noticeably smaller. I was worried about dropping back down to the seventh layer of zeal accumulation, but with the zeal stolen by the steel sword, the spellheart appeared to have grown a notch wider.


“You’re right.” I said. “But most of the zeal from the sword isn’t going into the spellheart.” I squinted until I could see zeal with mage sight. “It looks like it’s going into me directly.”


Eltiana gasped. “Theo! Drop the sword immediately! You aren’t a mage acolyte!”


I was about to ask her what was wrong when I realized I could feel it myself. As the zeal flowed into me I could feel a building pressure. Like I was being pumped full of air, and the air had no way out.


I dropped the sword, but the pressure didn’t subside. It stopped growing but I still felt like I was going to pop.


“Blackgorge Fiendbody training technique!” Yorik shouted.







The building pressure of the zeal in my body reminded me of the many tiny crystals of zeal I had observed in Yorik’s body.

That was it! If I could just compress the zeal back into a more compact form, I wouldn’t feel this suffocating pressure.

“Feel your blood. Feel your bones. Feel your tendons. Feel your flesh. Feel your skin.” Yorik chanted. It sounded strange in elvish, but I was certain she was reciting an orc mnemonic.

I tried to do as she asked, becoming aware of my body as I shut out the outside world. The zeal beyond my skin became dull and muted. The pressure of the zeal within, however, felt twice as great as before.

“Now,” Yorik continued, “force the zeal to condense where it is, spread throughout your body!”

I grunted and groaned. The earth zeal didn’t want to respond. I tried to swirl it in a spiral like I did with spellhearts, but there was no nucleus. Nothing to build off of.

“He should just try and condense a dantian from what zeal he’s got!” Eltiana said. “He’ll cripple his future potential, but at least he’ll live.”

No. I had just begun amassing power in this world, and I wasn’t about to give it up. If I did, I’d never be anything more than somebody’s puppet. I remembered what it had been like when I was under Yulli’s thumb. That lit a spark of anger inside me.

Suddenly, a tiny particle of zeal condensed, near my left lung. I had done it. That was the key! Zeal was controlled by aspects, and those aspects were linked to emotions. To condense the zeal, I needed to feel.

The sudden insight caused another two particles to form. One for pride, and another for knowledge.

I thought of the fear I’d experienced when I first came to this world. The dangers I faced. More particles lit up.

I remembered building a fire, catching a fish, fighting the elves for the first time. I remembered meeting Sava. Her detached, clinical eye contrasting beautifully with the soft touch of her lips. The memories as we grew closer…

And then I thought about meeting Nela, and Illiel. About the Songstone elves and Yulli. About the conflict that spread throughout the Hearthwood, defeating matriarch Red Serpent and founding the Hearthwood clan. The sense of incredible responsibility… and the desire to meet and surpass all expectations. All of it flowed within me. One particle after another woke up, until I counted 128 of them, dispersed throughout my body.

I opened my eyes. The pressure was gone. In my attempt to create more particles of earth zeal, I had inadvertently drawn on my spellheart. What was left in my hand was nothing but a small pebble. It felt light and small, compared to what I was used to. I inspected myself.




Theodore Waltz (Level 4 Zeal accumulation, Level 4 Blackgorge Fiendbody)




You have unlocked body cultivation! As you have deviated from your expected growth path, you will not receive any point allocation.




It was official. I’d dropped all the way down to the fourth layer of zeal accumulation, but I didn’t feel weak. Disappointed that I wasn’t getting any points for reaching a new milestone, sure. But I most definitely didn’t feel weak.

I stood, but my feet left the floor and I realized I’d somehow put enough energy into the simple motion to jump head high.

“This is incredible! I feel like I’m channeling earth zeal through my meridians,” I said excitedly, “except I’m feeling it all the time!”

Yorik laughed. “In orc culture, you are grown. Many die to awaken like you.” Yorik gave me a pat on the back. Minutes ago, that much force would have sent me flying. Now, I barely budged. “How many particles? Two? Five? Ten?”

Was she testing me? “A hundred and twenty-eight.” I answered. Yorik’s eyes went wide.

“Chaka.” she said simply, a look of wonder on her face. “Glory and long life to the chief.” She bowed from the waist in my direction.

“So, it worked?” I asked aloud.

“You’re not dead, so yes.” Sava said. “Incredible. It’s like the zeal just vanished.” Sava looked at my shrunken spellheart.

“It’s cloaked by his body and spirit.” Illiel said. “Anyone who looked for a spellheart would only see someone at the fourth layer of zeal accumulation.”

“And if they meant me ill,” I replied, “they would be in for a very nasty surprise.”

Yorik laughed, slapping her leg. “Enemies of the chief shall be crushed!”

“Well then,” Illiel said. “I’ve only ever read about orc cultivation techniques, but I take it you made a breakthrough?”

I nodded.

“In that case, congratulations are in order!” Sava said. The mood of the whole group lifted.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










“ARE YOU FIT to move on?” Assyrus asked once everyone had calmed down.

I nodded. “I’m good. Great, even. Better than I’ve ever felt before. I feel like I could kill that basilisk on my own now.”

“You pretty much did,” Eltiana said, “I know you said we’d be splitting loot evenly, but you finished the basilisk off yourself, and deserve the biggest prize. Besides, I think it will be of the most use in your hands.”

Eltiana tossed me something hard, about the size of my fist. I caught it and looked at it. It was an earth aspect spellheart. Far bigger than mine had ever been.

“This spellheart is absolutely massive!” I exclaimed.

“Basilisks aren’t found on the surface often. Most of them and their kin have been hunted down for those spellhearts.” Illiel explained. “Unlike elves and many other species, basilisks don’t disperse their spellhearts into their bodies at the mage acolyte realm. Instead, they continue to build them up until they become more and more powerful.” Illiel’s voice took on a scholarly air. “Eventually, the body dies and the monster is reborn from the spellheart itself. If this basilisk managed to reach true mage it might have been reborn as a dragon.”

“Fascinating.” Even some of the elves looked interested. As someone who came from the Queendom, Illiel was the best educated of everyone here. The Hearthwood simply didn’t house creatures powerful enough to make such lore important. Or at least, it didn’t until I started unleashing giant shadowblade beasts sealed away in separate pocket dimensions.

“This could fuel me to the peak of zeal accumulation, if I broke it down to add to my own spellheart.” I pocketed the spellheart and stepped forward. During the fight I had spotted a small tunnel just behind where the basilisk had been sleeping. I stooped low to step through it.

“Well?” I asked. “Are you girls coming?”

I stepped through the low passageway. The moment I did so, I sunk waist-deep in mud and water.

“Watch out. This place is a little wet.” I remarked.

Just then, Eltiana let out a scream, scrambling back into the safety of the basilisk’s den.

“Iron.” She shivered. “Lots of iron in the water.”

The elves all backed off. I jumped out, shaking myself off. Everyone else kept their distance as I dripped deadly water around the room.

“Well then, do you see any other way beyond this room?” I asked.

We searched, but found nothing.

“This is strange.” Assyrus said. “There aren’t supposed to be dead ends in this dungeon.”

“Or any dungeon at all.” Illiel added. “They’re meant to be beaten, but I see no way across that water trap.”

“I’ll take a look around.” I volunteered. “Maybe there’s platforms you’re supposed to jump across. At any rate, the iron won’t harm me.” Sava passed me a light and I jumped into the water again.

Even with the light though, I couldn’t see anything. The room was a perfectly square box, and entirely devoid of anything except the waist-deep water I was standing in. There was no exit, no space beyond to get to.

I tried to look with mage sight, only to nearly fall over dizzy.

“Something’s wrong with the zeal in this room!” I said. “I can’t see anything.”

I tried to call on earth zeal. Maybe I could make a bridge so the girls could cross. Nothing came. Had I really become that much weaker? Or was it something else?

“I can sense it.” Eltiana replied. “That entire room has been claimed. It’s the personal domain of an exceptionally powerful cultivator. Every scrap of zeal is claimed, every aspect and every particle, with the lingering intent of preventing all other magic. Though that expert has long left, nobody I’ve ever met could even dream of wresting this area away from their lingering intent. Nobody here can use a spell or technique in this room, let alone an unstructured working like building a stone bridge.”

“And see those scripts on the walls?” Illiel added. “Those are for rotting. If we tried to build with wood or stone anything we tried to put together would crumble to dust before we could lay three planks together. Somebody went through a great deal of trouble to make this room impossible to cross.”

“Impossible to cross for you all.” I realized. “But easy for me.”

As if it hadn’t been there until that very moment, I spotted a lever sitting against the opposite wall. I made my way over to it slowly and carefully, keeping one eye on the water beneath me. It was just clear enough that I didn’t think any shark-sized creatures were lurking below me. There were always smaller dangers though, and I had paranoid thoughts of piranhas and leeches.

I made my way to the lever. As I’d suspected, it was a giant mass of crude iron the size of my torso. Lethal for any elf who touched it.

Above the lever two words were inscribed that made my heart freeze.

Pull me.

“Are you all seeing this?” I asked, holding my light high so the girls could see.

“It appears to be some sort of lever. But what’s that above it? Some sort of crude script?” Illiel shook her head. “I don’t recognize it at all.” The other elves were also at a loss.

“I do. That’s called English. It’s the language of my home.”







Unwilling to wait any longer and seeing no reason not to follow the instructions, I pulled the lever.

There was a massive grinding noise as stone slid against stone. The lever had pulled some linchpin that allowed six enormous pillars to descend from the ceiling, creating a safe path across the room for the elves to cross. At the end of that path, a doorway had opened.

The elves cautiously stepped into the room, jumping as they felt the magic in it. Or rather, the feeling of their own magic being completely cut off.

“I haven’t felt this helpless since I first manifested from being a wisp.” Assyrus said with a shiver.

The other elves made noises of agreement, entering the room in single file.

I climbed out of the water and onto the path. Not wanting to splash iron-contaminated water on my girls, I took my shirt and pants off and shook myself dry.

“Looking to join the barbarian warriors of the wastelands?” Illiel joked. Seeing everybody’s blank expressions she explained. “The wasteland elves are known to fight completely naked. Mostly because they’re too poor for quality equipment.”

“Here.” Sava said, pulling a stretch of fabric from her bag. I wrapped it around my waist. Not that I had any modesty left to conceal, considering the company.

“Alright. Let’s go.” I said, heading into the room beyond. Sava shook up another set of light vials, passing them around to the group.







It turned out we didn’t need them. When we opened the door to the chamber beyond we were greeted by a glistening kaleidoscope of colors.

Dangling from the ceiling, poking out of the walls, and jutting out of the floors millions of mirror-finish crystals glimmered.

“These sure would have been useful fighting the basilisk.” Assyrus grumbled.

Eltiana’s face lit up in a big smile. She took out one of her daggers and started using it as a pickaxe, chipping away at the crystals. “Quick! Fill your bags! We’re going to be rich!”

“These are zeal crystals!” Sava said in amazement. “They contain zeal in perfect balance. Neutral zeal. Almost anyone can use them. High-level cultivators often use them as currency, since they have little use for silver and gold.”

“So we can sell this stuff for money?” I asked.

Eltiana snorted. “No fool would sell zeal crystals for ordinary wealth. You use them to trade. No amount of gold or silver will buy you mage acolyte spells, techniques, or secrets to advancing beyond true mage. But this stuff will.”

“Alright then. I’m sold. Let’s bag everything we can get our hands on.” I said.

“I’ve heard if you reached the end of a dungeon you’d find a treasure room. This must be it. Or one of them, at least.” Assyrus said.

“One of seven, I would guess.” Sava pointed towards the far wall. “Weren’t you telling us about nexus seals?”

On the far wall, a circle of magic symbols shifted and glowed. It was the source of all the light that was being reflected through the zeal crystals spread throughout the chamber. Seven concentric circles surrounded a point of dense darkness, across which to glowing chains stretched. It certainly looked like what I imagined a magic seal would look like.

“So, if we broke this seal the ambient zeal throughout the Hearthwood would rise?” I asked Assyrus.

“That’s what the first chief said.” Assyrus shrugged. “I don’t know how much of that is true.”

Illiel approached the seal. “Looking at it… these circles are meant to be opened with a cultivator’s aura, which means only a true mage could do it. By the size of the largest circle, I’d guess it likely takes someone at the very peak of the true mage realm, or several lesser true mages working together.”

“So we don’t have any hope of opening it.” I said in disappointment.

Illiel shrugged. “You might be able to exchange some of these zeal crystals for an artifact that can simulate a true mage’s aura. But otherwise? No, we can’t.”

“It’s probably for the best.” Sava said. “If the Hearthwood had stronger innate zeal, we might have to fend off invaders. I don’t think we’re equipped to handle that.”

I touched a couple of crystals, absorbing them into my dimensional storage with a touch. Eltiana started mining even more aggressively at the sight, as if she was afraid I was going to get more of it than her.

The rest of the girls weren’t far behind, each of them filling whatever packages they could. No elf would pass up riches. Especially the kind that could make them stronger.

“Me neither.” I agreed. I heard a wet sloshing sound. Like something sticky sliding across a smooth surface. I jumped in alarm. “Did anybody else hear that?”

Schllllck.

“What was that?” Eltiana stopped pocketing zeal crystals for a moment to look around.

I pulled my sword back out, taking comfort in both it’s weight and my increased strength to wield it.

Schlll. Schllllllch.

Out of the corner of my eye I caught the reflection of something glittering off a zeal crystal. A dim red light that was increasing in intensity. Behind it, something red and blob-like was watching me.

I leaped out of the way, just in time to avoid a beam of deadly light that bounced off the zeal crystal and ricocheted around the room.

“Everyone duck! We’re under attack!” I shouted.

Illiel and Assyrus took cover. Yorik grabbed her hammer. Sava and Eltiana ducked, but continued stuffing their pouches with zeal crystals as they peered around for nearby enemies.

Another laser beam shot out of the creatures big central eye, bouncing around the room. I could see its reflection now. The monster was a pulsating boneless mass of flesh that hovered on the air. It had no limbs, but it had a circular mouth filled with fangs and a giant eye centered in the middle of it’s roughly spherical body. The only appendages it possessed were countless eyestalks that jutted out of its hovering flesh and holding various smaller eyes that blinked as they looked in all directions.




Crimson Eye Observer (True Mage, Level 28)

This monster can shoot deadly beams of concentrated light magic out of its central eye, and can perform numerous types of divination magic, making it impossible for all but the most skilled to conceal themselves from the Observer. You can run from it, but you can’t hide!




“It’s a true mage! And a very strong one at that!” I shouted, raising my steel sword and waving it in the creature’s direction.

In response, it fired another laser beam at me. The light shuddered and slowed as it approached my sword as I held the flat of my blade up. Instead of washing over my sword, the zeal appeared to get sucked into it. The light wave withered so that by the time it struck me I only felt like I was leaning far too close to a fire, and not like I was about to be turned to ash.

Some of the light bounced off the reflective flat of my sword back at the Observer. By reflex, it slammed its eye shut and glared angrily at me with its many other eyes. My sword vibrated red with a hostile burning zeal that scorched my fingertips. Hissing in pain, I tossed the sword back into my dimensional storage to wait for the Crimson Eye Observer’s zeal to dissipate.

Yorik tried to charge it while its eye was disabled, but three of the smaller eyes locked onto her, sending out miniature beams of their own.

“Graaaa!” Yorik screamed as the beams hit her flesh. They burned into her, like a brand pressing against her flesh, but she persevered until she was close enough to strike with her hammer. “Die!”

Yorik smashed the Observer like she was hitting a ball with a bat. The fleshy mass flew through the air, squishing against the cavern wall. Then Yorik fell to her knees.

“Too strong for you. Run.” Yorik said, scrambling to get to her feet.

“Assyrus!” I shouted. The Waterbeetle chief took Yorik by the arm and helped her to the exit at the edge of the cave.

The Observer opened its eye again, prepared to unleash another beam of destruction. Eltiana reached into her chest pocket, pulling out one of her daggers with a tiny bit of iron at the tip and hurling it at the Observer’s open eye.

Before the dagger could even reach it, one of the Observer’s small eyes fired a disintegration beam at the oncoming projectile, vaporizing it to nothing.

In anger, the Observer turned its big eye to Eltiana. Faster than even she could dodge, the Observer attacked. But before the blow struck, Sava appeared from thin air right next to her, pulling Eltiana out of the way and scooping one of the bags of crystals the elf ninja had dropped.

“Hey!” Eltiana shouted, but Sava had already teleported back towards the door.

The Observer fired on Eltiana again, but this time she was already moving and rolled to the side. Assyrus held open the exit door.

“Go! Everyone out!” She shouted.

I leaped through the door, tumbling after Yorik who was catching her breath outside. Moments later, Sava appeared from thin air nearby. Illiel was trying to hold a zeal crystal up to the light, examining it.

“Fascinating,” she said, “We must have entered the Observer’s lair. Creatures such as that require immense zeal concentrations to live. Hovering in the air through magical means is its only way to move. Leakage from the nexus seal probably grew all those zeal crystals, which in turn made the chamber habitable for the Observer.”

“Thrilling. So we’ve got a gold mine under our feet but it’s too dangerous to mine from.” I huffed in disappointment.

“This is far more valuable than a mere gold mine,” Eltiana said, “and it might be worth coming back anyway. Many elves would be willing to dance with death if it meant collecting a few zeal crystals. Seven Hells, I might even want to test my luck, if this isn’t enough to make it to the end of the mage acolyte level.” Eltiana hefted her six bags of zeal crystals.

“I think we’ve had enough of a haul. That basilisk alone will feed everyone in both your tribe and mine for a few days.” Assyrus inclined her head towards me. “Including his garden? I think we should have enough to last us awhile, and that’s assuming the other parties brought back nothing.”







We made it to the surface, everyone beaming. The other parties of elves hadn’t dared follow us much past the raptors we’d killed, but they’d cleaned that chamber out of every scrap. Even the bones from the raptor’s previous meals had been looted and brought back to the surface. 

Their haul paled in comparison to ours though, even after running into that powerful monster. Yorik had lost her zeal crystals in her attack on the Observer, so I had everybody donate a few of theirs. I only had to put up with a bit of grumbling, especially from Eltiana and Sava, the former of whom was still trying to get her dropped bag from the latter.

Still, everyone did so, because if Yorik hadn’t done what she had we might not all have made it out alive. Taking the full-force attack of a late true mage monster would have been the last thing that elf, orc, or human ever did.

We left the confines of the cave, and as we did so we passed a number of other dungeon delving crews. Only one group was actually fighting, with the vast majority hauling dead rats and centipedes up to the surface.

“Ugh, bug and rat meat.” I said, stomach rebelling at the thought.

“It’s actually not that bad,” Sava replied, “When cooked properly at least. The right herbs and spices really bring out the zeal in the flesh. Not that better game can’t be found in the forest above.”

“Hard to beat a dungeon in terms of productivity.” Assyrus said. “Still, we should be careful about hunting things to extinction down there. The caves close to the Waterbeetle tribe stripped bare by the Crimson Dragon clan. I’d hate to see the same happen here.”

“Agreed. Resource conservation is a concern,” I replied, “But I do think there’s a lot left unexplored. Your people have poured over the same section of caves for generations, harvesting waterbeetles and the like. I can’t help but wonder what other mysteries are left unclaimed?”

“Perhaps we can find them.” Eltiana said. “Previously, no one tribe had the number of mage acolytes needed to delve as deep as we did today. But we did! And I think we could do so again.”

“Risky business.” Illiel commented. “If things had played out differently, one of you might have died. I could disappear and Theo would only lose an adviser. But one of you? Then one of the clans would lose their chief.”

“Mhmm. You’re right, Illiel.” Sava said. “There’s only one solution. Get stronger.”

“Then I must depart. Theo?” Eltiana turned to me. “I heard a rumor that you had an excellent location for cultivating? A chamber that blocks out ambient zeal so you get the full benefits of whatever item you’re consuming?”

“I do have a cultivation chamber. I suppose I might be able to let you use it for a while. But you’ll owe me one. It’s got some special properties to it that speeds up time while you’re using it.”

Eltiana leaned in close, her chest pressing against my arm. She gave my chin a peck and hugged me. “Naturally, I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to please the patriarch.” She winked.

The other girls gave her dirty looks, but Eltiana ignored them.

And with that, our party broke to bask in our newfound wealth.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










“HOW MUCH DID you say these things were worth?” I asked Mac to repeat what I’d just heard.

[50 points each! Incredible!] Mac said. He’d just finished examining the zeal crystals I’d brought back from the dungeons up close. [It’s like they’re energy given solid form. This will be immensely useful for just about anything.]

“Good.” Mac went silent, presumably in awe. “It’s about time I felt really rich.”

By my count, I’d collected about a hundred of the fingernail-sized crystals. That meant I had over 5000 points ready to be used. Still, I’d feel sorry if I converted them all to points right away without exploring their other uses. So I only converted half.




Zeal Crystals converted to points (+2500 points)




[Think of all the new things you could buy, Theo! Smooth concrete floors without a single gap or ridge! Those faucets that hang down from the ceiling and spay water, or maybe just a big vat to make soap… I know, a car wash! Theo, you should build a car wash!] Mac’s voice quivered with excitement.

“Mac,” I replied, “what would I even do with a car wash? Cars don’t exist in this world.”

[Well they should. I’ve always wanted to run a car wash.]

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s buy something useful first.”




Mana generator level 1, upgrade? (-400 points)

Mana generator now upgrading.

Mana generator upgrade to level 2 in progress, schedule upgrade to level 3? (-750 points)

Mana generator upgrade pending.




[A logical second choice,] Mac said, disappointed. [After a car wash, I mean. Upgrading the mana generator will increase our passive point collection, along with enabling some of the more magical features of the base.]

“More magical features?” I asked. Instead of replying, Mac sent the new room choices directly to me.




Follower Reincarnation Chamber (1000 points)

Training grounds (600 points)

Relaxation Spa (300 points)

Throne room (400 points)




“Mac? Does that reincarnation chamber do what I think it does?” I asked slowly.

[It does. It should allow you to dramatically enhance Melise’s revival, or the revival of any follower, so long as you have their soul.]

“Excellent. Build it.” I instructed.

[You are aware that it costs 1000 points, correct? And even after you build it it will be neither cheap nor fast to bring her back.]

“I know. But I promised myself I’d restore her as soon as possible. Now is the time to make good on that promise.”

[Understood. Then may I recommend you spend the last of your winnings on the Throne room?] Mac suggested.

“Throne room?” I frowned, looking at it on the list. “What does it do?”

[Follower management.] Mac replied. [If you’re creating a system for reviving followers, you might as well prepare to make full use of it. I investigated why you were getting points when they killed something? Well this is it. When your vassals are truly loyal to you, and say so aloud, they can become followers. Thus far, that’s only been Yorik and Melise.]

“Not Sava?” I asked. “Or Illiel?”

[I’m afraid not. They might stick by your ugly mug, but they never said they were loyal to you. Not out loud at least. As for the rest of those elves? I suspect most of them just tolerate you for that thing between your legs.]

“Sava’s done nothing but help me.” I insisted.

[She’s a free spirit.] Mac replied. [As far as The Wanderer is concerned, she’s still looking after herself. She just happens to be sticking by you a lot as she does it.]

“That’s absurd.” I frowned. “But I suppose I can see it that way. Sava’s strong willed and has a good head on her shoulders. As does Illiel, I suppose.”

Mac giggled. [Have you told her yet about how you drugged the tea you gave her?]

“That was just to interrogate her as a prisoner!” I said. “Anything she did after that was of her own free will. Besides, I’m sure she knows by now. She’s a mind mage.”

[Fair enough. Well, my advice is you get both of them to come to your throne room. With that room built out, you can have up to seven followers instead of just two.]

I ended up buying the throne room at Mac’s suggestion, along with everything else. Then I spent the last of my points on upgrading the personal chambers. I had a feeling I was going to get a lot of use out of that room.




Personal Chambers level 2, upgrade? (-350 points)

Personal Chambers now scheduled for upgrade to level 3.

Throne Room under construction. (-400 points)







I went out and talked to some of the many elves of the Hidden Serpent’s tribe who’d gathered around my home. They’d started setting up tents from the moment they arrived, and based on their speed and efficiency I was certain it was something they were accustomed to.

They greeted me with formal politeness and mild curiosity. That was odd. I figured they would be more interested in me, being one of the rare males of note in the Hearthwood. But I suppose they used to have a male like me. Until I killed him at least. 

Oops. Maybe that was why they were acting distant.

Eltiana seemed to be bearing no grudges though. She openly embraced me in front of all her people.

“How are things going?” I asked her.

“We’ve hung up a lot of the meat the dungeon divers caught to dry. I’m afraid we’re going to be having centipede stew for the next week. After that, it’s smoked rat. Water is a problem, as you suggested it might be. We’ve got to depend on the magical sap the Riverweed cultivators can conjure, but there aren’t enough of us to make water for everyone. Which means long bucket runs.”

“I’ve got a plan to make some of the water drinkable.” I reached into my dimensional storage and withdrew one of the larger loadstones.

Eltiana leapt back the moment she saw it. One of her daggers flew loose of its sheet and started flying towards the stone. Luckily, it didn’t have the speed or force that it would have had it been thrown by Eltiana, so I was able to snatch it out of the air.


I stuffed the lodestone back into my dimensional storage before it could cause anymore mishaps and handed Eltiana her iron-tipped knife back, hand on the blade and presenting the handle.


“You know, any other elf who tried that would have lost their hand.” Eltiana remarked as she accepted the dagger, holding the weapon at the edge of the very edge of the handle and keeping her fingers well away from the iron tip.


“I’ll have to figure out a way to make these things safe to handle. I’ll have Mac print a box or something up. Until then, I’ll need you to get some elves on digging a reservoir upriver. I plan on using these things to take the iron out of the water and make it drinkable.”

“Fascinating. That’s a clever use of such a deadly weapon.” Eltiana replied. “But you’ll still need to pull it up occasionally yourself. It’s going to accumulate iron dust, and that won’t be safe for anyone to remove except for you.”

“That’s actually the best part. I can just scrape the iron off the magnet instead of having to sift through sand for hours on top of getting iron-free drinking water for all of you. Considering its magically-enhanced power, it should be able to strip magnetite right out of the flowing river water. It shouldn’t have much of an impact on the hematite content, but it will make the water that much easier to filter through other processes.”


“Well, I don’t know what either of those are. Iron is iron to us.” Eltiana shrugged. “But if digging a pond will help us get clean water, I’ll get some of Assyrus’ people on it. They’re brawny and better built for manual labor.”

“Good. But before that, I said you could use my cultivation chamber? Do you want to see it?”

“Very much so!” Eltiana replied, “Let me grab those zeal crystals.”

She returned moments later with the same pouches she’d used in the dungeon to collect crystals. We left the Hidden Serpent encampment behind and entered The Wanderer, heading to the back corner where the cultivation chamber was located.

“Impressive.” Eltiana said. “This room seals in mage acolyte zeal effortlessly.”

“Don’t count on it blocking anything beyond that though,” I warned, “Sava met her little disaster advancing to the mage acolyte realm in this very room. Zeal from beyond the wizard level swept right through here.”

“If only I could gain a teleportation technique like she did.” Eltiana said. “That would be incredibly useful, considering my skill set. Sadly, I don’t think whatever happened to her is repeatable.”

“It nearly cost her her life,” I agreed, “And I wouldn’t be willing to risk losing you to try and artificially replicate those circumstances.”

“How sweet. You do care, Theo.” Eltiana teased as she shut the door to the cultivation chamber. Soon I was alone in the command center. At least until Mac gave me the notification I’d been waiting for. The reincarnation chamber was finished.







I entered the room of the Follower Reincarnation chamber slowly and deliberately. It looked entirely out of place, relative to everything else in the ship. As soon as I stepped into the room I was standing in a small clearing, with one large oak tree growing in the center.

“What do I do?” I asked Mac.

[Present the soul you wish to reincarnate.] Mac instructed. [Place it on a tree branch.]

I reached into my dimensional storage, pulling out Melise’s soul.

“See you again soon, Melise.” I said, caressing the glowing ball of light.

I pushed the ball of light against a tree branch. It stuck, clinging to the tree as a small umbilical cord of zeal stretched from the tree to the reddish-yellow soul.

When it was finished, Melise’s soul hung suspended on one of the tree’s branches like an apple dangling from a tree.

[Now you must care for the tree. Water it with the blood of your enemies and the fruits will mature until your follower is reborn.”

“What? The blood of my enemies! What’s that supposed to mean?”

[Just what it sounds like.] Mac answered. [Of course, you could also just use points.]

“That, I think, is going to be easier.” I replied. How much is this going to set me back?

[Twenty-two thousand,] Mac answered. [And you’re only getting it that cheap because she’s a mage acolyte. If you were trying to revive that orc in here? Thirty thousand points easily.]

“Mac…” I whined, “I can’t afford that!”

[Well then go make some enemies and slaughter them for their life blood! You need elf vitality to make this work.] Mac explained.

“Vitality?” I said with a grin. “That’s something I can do”

Mac groaned. [Please don’t make a mess. Again. And some of that stuff really does have to be blood. I wasn’t kidding about the blood sacrifice stuff.]

“Understood. I owe some blood vitality potions anyway. Might as well get somewhere with that. I’ll need to recruit some help in the lab. By the way,” I pulled all the lodestones I’d gathered out of my dimensional storage. “I’ll need these encased in that black plastic of yours. Make a few places to tie off a rope. I’ll be tying them off and throwing them into a pond. They’re going to be my fast and easy way of collecting iron.”

[Are those magically-reinforced super magnets?] Mac asked fearfully.


“Yeah, why?”


[Move them to the other side of the ship please. Those things screw with your head. Not the head of a fleshy organic, but they can cause problems for me. Presumably The Wanderer is shielded, but I’m not. How about I just scan them, print up a few boxes, and you can snap them on yourself?]


“Fine. I’ll find time for it.” The lodestones were made of magnetite themselves, so it wasn’t like I could hand the task off to one of the elves. I pulled them back into my dimensional storage for safe keeping as I left to find one of my girls.







This time, I was able to find Illiel. She was wandering around The Wanderer, doing as its name suggested, perhaps.

“What do you need help with, Theo? She asked innocently. The way her hips swayed was not so innocent.

“I,” I stepped closer to her, pressing my body against hers “Have needs of a more personal nature this time. I need you to help me with alchemy.”

Illiel deflated in disappointment. “Alchemy?”

“Yes, Alchemy. For starters, you’re going to be operating the fuel tap.” I said, gesturing to my nether regions.

Illiel instantly picked up what I was implying.

“Oh!” she said, perking up. “Alright, let’s make some potions!”







Moments later Illiel was on her knees. She had a jar in one hand and was fumbling with my pants with the other. It reminded me a lot of Sava.

On her knees, Illiel reached up and cupped my balls while moving her other hand up and down the base of my shaft. My tool was already hardening rapidly, but thanks to Illiel’s ministrations it was growing even faster.

As I hardened, Illiel parted her delicate lips, flicking her tongue over my head, all the while working my shaft with one hand and massaging my balls with the other.

She ran her lips and mouth down the underside of my shaft, teasing me with the sensation of her touch. She let my cock run across her lovely face. The touch of her skin there was absolutely heavenly.

Illiel stopped touching me with her hands just long enough to reach behind her and undo the knot keeping her shirt on. A few buttons in the front later and her breasts were hanging free. Illiel wasn’t as well endowed as Sava, and nowhere near as well endowed as Yorik, but what breasts she had were pale and sculpted to perfection. I was thrilled to be able to enjoy them.

I realized why she’d done that moments later, when she pressed the shaft of my cock between her breasts, kneading the lumps of flesh on her chest and squeezing them, and my cock, together.

“How creative of you.” I said.

Illiel giggled. “I’m just trying to try something new. I had this idea, but had never heard of it being done before.”

“I have, and I think it’s pretty hot.”

Just as I was ready for more, Illiel pulled back, taking me back into her warm wet mouth. She was finally done teasing me.

Now she bobbed up and down on the head of my cock. She couldn’t take the full length of my shaft, but that was no surprise. My muscles weren’t the only thing that had grown since becoming a cultivator.

As Illiel’s warm wet mouth wrapped around the head of my cock, her arms worked the base and the shaft like a pump. My spit-slicked member pulsed under her touch and she worked it.

“Get the vial!” I groaned, ready to blow.

Illiel scrambled to grab the prepared vial, balancing it between her breasts. I exploded like a fountain, covering the bottom of the container in cum.

Illiel examined her haul. “I’ll have to ask Sava, but this should be good for five or six lust vitality elixirs, depending on how we want to stretch it.”

“Do those work the same as the blood variety?” I asked.

Illiel nodded. “Almost exactly. We’re just swapping out the core ingredient.”

“Good.” I said. “From now on that’s what we’re making. I hate having blood drawn.”

“This way is more fun anyway.” Illiel smirked. “So, do you want to make the potions now?”

“Just six of them?” I asked.

“Six vitality elixirs would be worth enough to live for years, even out in the wider world!”

“Well, I’m a busy man.” I replied. “Let’s fill that vial up and see if we can’t make a batch of a hundred.”

“Are you even able to go — Oh my!” Illiel gasped, feeling my cock hardening again at her slightest touch.

Like I said, benefits of being a cultivator.

I reached behind Illiel, pulling down that short skirt of hers.

Instantly understanding my desires, Illiel hopped up on the nearest table, pulling her skirt fully off her body, so all that was left were those knee-high socks elves loved.

I approached, sanding adjacent to the table and taking off my remaining clothes.

Sava had left a pillow on this table raided from the personal chambers, likely for this exact purpose. Illiel reclined sensually on the workbench, massaging my cock with one hand to bring it up to full hardness once more. As she did, I noticed her free hand worming towards her nether regions, where they teased at her wet and waiting womanhood.

Unwilling to let her wait any longer, I tapped her on the shoulder. She didn’t resist as I flipped her over and spun her around until her face was pressed into the pillow and her ass was hanging over the table.

With one hand on her back and the other aiming my shaft, I teased the opening of her pussy. The head of my penis quickly became wet and slippery as I touched her dripping nether regions. She moaned in delight as I touched her. I grunted in delight as I pushed into her.

Her lower lips were every bit as sensational as her upper lips.

“Mhmmm!” Illiel moaned into the pillow

“You like that?” I asked. “Because I’ve got another couple inches to give you!”

I pushed all the way in. Illiel’s moan turned higher pitch and sharper. Then I began withdrawing. When I did, she pushed her ass towards me, as if yearning to be filled again.

Obliging the request of her body, I thrust into her. I felt the warm embrace of her insides as I fucked her and leaned into her on the table.

I ran my hand across her ass and back as I penetrated her, then fingered her nipples. She moaned as I flicked the tip. I planted a kiss on the back of her neck.

Five minutes later and I blew my second load, exploding like a fire hose all over her back.

“Damn. Missed the vial.” I said.

“Guess we’ll just have to go again.”







Illiel had been pacing the floor setting the equipment up to brew these modified blood vitality potions, the lust vitality potions.

“You don’t have to do that. I’m sure Sava will be more than happy to brew the potions.” I told her.

“I admit that Sava’s skill in alchemy has always surpassed mine.” Illiel replied. “My interests have always been interdisciplinary. The pursuit of knowledge in general. Still, I’d like to be able to generate potions myself, while my limited alchemical talent is still useful to you.”

“Illiel, are you jealous of Sava?” I questioned.

Illiel shied away. “Well… she’s a mage acolyte now too. One with the ability to teleport thanks to some freak of magic. And she’s well on her way to becoming a journeyman alchemist. I’m fairly knowledgeable, but I’m not learning anything new. Sava is.”

“Okay. What if I bought you some new books? I’m sure Grotkins has some in his shop.”

Illiel’s face lit up. “That would be wonderful! I’m always interested in learning about new monsters and magic.”

I chuckled. “Alright, I’m glad you’re enthusiastic. In truth, I was planning on researching the stuff myself, but if you can read it for me so I can just ask you whatever I need to know, that’s even better.”

Illiel embraced me, and finally took up my offer of laying down to bask in the afterglow with me.

That lasted mere moments before I was interrupted by my increasingly busy life.

“Theo? Theo! Theo!” a voice called out from within the command center.

“Ugh.” I ran a hand across my face. “Let’s see what it is this time.”

Katiana opened the door to the alchemy lab, stepping back once she saw both me and Illiel were naked. She didn’t leave though, and her eyes lingered for a long time on both my body and Illiel’s.

“Oh… I didn’t know you two were busy… doing alchemy stuff. Anyhow, I’ve got a message for you, Theo.” Katiana said.

“How urgent is it?” I asked, shaking off the weariness.

“Extremely. That agent of the Sakaku clan?”

I perked up. “What about her? Has she made a move? Did anything important happen?”

“Yes, and yes.” Katiana replied. “She sent one of her subordinates here. They’re right outside.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










I HAD MANY questions, the first of which was how this Sakaku clan agent was able to travel all the way into the camp right outside of my castle without me hearing a word of it.

“Didn’t you pick up on her though?” I asked Mac.

[Certainly. I learned there was an elf approaching the camp at great speed.] Mac replied. [There’s nothing unusual about that. Elves come and go all the time from here.]

I sighed. Clearly I’d need better security measures put in place.

“Alright,” I said, “I guess I’ve got to talk to her.”

 I stepped outside to find the Sakaku clan’s agent being attended to by a mix of purple and blue haired elves. Both of them were doing it incredibly awkwardly. One Hidden Serpent tribe elf put a cup of plant juice in the Sakaku elf’s hand while a Waterbeetle elf overfilled it, sending plant juice spilling onto the Sakaku elf’s lap.

“Blasted backwoods savages!” The elf cursed

“Sorry, sorry.” The Waterbeetle elf apologized. That’s when I realized it was Assyrus awkwardly serving her.

“No, put that down.” The Sakaku clan agent said as Assyrus tried to wipe the stain off.

Assyrus hastily tried to back up, which only caused her to spill more plant juice on the Sakaku elf.

“I said, PUT THAT DOWN, you backwoods oversized oaf!” The Sakaku clan elf yelled, roughly pushing Assyrus away from her.

“Hey!” I yelled, taking a deep breath to keep my temper in check. “I heard we had a guest. You wanted to speak with me?”

The elf curled her nose in disgust. “Really? A male in the fourth layer of zeal accumulation? You’re what everyone was excited over? What a let down. Where’s the chief of this tribe?”

“This clan,” I emphasized the title, “is the Hearthwood clan, and it composes the four remaining tribes of the Hearthwood, and a few refugees we collected.”

“I know what you’ve been calling yourselves.” The Sakaku clan elf glanced around derisively. “And you’ve decided to call yourself a clan? You have a decent keep, but everyone seems to be living in tents… not much of a clan at all really. And I haven’t seen a single true mage, let alone a wizard. Have the queendom’s standards for clan-hood truly fallen this low?”

“What business is it of yours what we call ourselves?” I snapped back.

She narrowed her eyes. “Watch your tone with me, heartwielder.”

I glanced at her through mage sight.




Tullia Sweeper (Mage Acolyte, Level 13)

A mage acolyte from one of the Sakaku Clan’s many servant families.




I breathed a sigh of relief at the realization that she wasn’t the true mage everyone had been talking about, and wasn’t even a member of the Sakaku main family.

This elf was only just barely in the mage acolyte realm herself! And yet she was arrogantly looking down on me and mine. Why was Assyrus letting herself be pushed around by someone who should be her equal?

“I’ll speak how I please in my home.” I replied, a bit of anger creeping into my voice at this arrogant stranger. “Now speak your business and leave, Tullia Sweeper.”

Whatever surprise she had at me knowing her name was washed over by the mask of anger on her face at my reply.

“Listen here, all of you backwoods elves who don’t know death when you see it! I’m an ambassador from the Sakaku clan. Matriarch Crimson Dragon made a deal with us, and she was supposed to take over the Hearthwood forest on my mistress’s behalf. You killed her, which is an insult to us. Despite my advice, my mistress was prepared to offer your current matriarch the same deal as we had given matriarch Crimson Dragon, but she hasn’t even shown herself, and worse, allowed her subordinates to insult me at every opportunity.” The elf reached for her belt, where a gleaming ironwood saber rested, of far higher quality than what the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe could produce. “When I return to my mistress’s side, I will advise her to exterminate the entire lot of you and hand over control of this forest to someone who’s served her loyally for many years.

“Worse, when I return to the Sakaku clan and report that the savages that reside here are openly hostile to our clan, they’ll have to crush you all personally to right this insult.” She pulled her saber out and dropped it on the ground. Instead of falling there it hovered and hands distance in the air. Tullia stepped on the sword and I realized it wasn’t a sword at all. It was a transportation device in sword form.

“Tullia,” I tried one last time, “perhaps we got off on the wrong foot. Come inside. I’m sure we can work something out.” Silently, I opened my dimensional storage, tugging on my steel sword.

“Too late for that.” Tullia spat. “In my mercy, I’ll give you this warning. In two weeks the Sakaku clan will send an army here. Flee now and a few of you might live. Stay here and you’ll either be dead or enslaved.”

“So be it.” I answered, drawing the steel sword from my dimensional storage. I called on earth zeal from my spellheart. Combining the surging power through my meridians with what was already there from the Blackgorge Fiendbody gave me an explosive surge of strength. Tullia’s back was turned, and in that one moment I brought the steel sword swinging down in a powerful arc against her shoulder.

A week ago I never would have been able to make this move against a mage acolyte. She would have had to be caught completely off guard like Red Serpent had been. But I had been transformed back in the dungeon. Combining the power of the Sutra of the Living Earth with the Blackgorge Fiendbody, I felt like a monster in human skin.

In a flash, my sword reached her, bisecting the elf from shoulder to hip before she even realized what had happened. Before even I had time to think about what I’d done.

I noticed that there was no purple discoloration occurring when I cut her too. Steel seemed to kill elves just as easily as iron, but in an entirely different way. It tore zeal away from whatever it came into contact with, pulling it into itself.

My sword vibrated like it had been hit like a hammer. I felt an unnatural feeling creep up my arm, like every cell was being pulled apart and pushed together again. Tullia must have cultivated a type of zeal I was entirely unfamiliar with.


I was unwilling to let my spellheart become contaminated by this exotic flavor of zeal, and as a feeble fourth layer heartwielder I had no chance of overpowering this zeal with earth zeal drawn from my spellheart. So, I had no choice but to release the blade back into my dimensional storage.




Tullia Sweeper slain. (+150 points) 




My weapon was double-edged, both literally and figuratively. I could use it to kill others easily, but doing so risked harming my own powers. Perhaps enchantments were the key to removing this weakness?

Losing all power, Tullia’s flying sword she’d been standing on collapsed on the ground, waking me from my musings. Immediately realizing how useful something like this would be, I picked it up and tossed it in my dimensional storage, along with the body of the elf. I had a use for her blood, after all. I took a breath to mask the shiver running down my spine. This wasn’t the first elf I’d killed, but this was the first time I’d felt so cornered since meeting Sava.







“Theo… what have you done?” Eltiana said in a hushed whisper.

“You… you killed her…” Assyrus said, practically shaking.

“So easily too.” Sava said, approaching from inside a tent. “I didn’t know you’d gotten this strong.”

“You’re all wrong.” I interrupted. “I didn’t kill anyone. See?” I gestured absorbing everything into my dimensional storage. “Nothing here.”

“Theo… what —” Assyrus began, but I cut her off.

“There never was a visitor from the Sakaku clan. You all were mistaken. Just a rumor blown out of control. Something must have happened to her in the forest while traveling here. There is a wizard-realm mystic beast on the loose out there, after all.”

“Do you really think that excuse will keep the Sakaku clan at bay?” Sava asked, doubtful.

“No. But it does give us an excuse. And time to prepare gifts for the next Sakaku ambassador. Hopefully, whoever comes next will be less hostile.” I replied. “Sava, that means we’re going to have to work extra hard. I’d like to be able to hand over a box of hundred lust vitality elixirs, as a gesture of friendship. Do you think that should do it, Illiel?”

Illiel nodded slowly. “The Sakaku clan is a large clan. It isn’t uncommon for one of their members to run afoul of other powers. So long as you show respect and that you have no ill intentions towards their clan, such a gift should be enough to forgive killing a mage acolyte from a servant family. Especially if you continue to insist she died in the forest. That lets them save face.”

“You hear that, everyone?” I said to the surrounding elves. “Don’t want to be killed or enslaved by the Sakaku clan? There was no ambassador, and that’s the story you’re sticking to. Your sister asks? There was no ambassador. She must have died in the forest. Your chief asks? There was no ambassador. She must have died in the forest. Your own mother asks? There was no Sakaku ambassador.”

There were nods all around, and I put it out of mind just as I’d urged the elves to do. If you wish to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself. It might get out eventually, but I could only hope that by then it would have happened long enough ago that it wouldn’t matter.

“Now then,” I continued, as if nothing had happened, “everyone back to work!”

The elves shuffled off, many of them very disturbed by the day’s events. Still, at least they weren’t gossiping about it.

“I’ll get started on those vitality potions.” Sava said.

“I’ll help Sava.” Illiel added.

“I will go… help train some of the new dungeon divers.” Assyrus said, clearly wanting to get her mind off of recent events.

It was just me and Eltiana, and she tilted her head at me quizzically.


“You have a strange temper, Theo. I saw it firsthand when I first met you and heard about it from the Waterbeetle elves who tried to capture you.” She shifted in place, looking down at her feet as she watched me out of the corners of her eyes. She was looking at me like one would look at a lion. Not meek, but trying her best not to look like a challenger.


“You’re all smiles and teamwork when you can be. But the moment that fails you don’t hesitate to spill blood.” The purple-haired assassin shook her head. “You’re a patient father… and an unflinching killer.”


I released the smile I’d been holding. “Go. You have work to do.” I gave Eltiana a pat on the shoulder. She winced and I noticed her hand go to her belly, where I’d stabbed her when we first met.

“I’d better go send out some of my tribesmen.” Eltiana said as she backed away. “It’s only a matter of time before the Sakaku clan sends a new… an ambassador here. We’ll want to be prepared, with properly trained serving staff borrowed from the Songstone faction.”

“Agreed, see it done. Thank you.” I waved to Eltiana who made to enter the big tent Sava had just left.

“I’d like to hear your story someday, Theo.” Eltiana called over her shoulder.

I shook my head. “I don’t have one worth telling.”

Slowly, Eltiana closed the flap to the tent. It had been serving as the dedicated clan hall while the elves built more permanent fortifications and repaired the guard towers. There weren’t enough tall trees here to build those tree villages the elves loved, the nature cultivators were planting more saplings by the day and growing them at supernatural speeds. Some of the earth cultivators had taken to building traditional ground-based structures as well. I personally didn’t mind either, so long as they were well constructed and wouldn’t fall down on passersby.

With the elves all back to work, I returned to The Wanderer to take a look at the Resurrection chamber.







The resurrection room was the same as I’d left it. One big tree stood in the center with Melise’s soul dangling form it like a glowing orange fruit.

“So, Mac. I have some blood of an enemy.”

Mac took a second to fire up the speakers before replying. [So I saw. You sure work fast. That was a little brutal though. Say, you’re not going to make a habit of slicing people in half, are you?]

I smiled darkly. “No Mac, I don’t plan on it.”

[Good. It’s an awfully messy way to kill people.]

“So,” I changed the topic, “how does this work? Do I just water the tree with the blood?”

[You could do that… but again, messy.] Mac replied. [I’ve got an idea… let me see if I can… done. I’ve set the dimensional storage to do all the hard work. You should know, the algorithm I wrote in that half second would take a human—]

“Crystallized blood?” I interrupted, “So you made it so the dimensional storage would keep it separate from the body?”

[That’s right! I set the dimensional storage up to automatically remove all the water and store the blood in an easy to handle mess-free crystal!]

“Thank you, Mac.” I pulled a deep crimson diamond-shaped shard out of the dimensional storage and tossed it on the ground at the base of the resurrection tree.




Blood Accepted. Revival progress: 10 percent




“That’s it?”

[That’s it.] Mac confirmed. [You’ll need a lot of blood from an enemy elf of equivalent level to revive Melise. The conversion isn’t perfect after all. Melise was an early mage acolyte, which means you’ll need blood from at least nine more early mage acolytes to revive her. Or the blood of a whole village’s worth of zeal accumulation elves.]

“Melise wouldn’t want me slaughtering a village. Will monster blood do?”

Mac tisked. [I’m afraid not. Well, not unless it’s a fully sentient monster species. I suppose orc blood would probably work. I’m afraid Barbed-tooth raptor blood won’t do anything.]

“Damn.” I cursed, having thought reviving Melise was just around the corner. “Well, considering the rate at which I make enemies, it’s only a matter of time.”

[That’s the spirit! Go on a killing spree and I’m sure you’ll be wetting your wick again in no time!]

“Ha.” I deadpanned at my robot companion. “Alright, nothing more can be done on this front. What’s next on the itinerary?”

[Funny you should mention that…] Mac trailed off [I’m picking something of interest up on the scanner right now. You know how you wanted me to track the shadowblade beast?]

I got a sinking feeling in my gut. “Not again. Is it headed for a third tribe?”

[Actually, good news!] Mac chirped happily before dropping into a more serious tone. [With a small dash of bad news. The good news is that the shadowblade beast appears to have taken up a permanent residence! That makes it much easier to predict its movements. The bad news is that permanent residence is in the area between the Songstone division and the surviving Riverweed tribe members. In other words, it’s situated itself near the most heavily populated region of the forest.]

“Great. We’ll have to warn them both though.” I said.

[Which elf should I send out? Illiel and Assyrus made good time last run.]

“No,” I shook my head, “I’ll go myself. I have a new toy I want to test out. Do call for Sava though. I’d like her to come with me.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










SAVA JOINED ME minutes later, having come as soon as she heard her tribe was in danger.

“It should take us half the day to run there if we make good time.” Sava said.

“We’re not running.” I pulled the flying sword I’d looted off the Sakaku ambassador out of my dimensional storage. “We’re flying.”

Flying ended up being harder than I thought. Not only did it take concentration and a lot of zeal, but trying to fly standing on a sword was downright impossible. Which moron decided flying swords was a good method of air-based transportation? I’d take a flying chariot over a flying sword any day.

Still, with Sava’s help I managed to get the sword stable. An ordinary fourth layer heartwielder would have long since run out of zeal to power the device, but Yorik’s Blackgorge Fiendbody gave me a far deeper well to draw from than an ordinary spellheart user.

“When you reach mage acolyte, ordinary earth cultivators of the same level won’t be able to hold a candle to you.” Sava shook her head in envy.

“As it should be,” I replied, “Since I’m going to have to get there twice over. This body training technique of Yorik’s eats spellhearts.”

“You don’t know how blessed by the heavens you are, do you Theo?” Sava asked. “You didn’t even know what zeal was three months ago, and you’re already pushing against the bounds of the mage acolyte realm. I didn’t think I’d be a mage acolyte this decade. And you did it in a few months! More than that, you’ve been inducted not only into elvish cultivation, but the orcish style too!”

“I admit I’ve had a few opportunities others have not…” I steadied the flying sword, finally getting it to hover stably in the air. “But you have to admit I’ve put in some work. Besides, I think I’ve got a bit of talent for it.” The flying sword finally stopped shaking. “Ha! I think I’ve finally got it balanced!”

“More than a bit.” Sava replied. “I’ve never used a flying sword myself, but everything I’ve heard has told me that it should take weeks to learn how to use one. If not months. And yet here you are after a few minutes.” Sava sighed, “I just know that that’s going to get you into trouble, somehow.”

“If I couldn’t even do this much,” I replied, “I’d hardly be worthy of being Patriarch of the grand and mighty Hearthwood clan.”

Sava laughed. “Even if you never lifted a finger from this day forth, what you’ve done makes you plenty worthy of us. I don’t know if we’ll ever be a great and mighty clan, but with the gift of alchemy and a few more recipes I’m certain the Hearthwood will never be the poor and desolate place it used to be.”

“Early days, Sava.” I wrapped my arm around her, scooping her onto the flying sword. “If I have my way the roads around my castle will be paved with gold and my hundreds of descendants will be both wise and strong.”

“Hundreds you say?” Sava purred. “Quite ambitious, aren’t you? Segolas hasn’t even manifested a body yet. Word is the tribal chiefs you helped reincarnate are only just hatching now.”

“Are they? I suppose that’s good news. If they became mage acolytes once they can do so again.” I frowned, “But I think more mage acolytes won’t be enough. We need a true mage. And eventually we’ll need elves even higher than that.” With that, I set the flying sword to soar into the air, above the treeline.







We followed the river to the Riverweed settlement. The series of streams near The Wanderer gathered into a large river which the local elves called the Greenweed. Apparently, the iron particles that it contained were slowly absorbed by the massive number of weeds and plants throughout the slow-moving water.

The plants and algae turned the river green for most of its length, hence the name Greenweed. Both the elves of the Riverweed tribe and now the elves of the Songstone division depended on the Greenweed for water — and resources in the former’s case.

Traveling above the trees was surreal to me, but especially to Sava, who had spent her entire life below them. She’d never seen the tops of trees except when looking down from the branches of an even taller tree. To be this high up was…

“Theo,” Sava hugged my waist, “do you have to fly so high?”

“Don’t worry,” I said comfortingly, “At these heights death would be quick and painless.”

Sava was not comforted. “Not helping.”

“I’m only joking.” I laughed, waving my hand. Sava glared at me, urging me to keep one hand on the hilt of the flying sword. I’d originally tried to fly the sword like a surfboard, but found it easier to control the thing if I crouched, holding the hilt like a rudder. “I’ve heard that crashing over a forest is much more survivable than crashing over flat terrain. The breaking branches cushion your fall. Since you’re a mage acolyte, you’d probably just wind up with a few bruises. A broken bone or two at most. And considering the number of vitality elixirs you’ve been brewing I’m sure that would be no issue.”

“Still not helping.” Sava muttered, burying her face into my chest.

Seeing as how I was on my own for navigation, I stuck close to the river. I marveled at how lush and beautiful the Hearthwood seemed. And at the same time, how much smaller it looked from the air.

In the few minutes we’d been flying to the south, I’d covered nearly a quarter of its distance. With this flying sword, I shouldn’t have a problem crossing the forest multiple times in a day. The area I was familiar with really wasn’t that large traveling by air. Perhaps I would travel further afield once I’d replenished my zeal stores.

That was the limiting problem with this thing. I was the power source, which meant it could only fly as long as I could continue applying earth zeal. Sava told me that in a pinch zeal crystals could also power the device, but I wouldn’t waste a resource like that unless absolutely necessary.

An ordinary elf at the fourth layer of zeal accumulation would have had to land within a minute of taking off. I was able to travel a good deal further. Though I had downgraded to the fourth layer, I was able to draw upon the Blackgorge Fiendbody that Yorik had taught me, pulling earth zeal from my own body. It didn’t work as fluidly as pulling zeal from a spellheart, but it could definitely bolster my feeble reserves. It wasn’t very efficient, but it worked.

“You’re lucky this sword takes earth zeal in the first place.” Sava said. “Normally it’s air zeal. That’s the most efficient for flying. This must be a generic flying sword built to work with any aspect. That makes it more valuable, considering the additional enchantments it needs.”

“Well, it’s certainly an excellent present for me. Almost worth those hundred lust vitality potions we’re going to give them to make sure they’re not mad. That’s a painful loss.”

Sava snorted, her mind taken off flying for a bit. “You just provide the raw ingredients, and I know for a fact it isn’t a painful process for you. I’m the one slaving over a hot cauldron for days to brew them up.”

We chatted for a while longer before finally catching sight of the Riverweed tribe. I set the flying sword to ground just out of sight. We’d make the remaining distance on foot. A Sakaku clan ambassador had been flying around on a sword just like this one, so I wanted to wait at least a few weeks before using it publicly.







The Riverweed tribe was a shell of its former self. Of the many tree houses they favored, half were burned, toppled, or completely destroyed. From their dilapidated state, I was certain many of those that remained were unoccupied. The clan really had been almost wiped out by matriarch Crimson Dragon and her clan.

That fact was made all the clearer when I approached with Sava. As soon as the first Riverweed elf caught sight of her a call rang out from home to home. Many elves had been gathered around trees chanting or picking weeds in the river. All of them dropped whatever they were doing to rush in our direction.

Green-haired elves immediately surrounded us, and I noted that there was nobody above the sixth layer of zeal accumulation among them. They must have all been killed defending their tribe.

“Hello Setina, Leafa, Petina…” Sava greeted each of the elves by name, touching them on the shoulders in a way that spoke of intimate familiarity. Sava had grown up with these elves. She was probably related to many of them.

“You… you’re a mage acolyte!?” The tallest and oldest of the elves said with a delighted whisper.

The other elves must have probed Sava’s cultivation then as well, and all had bright smiles on their face when they realized their tribal leader was actually a mage acolyte.

“This is amazing! I was afraid our tribe’s days were done, but with another mage acolyte we’ll be able to hold onto some of our standing among the tribes!”

“That’s right.” Sava said. “I was able to make it, thanks to that chaka you see there.” She nodded in my direction.

“Hi.” I waved awkwardly.

The Riverweed elves expressed no awkwardness of their own as they quickly swarmed me. I felt hands on my body as the elves poked at me.

“Amazing!” One of the elves said, “he’s at the same layer of zeal accumulation as me, and yet his skin is so tough! Almost like an orc!”

“When have you ever laid eyes on an orc, let alone touched one!” One of the other elves criticized.

“I did too!” the first elf replied. “I saw one wandering the forest with the new chief! She had these huge —” The elf held her hands in front of her chest, as if cupping a massive pair of breasts. Yes, she was talking about Yorik alright.

I was happy to see that the Riverweed elves were doing well. I was less happy to see that many of them still bore circular scars around their necks and wrists. Mementos from their brief time as slaves that still hadn’t faded. My mood fell further when I remembered that we were here to evacuate them from their homes.

“Look,” I began, “I know you all just started rebuilding, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to pack your things. There’s something dangerous coming this way.”

Sava nodded along before I could get any protests. “He’s right. There’s a big and deadly monster and the best thing to do is stay out of its way.”

“The forest demon is coming here?” the Riverweed elves huddled closer together. One of them grabbed Sava’s arm and clung to her, seeking protection. They’d really taken to her as their new leader. Quite the contrast to Assyrus and the Waterbeetle tribe.

“I’m afraid so.” I answered, seeing no reason to lie to them. “But don’t worry. I’ve got a safe place. Katiana’s already there.”

“Big sister Katiana? We heard she went off to join some army.” One of the elves said. “Some crazy elf wanted to lead an expedition upriver, where all the water is poison and you can’t eat the fish or plants without spending hours getting rid of the poison first.”

Sava quickly grabbed the elf and looked at me with a glance of apologies.

I waved her off. “Well, this crazy guy actually ended up succeeding. We made it upriver and I’ve even got some food and monster meat collected. There’s plenty of food that isn’t contaminated ready for you when you get there. Plus, the zeal’s a lot better around there. That means faster cultivation into the mage acolyte ranks.”

That last fact won them over the most. Everyone had looked at Sava and I noticed them rekindling their looks of awe at her rapid progress. I also noticed a touch of hunger. That mix of respect and envy was becoming familiar to me. These were elves who saw someone a step above themselves, and longed to ascend to such levels themselves.

With no further prompting or instructions, the Riverweed elves began packing what little they had managed to save from the Crimson Dragon clan or what few things they purchased or built in the reconstruction of their tribe. I was certain they would have been ready to leave immediately, had I asked. The gloomy looks when they gazed at the rapidly withering tree houses told me that the weight of their recent losses weighed heavily on them. The destruction of their tribe had filled with so much loss and shame most longed to leave such burdens behind and start fresh. Well, I had the opportunity for them if they had the ambition.

Sava had thought ahead though. While the Crimson Dragon clan had looted or destroyed nearly everything of value when they attacked the Riverweed tribe, they had left a number of less valuable tools behind. Cauldrons mostly, for practicing the herblore and crude potion making the Riverweed elves were fond of. Sava had them gather up everything of use. The number of herbalist tools was far in excess of the number of surviving elves skilled in using them, but Sava had them gather up the tools all the same. She planned for the Hearthwood clan to have strong roots in alchemy, and planned to take everything and anything that furthered that goal.

While the elves were scavenging up every tool and trinket that was remotely useful for the craft of their tribe, I received a message from Mac.

[Theo?] Mac projected, [Remember how I said that the shadowblade seems to have settled down? Well, it just left and is hunting abroad for the first time in a while.]

[Is it on the way here?] I asked back in alarm.

[Thankfully no. It’s headed in another direction. But the location of its den might be of interest to you.] Mac opened my own minimap, causing a dot to light up just across the river to the east of my current position.

[That looks like it should be about where Sava’s secluded grotto is.]

[More than that.] Mac replied, [It’s exactly where Sava’s secluded grotto is. That’s where the creature has been digging.]

[Good thing we moved Segolas to the Songstone division’s new base. You’re certain that the shadowblade isn’t home?]

[Quite. Based on my records of it’s usual travel habits, it is extremely unlikely to be back before nightfall. Even if it decided to come bounding back at full speed I would be able to give you enough warning to escape, now that you have that flying sword.]

[Alright then. I’m going to go check it out.] I called Sava to me and explained the situation. After some hesitation, she ran off to finalize her instructions to her tribe members and joined me for another quick trip by flying sword.







Traveling through the air on my flying sword, I was able to easily identify an acre-wide circle of dead trees and vegetation surrounding a massive pit of freshly turned dirt.

The enchanted dais upon which I’d learned to cultivate earth zeal on had been buried somewhere under that massive pile of dirt. The shadowblade had no use for the tiny stone seat.

It did however appear to be very interested in whatever was beneath it. The hole lead down into the earth at an angle, tunneling to just under where the dais had been.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing towards the end of the tunnel, where something gleamed in the light.

“Bronze.” Sava answered. “Heavily warded. I honestly don’t think I’ve ever seen anything this well secured.” We both inspected the massive doors, faintly glowing with traces of light that betrayed the intricate script that controlled its magical seal.

“Apparently the shadowbeast has never encountered anything so strong either.” I said, gesturing to the numerous divots and scratches in the earth surrounding the doors. The shadowblade had clearly tried to break through, but failed.

“This was definitely created by a powerful expert.” Sava said, poking her head behind the doors. “Look.”

I joined her and was surprised to realize that there was no backside to the doors. The shadowblade had been smart enough to try and dig behind the doors to see if there was an easier way in. Unfortunately for it, the door’s creator had solved that flaw by ensuring there was nothing except the massive pair of impenetrable doors.

“Spatial magic?” I asked Sava.

She nodded. “Of the same type that now flows through me. I’m certain that whoever created this is the same cultivator that sealed the shadowblade in the first place.”

“Can you open it?” I asked.

Sava gave me an incredulous look, but stood before the massive bronze doors anyway. She did something with the spatial zeal in her body. The script flared brighter in some places, causing the warding script to reconfigure. For a moment, I caught a flash of familiar symbols on the door.

“No such luck. Whoever made this vault keyed it to more than the signature of their aura. Either that, or my nature aspect has altered the fragment of aura I inherited to the point that it’s no longer the same.” Sava began walking back towards me, but I halted her.

“Wait. Try again.” I insisted, certain I saw words flash across the door.

Sava tried to stir the wards again, pouring her zeal into them. Letters lit up and I was able to make out the first of the words.




WHAT…




“Keep going Sava! I’m getting something!” Sava pushed harder and I saw more letters appear.




…GOES BEST…




The letters were in plain English, and would have made no sense to any elf or beast. But to me they were perfectly legible.




…WITH…




I prepared myself for profound truths of the universe. Or a riddle that would stump me for weeks, if not months.




…BEER?




The last word flashed once before fading away. Sava collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath. Pushing to keep the letters lit had taken a lot out of her.

I shook my head, both delighted at this recent finding and disappointed at the lack of the mind-bending riddle I had been expecting. Still, the handwriting was the same as I’d found scrawled above the letter in the dungeon. This was confirmation of the theory I’d come up with then.

“Nachos.” I said aloud.

The lights on the door flashed quickly before cracking down the middle. Of their own accord, the massive slabs of bronze started swinging open.

Sava yelped as she jumped out of the way, staring at me in surprise.

“Let’s go see what presents Dean left me.” I said with a grin.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










“THESE ARE HISTORIC records from the sixth golden age!” Sava said, gazing at drawings carved on the wall. “Illiel will die of envy when I tell her about this. And on this wall… this is a cultivation technique for adding to zeal directly to spellhearts of any aspect!”

Sava wasted no time in tearing pieces of paper from her notebook and pressing them against the wall. She pulled a chunk of charcoal from her bag and frantically started taking rubbing to copy down the drawings.




Sixth Golden Age script (28% learned)




“You can tell that just by the diagrams?” I asked.

“That’s right.” Sava replied, not even looking in my direction as she frantically made a paper copy of the pictures before us. “Most cultivation manuals are written to mimic the style and format of the sixth golden age. Mostly because all the best ones actually come from that time period or earlier.”




Sixth Golden Age script (42% learned)




As great as drawings were, I was certain that Dean hadn’t built this vault just to protect a few pictures. Sam, maybe, but Dean just wasn’t a picture kind of guy.

So I walked further down the hallway. I’d acquired a number of Sava’s light potions and withdrew one now to illuminate the rest of the chamber. It wasn’t very big. In total, it was about the same size as the command center aboard The Wanderer, perhaps a little smaller. Towards the back was a small door.

Unlike the wood and magic designs that I’d observed thus far among elves, this door was simple pine adorned with a brass knob. It was something more reminiscent of Earth than this world, which instantly told me this was where I was supposed to go.

The room behind the plain pine door matched the style of the door that concealed it. The floors were covered in a cozy carpet and the walls were painted eggshell-white. A few posters hung on the wall, vaguely resembling popular video games in the same way a child’s drawing of an event from memory resembled a photograph.

Really, stick figures?

I shook my head, gazing at the wall, the recliner, the television that couldn’t do anything but light up in a smiley-face… it had Dean written all over it. I ventured further into the room and discovered a piece of cloth thrown over a man-sized figure. I tugged it off to reveal the most detailed and exquisite statue I’d ever seen, contrasting sharply with the posters around the room.

Glowing golden lights from below illuminated a powerful jawline that glistened against piercing eyes cut from brown gemstones. For all his beer and nacho consumption, Dean had some muscle to him. That muscle was evident on this statue, with the fat cut away to reveal a body that would make a greek god weep with envy. This wasn’t the Dean I remembered, this was a hero stepped straight out of legend. Only the cheeky, grin on his face and the childishly innocent way he shrugged his shoulders gave me any indication that this was the Dean I knew.


I’d experienced changes myself since coming to this world and filling my body with zeal, but Dean was years further along. I twisted my shoulders and looked down at myself a bit self-consciously. What fat I’d had had vanished, though I wasn’t sure if that was the zeal or the just the amount of exercise I was now getting. I’d been feeling pretty good about the way I looked these days, especially compared the male elf the Songstone clan brought back, but Dean was on another level entirely.


I assured myself It would only be a matter of time before I caught up to him, and I reached for the statues outstretched hand. Tucked between stone fingers was a letter, sealed by red wax embossed with a symbol that looked like a corn chip. I plucked that letter from the statue’s fingers, broke the seal, and read the message Dean had left for me.




Theo,




If you’re reading this, it means you’re not only awake, but that you’ve also solved my incredible riddle! Good thing too. We worried you’d be brain dead after spending so much time on ice. But if you’re reading this, you’ve managed to save at least a few brain cells. Yay you!

Anyhow, I’m sorry I can’t be there to greet you in person. It turns out we weren’t the only ones to come here, both from back home and from other places and times. Some of these travelers are already awake, and they’re making waves. Worse, I’ve yet to meet one I’d sit down and have a beer with.

There’s a particularly nasty traveler on the continent next to this one who’s become extremely adept at mind magic. They’ve started a cult under the symbol of an eyeball. I know, I already told him he was a total Illuminati rip-off, and that if he was going to start a cult he should at least try and be original. The kid tried to brainwashed me after that! Can you believe that? Some people just can’t take criticism. 

Anyhow, keep an eye on him when you wake up. I’ve done my best to contain him for now, but Sam needs my help. Maybe I’ll be back before you wake up and be there to teach you about the wonders of cultivation, the magic of warding, and the ninety-seven new sexual positions I’ve developed thanks to these super-flexible elves and my rockin’ new bod. But if I’m not, I’ve left behind some stuff to keep you alive.

First, you need money. Each of the nexus locations I sealed should have collected a sizable quantity of zeal crystals. I figured that since I was sealing this place up to keep all the big and scary monsters at bay I might as well put that extra zeal to use. Once you hit late mage acolyte you should be able to make it down there if you’ve assembled a good team.

The small bag of holding contains more, and some of higher quality than you’re likely to find growing after however long it takes you to get this note. Use these ones sparingly, they’re wizard-grade zeal crystals.”

Second, you need spells and techniques. The elves have some of each, though they’re better with the former. The neighboring orc and dwarf worlds have more of the latter, but I suggest staying where you are until you’re ready. I’ve had one of my girls compile a bunch of useful tricks into that book sitting next to the bag of holding. I personally learned by doing, but I know you like to sit down and flip through pages. It also includes a personal journal of sorts. A few records of my journey among the elves of this world so you too can know just how awesome I’ve become.

Third, I’ve got a pendant of mental protection. This is absolutely necessary, as it blocks out the influence of mind aspect cultivators. While we chaka’s, as the elves call us, are naturally resistant to such magic, we’re not immune. These days I don’t ever take mine off, and at some point I’m going to have one tattooed directly on me. Mind magic is on the rise with eyeball boy building his crew, and he’s got a couple of thralls that are actually dangerous. Wear the pendant.

This forest we landed in was quite a dangerous place when we first came along. They called it the Devilbeast Wilds, though I suspect it will need a new name now. Sam and I barely made it out alive, and that was with three wizard-realm elves guiding us. Well, four, but your girl didn’t make it. Sorry, Theo. By the time I was strong enough to hunt down her soul she’d already reincarnated and started a small tribe of local elves by the river. They were too weak to survive in the Devilbeast Wilds, but by the time you’re reading this, the forest should hold no major threats, and they should be able to eke out an existence. Sam said he felt Threads of Fate binding Savatania’s soul to yours, so perhaps you’ll run into her again when you wake up.

As I’ve already mentioned, I’ve taken the liberty of sealing off most of the forest in a pocket dimension. Everything at the wizard-rank or above should be locked away in there. The true mage level creatures and above should wander off now that I’ve sealed most of the zeal. All to keep you safe, pal.

Most of the forest’s landmass stays sealed until you pop open the seventh nexus. I got the dungeon below you to lay traps to keep you out of real trouble until you break past the wizard-realm yourself. Don’t try and open them early, there’s some really dangerous creatures sealed away in there.

Now, since I know things don’t always go perfectly, I left something that will allow you to deal with anything that escapes. The last item on the table is a crystal orb. In it, I’ve sealed a tiny fragment of the soul of each of the wizard-realm beings that I sealed inside the pocket realm.

These creatures will stop at nothing to get this Orb of Devouring if they escape, and they’ll be able to sense the fragment of their souls that I stole wherever it goes. You won’t be able to use the soul fragments for anything more than siphoning a little power unless you become a wizard yourself, but you will be able to threaten the creatures with its powers. You should be able to use it to tap them for zeal, sort of like getting maple syrup from a tree. Except in this case the maple tree wants to kill you. Use it wisely, and keep it in a bag of holding while not in use. The only way to keep them from sensing its location is to store it in another dimension. Use the bag with the zeal crystals if you don’t already have something. Anyway, crack the ball and it will activate the spell I laid inside, killing them all. That would be a tragic waste of resources though, so try to avoid doing that.

And do be careful with the orb. It contains an actual piece of steel. That may not sound impressive but the stuff is incredibly hard to get around here. If iron is like poison steel is like a vacuum. It sucks all the zeal up and greedily devours it. Watch out though. If word gets out of a small fish like you having such an item, the sharks will come out to play. I’ve wrapped it in a layer of iron, enhancing its abilities, and making it impossible for anyone but you to touch. Also, it can now double as a cool disco ball! Three birds, one magical artifact! You can’t not be impressed by that.

Now I’ve got to go rescue Sammy. Take these four gifts and use them well! Watch out for other humans. They aren’t your friends. Also, beware the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Whatever they’ve got planned, it isn’t good. If you’re still that hard-working paranoid nerd you’ve always been I know you’ll thrive in this world. Heck, maybe all these girls will get you to finally loosen up a little!




I know we’ll meet again soon,

Dean.







I wiped a tear I didn’t know I had from my cheek. My friends hadn’t forgotten me.

The first thing I did was open the bag of zeal crystals. Using Dean’s bag of holding wasn’t like my dimensional storage. No menu appeared when I reached my hand into it. Based on what Sava had told me about her pouch, I knew the magic of the bag worked through concentration. I simply thought about emptying the bag and held it upside down.

Out poured thousands of zeal crystals. Even if I had managed to gather up every crystal in that observer’s lair, I wasn’t sure I’d get this many. What’s more, one in every ten crystals gleamed brighter than the rest. I examined them with the ship’s scanner. First the variety I was more familiar with.




Zeal crystal (low grade)




Then the newer, shinier variety.




Zeal crystal (mid grade)




So not all zeal crystals were created equally, and size wasn’t the only factor in terms of their value. I held one of the mid grade crystals in my hand and gauged it to hold zeal of both higher quality and higher concentration than the lesser crystals.

It looked like I was going to have another big glut of points, which was excellent. I could use alchemy to push myself higher in the ranks of zeal accumulation and hopefully unlock more features of the ship. Reviving Melise might also be possible with such a haul.

I frowned in thought. As much as I wanted Melise with me again, she couldn’t fight the Sakaku clan. As painful as it was to lose her, it would be even more painful to lose everyone. These points might be better spent making the girls I had stronger. I’d bring Melise back, but only when I could safely do so.

Nodding in satisfaction, I swept my hand over all the zeal crystals and stowed them away in my dimensional storage.

After collecting all the zeal crystals, I looked at the book of spells and techniques. There was a lot of stuff in here, though more than half of it was Dean bragging about shattering boulders with his bare hands and cleaving off the tops of mountains.

Unfortunately, only one section concerned earth zeal. Dean couldn’t have known what aspect of spellheart I’d bond with, so he’d prepared techniques for all of them. Still, I was able to identify a vastly improved method for controlling earth zeal and launching spikes of earth.

My mind went back to Sava, who was frantically copying down the images on the cave walls. I might not be able to use all the techniques in this book, but the elves probably could.

I placed the book in my dimensional storage where it sat with the zeal crystals. Then I pulled out the pendant of mental protection and wrapped it around my neck.

As soon as the pendant touched my skin it lit up and grew hot to the touch. Much to my alarm, I realized I’d lost my connection to my mind spellheart.

After pulling the necklace off and putting it on a few more times I realized the necklace was interfering with my ability to use mind zeal. That would be a problem. Dean likely never expected me to pick up mind magic myself.

In the end, I decided to keep the necklace in my dimensional storage as well. This way I could continue to use and train mind magic, but if an emergency ever came up where I was being threatened or coerced by a powerful mind mage the pendant would be within easy reach.

Finally came the last and by far the most valuable of Dean’s gifts. The Orb of Devouring. It would allow me to deal with the shadowblade outside, to some small extent. Add in a few chunks of scrap iron and I might just be able to lure it wherever I wanted. Not only that, but I could channel away some of the beast’s power for my own use, hopefully. It was obvious Dean expected me to grind my way to the wizard realm before I started making any waves in the Hearthwood.

That was too slow a timescale for me though. I’d already found people I cared about and started building something important. I’d need the strength to defend what we’d made sooner rather than later.

I suddenly realized the existence of this orb was likely what had drawn the shadowblade to this location. The beast was smart enough to figure out where Dean buried the orb, and once I exited those doors it would be able to sense the orb in full. I’d need to keep the thing locked away.

I decided to double bag the orb, placing it first inside the bag of holding that previously contained the zeal crystals and then putting it in my dimensional storage. I’d have to refrain from taking it out until I knew I was well protected.

Having collected all the items in the room, I left to get Sava.

[Mac,] I projected, [what’s the status of the shadowblade? Is it coming back?]

[You’re good. No sign of it even waking up… no, wait a moment.] I waited in silence for a few seconds before Mac spoke again. [Yes, it just stirred. It almost seems like it smelled something.]

[Damn it! We left the door open.] I cursed, realizing that the shadowblade’s impossible wizard-level senses were far beyond my own. Probably on par with Mac’s scanner aboard The Wanderer.

I ran out into the hallway searching for Sava, who was stacking a sheet of paper that she’d just finished copying down. Her hands were covered in charcoal and she had a big grin on her face. I stepped between her and the statue of Dean as I made a mental note to start doing some crunches.

“Theo! You’re back, good. Take these pieces of paper and —”

“No time for that.” I said, taking her by the arm. “We need to leave, now!” I swept my arm over the pieces of paper Sava had copied down and pulled them into my dimensional storage. I hated to waste even that much time, but convincing Sava to abandon them would have taken at least a few seconds more.

We exited the chamber at a frantic pace, and as we did the large bronze doors slid shut behind us. I heard the shadowblade make a noise in the distance. If a shark could roar I was certain this was what it would sound like.

Sava and I hurried onto the flying sword and were in the air moments later, flying back to the Riverweed tribe.







When we arrived at the Riverweed clan the tribe members had just finished packing their belongings.

[Mac, where’s the shadowblade?] I projected.

[Still headed back to the pit you two were just in.] Mac replied. [But I would make haste in getting out of there. It’s moving faster than I’ve ever seen it before. If it turns towards you, you won’t have time to escape. Even with that pointy flying surfboard you’ve looted.]

[Flying sword.] I corrected. [I’ll hurry these elves along time is going to be an issue.]

I landed in the center of the tribe, not bothering to conceal my flying sword this time. These elves hadn’t ever seen the Sakaku ambassador, but from what Illiel had told me, the Sakaku were far from the only group to use flying swords. Maybe I could pay Grotkins in Queenshold to tell people I bought it from him.

I waved my hand over the big pile of supplies and was surprised to find that only a little over half of it disappeared into my dimensional storage.

I pulled the system open before my eyes and realized that I’d filled it up. There just wasn’t enough room for all the bulky cauldrons and pill furnaces.

“I can’t fit anymore, can we come back for the rest?” I asked aloud. 

The elves shook their heads. “The tools will be fine, but these ingredients won’t last outside of controlled conditions.”

Sava took a few choice ingredients and placed them in her own storage pouch, but she was even tighter for space than I was in her bag of holding. There was no way even a single full cauldron would fit in it.

That’s when I remembered the bag Dean had given me. I pulled it out and started shoving everything I hadn’t been able to fit inside into that.

I heard that same vicious shark-like roar and remembered the orb in the bottom of the bag. Dean hadn’t been lying when he said the shadowblade would hunger for this thing. Apparently, even opening the bag was enough to catch its attention.

[Theo? I don’t know what you did,] Mac warned, [but the shadowblade is headed straight for you! Get out of there!]

I immediately slammed the smaller pouch closed and shoved it into my dimensional storage.

“We need to leave.” I commanded.

Sava saw the serious expression on my face, and between that and the roar I knew she knew why I was worried.

“I’ll take the fastest among them to the east. We can circle around on foot. Unburdened by supplies we can be miles away in minutes.” Sava said.

“Got it. I can fit two, maybe three elves on the flying sword. We’ll meet up at on the other side of the river towards the entrance to the Waterbeetle dungeon.”

Sava nodded and wasted no more time in hastily departing. The three elves who were left with me were at the third layer of zeal accumulation and below, clutching tiny spellhearts close to their chests. One particularly youthful-looking one who didn’t look a day over eighteen was actually only in the first layer of zeal accumulation.

“I’ve only ever heard of flying swords.” One of the elves said.

“I’ve heard heroes and nobles out in the queendom use them.” Another elf added.

“Well now you get to experience it first hand.” I responded. “Hold on tight to me, we’re going to be flying fast.”

We soared over the trees at high speeds, until the ground was little more than a blur.

Inwardly I cursed myself for not thinking that opening the bag with the orb would attract the shadowblade. At least I had tested that here instead of at The Wanderer where all my important stuff was.

Unfortunately, this meant that the orb was going to be of limited usefulness until I finally got rid of the shadowblade. I wouldn’t even be able to take it out of my dimensional storage without having to brace for an attack.

As I flew, the elves clung to me. None of them were as afraid of the high heights as Sava had been. In fact, the three of them were actually happy to be flying. That didn’t mean they didn’t cling to me religiously.

“You’re incredible to be able to fly this thing so skillfully, despite not being a mage acolyte.” One of the elves said from behind me, her arm wrapped tightly around my waist. “Do you not get tired from flying so fast with such a heavy load?”

When she said it, I realized I was a little tired. And getting more so with every passing second.

“I am feeling a little exhausted, actually.” As I spoke I tried to pull on my earth spellheart, but the power slowed to a trickle. That didn’t seem right. Ever since I had gotten the Blackgorge Fiendbody pulling large amounts of zeal had been almost effortless.

“Something’s wrong. I need to make an emergency landing.” I said, bringing us to a rapid descent down into the treeline. The elves huddled closer around me to avoid getting hit by the tree branches as I wove us through and between them.

“He’s low on zeal!” one of the elves warned. “Flying with so many is draining too much. His spellheart has gotten smaller, look!”

Sure enough, I glanced at my earth spellheart and realized it had shrunk again. I’d need to cultivate and replenish sooner rather than later. Or more likely, use the recrystallization technique on myself.

“I’m surprised he’s lasted this long.” Another elf replied “He’s not a mage acolyte after all. Even the richest sects and clans don’t give flying swords to anyone below the peak of zeal accumulation. He shouldn’t be able to even get this thing off the ground.”

“Blackgorge Fiendbody.” I mumbled aloud. I must have depleted the reserves of power my new body had stored inside of it. This was something I’d need to watch out for in the future.

I set the flying sword to ground and the elves quickly dismounted. I stumbled off the flying sword myself and set my back against the nearest tree before closing my eyes.










CHAPTER TWENTY










ONE OF THE many things Sava had taught me since coming to this world was how to enter the meditative state of cultivation. As I calmed my weary body and mind I stirred the zeal in the air around me.

I hadn’t even noticed how low on zeal I’d been running. Unlike the elves, I hadn’t spent a lifetime attuning myself to my zeal usage. And the fact that I had fallen unconscious… I had been drawing on my new Blackgorge Fiendbody to keep my now much smaller spellheart from dropping a level. Had that been the cause?

I focused on the zeal on the forest floor, summoning up what little bit I could to slap at the earth with my own zeal.

My small expenditure was quickly rewarded with a blossom of earth zeal bursting free from where it had been bound to the earth. It floated around me as I breathed in a steady rhythm. With each breath, I pulled another wave of tiny earth zeal particles towards my spellheart.

The new zeal ever-so-slowly added to the spellhearts bulk. This process was made slower by the desperate gulping of my Blackgorge Fiendbody. I was like a man who didn’t know he’d been dying of thirst until he had a sip of water. My Blackgorge Fiendbody was absorbing every scrap of zeal it could, and only the force of my will was keeping it from draining my earth spellheart into a speck of dust.

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, meditating. When I finally came to I was still seated before the tree, but the scenery had changed.

The three elves I had brought here were scuffed and bloody. The youngest-looking of them appeared to be on the verge of tears as she tried to press a leaf against her green-haired sister’s bleeding back.

I was going to ask what happened, but the answer was lying dead right there.




Silver-clawed tree crawler (Level 3)

Status: dead




“You’re awake!” the third elf had been attending a small fire, and she turned to me with an expression of extraordinary relief. “That was the third mystic beast attack, and I don’t think we could have survived another one.”

I looked around and noticed another two dead creatures, one of which the elf was roasting on a stake.




Green brush beaver (Level 3)

Status: dead




Stone-tusked boar (Level 3)

Status: dead




“The monsters were attracted to all the zeal you were throwing around. You’re not just a fourth layer heartwielder, are you?” the wounded elf said, pushing herself up with a wince.

Ah, so it was my fault the monsters attacked them.

“I’m privy to some secret techniques the orcs use.” I admitted. “How bad are you wounded?”

“Bad.” The elf replied. “Can’t move my left arm very well, and my spellheart is nearly drained. If we run into anything stronger I’m not going to be of much use.”

“It was Atilla,” the small elf nodded at the wounded elf she was tending to, “who fought off the creatures you see before you. The boar was the one that got her.”

“It’s impressive enough that she was able to fight beyond her level.” I said, trying to cheer the group up. “The spellheart for that stone-tusked boar is fourth layer, it should have been beyond you.”

Atilla laughed. “Maybe now it is. I’ve forgotten how weak I’ve become.” She cast her eyes down, her face growing red and her fists clenching.

“My older sister used to be at the ninth layer.” The fire-tending elf explained. “We were the three daughters of the tribal chief. When the Crimson Dragon clan came, Matriarch Red Serpent killed our mother. Atilla and I were enslaved. Malla was just a wisp. She manifested while we were in chains.”

The youngest of the three elves shook her head and sighed. “I’ll never see our tribe as anything more than a shattered husk. Nor will I ever meet my mother.”

“The Crimson Dragon clan took your spellhearts?” I said in surprise. But it made sense. Spellhearts were valuable as ingredients if nothing else. By the look on Atilla’s face I was certain her’s had been the product of years of work. Now all of it was gone and she was starting over.

“Do you resent Sava? For taking over after your mother was killed?” Atilla was the daughter of the previous tribal chief. It was within my power to help her, but I wasn’t going to create a rival to undermine one of my girls.

Atilla shook her head. “How could I? She was the one who struck the chains off my wrists. I wanted to envy her, but she personally hunted down a new nature spellheart for me to bond to. Truth be told, I’d never even spoken to her when my status was above hers, but when I was reduced to helplessness by the Crimson Dragon clan she reached out a hand to pull me up. She will…” Atilla wiped her face, trying to push away the sadness, “she’ll make a better chief than I ever would have.”

Good enough for me. “Does that go for the two of you as well?” I asked the other sisters.

Malla, the youngest, smiled dimly. “She’s the only chief I’ve ever known, and everyone loves her. We’d have been lost and probably still enslaved if not for her. I would probably be scared and alone. One of those savage elves without a tribe and a clan if Sava hadn’t found me and introduced me to my sisters Dulla and Atilla.”

I turned to Dulla, the middle sister. “I was not as strong as my older sister, but the Crimson Dragon Clan placed me in chains and took my spellheart as well. I would have been lost and alone if not for Sava.”

“I see.” I opened my dimensional storage, pulling out one of the cauldrons we’d rescued from the Riverweed tribe. “Pass me those spellhearts you won. Let me show you a trick.”







Atilla was reluctant to hand over the earth spellheart of the stone-tusked boar. It was a prize she’d bled for after all. In exchange for handing it over, I offered her a single sip of one of the lust vitality potions Sava had created.

Having originated from a tribe that specialized in creating medicinal compounds, Atilla had no problems identifying the power of the vitality potion and instantly realized that it was worth far more than an earth spellheart. The moment she took a sip, her wound started closing and her face took on a healthy flush it hadn’t possessed before.

She’d wanted to begin cultivating immediately to make the most of it, but I asked her to hold off a few minutes.

I scraped some soot out of the fire and used some water I’d had in my dimensional storage to boil in the cauldron I’d pulled out.

Soon I was able to skim the liquid lye off the top, pouring it into a second cauldron, in which I dropped the earth spellheart. Lye really worked best on mind spellhearts, but I’d yet to find something that worked better on earth spellhearts.

Atilla and the other elves looked on in wonder as the spellheart dissolved and dispersed into the solution over the next hour.

“Is this alchemy?” Dulla said in wonder. “I never knew such a simple trick could be used to create zeal potions.”

“I’m not finished yet.” I said, dropping my shrunken and shriveled earth spellheart into the mix. Cultivating was a rather boring process, but the elves were riveted my slowly growing spellheart.

I layered on zeal, arranging them neatly onto my spellhearts crystal lattice. I had far greater skill with zeal than I had when I was first at the fourth layer of zeal accumulation. 

Back when I first started using this technique, I’d sourced my zeal directly from the dirt on the ground. It was probably for the best that I had long since expended all that zeal. The raw earth zeal from the ground was unprocessed and filled with contaminates. If I had continued getting my earth zeal from the ground I would have been more dirt cultivator than earth cultivator. Luckily, I had much purer, and more powerful sources of earth zeal now.

Now my mind was nimble and deft. Layering zeal onto the spellheart was far faster and more efficient this time around. Lye wasn’t a very efficient solvent for earth spellhearts, but it worked.

I attempted to cool the liquid in the cauldron as slowly as possible. As it cooled, zeal was forced out of solution as if it were a physical solute. Normally, zeal was flighty and difficult to control, but under these conditions it almost wanted to crystallize. And I gave it the perfect site to do so on. Preventing my spellheart from growing would probably have been more difficult than letting it grow. Soon I had rebuilt my spellheart to a fraction of its former size. I examined myself using the system.




Theodore Waltz (Heartwielder, Level Five)




“And there you have it!” I said. “Fifth layer of zeal accumulation, in a few minutes tops!”

“Incredible.” Dulla whispered.

Atilla scrambled over to the corpse of the beaver, digging into it with her hands, searching frantically without care for the mess she was splashing on herself.

Moments later, she pulled out an oblong green stone. The beaver’s nature spellheart.

“Do mine, please.” She begged, eyes wide and with the first smile I’d ever seen on her face.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”







As it turned out, the silver-clawed tree crawler also had a nature aspect spellheart. That was convenient because one third-layer beaver spellheart wasn’t going to go far split three ways. The process wasn’t perfectly efficient to begin with, and spellhearts required exponentially more zeal as you moved through the layers of zeal accumulation.

That left me with the problem of stretching the nature zeal in these two spellhearts far enough for the three girls to all use. There was no getting around it, what I needed was more zeal.

I suddenly had an idea. I sent a quick message to Mac, who mulled it over. Though he didn’t know if it would work, he couldn’t find any information saying it wouldn’t work. That was no surprise. The Wanderer had a lot of general information, but it tended to charge points for specifics.

And so I decided to test my little experiment on these three sisters. First, I dissolved the nature spellhearts in the same manner as I had with the earth spellheart, saturating the solution as much as I could at a high temperature. The key to a recrystallization of course is picking the right solvent, and these girls were a bit more fortunate in that regard than I was.

Sava had been doing some experiments of her own to push herself to the mage acolyte realm using this technique and had shared her findings with me. She’d identified fairly common plant sap that fit my criteria. High solubility when hot, low solubility when cold.

Even more fortunate, I’d grabbed whole jars of the liquid sap when I’d picked up the ingredients left by the Riverweed tribe. Sava must have instructed them to start collecting the stuff for this very purpose.

I poured the plant sap into a fresh cauldron dropping the nature spellhearts inside. The elves huddled around the fire. Dulla was preparing food, Malla was trying to weave the pelt of one of the dead mystic beasts into a very crude scarf, and Atilla was running her hand up and down her ironwood sword, eyes peering into the fading light around our camp.

The nature spellhearts dissolved as easily as I remembered my mind spellheart had, and went into solution far quicker than the earth spellheart I had used earlier.

I wasn’t finished yet though. I opened my dimensional storage and withdrew one of the zeal crystals. Not one of the ones Dean had given me, but one of the ones I’d picked up with the girls. It disappeared within the bubbling cauldron of plant sap before my eyes, looking much like a piece of ice dropped in boiling water.

I opened my eyes to mage sight and nodded with satisfaction at what I saw. Where the cauldron had previously been nearly saturated with nature zeal, now it was positively overflowing with it.

This is exactly what Mac and I had hoped would happen. The zeal crystals were neutral zeal. Elves favored them because they could convert the zeal crystals to their aspect as needed. They could serve the same function as a component of my recrystallization technique. That one zeal crystal had filled the pot and hadn’t even been completely consumed. Suddenly, mage acolyte was on the horizon. Not just for me, but for anyone I wanted to bring with me.

“Alright girls,” I announced, “come quickly with your spellhearts and cultivate what you can. This is the easiest cultivation is ever going to be in the zeal accumulation levels.”

With only a little hesitation, Atilla dropped her spellheart into the cooling cauldron, pressing her hands against the side to reinforce her meager connection to a spellheart she wasn’t currently touching.

Seeing their older sister leap at the opportunity I presented, Dulla and Malla soon followed suit.

With the three of them concentrating, I took up watch duty. I suspected releasing so much free nature zeal into the air would attract mystic beasts and monsters, and sure enough I was right.

Within minutes, I’d killed three Silver-Clawed tree crawlers and numerous weaker beasts not worth mentioning. The forty points they earned me would have previously been impressive, but now they weren’t even worth a single raptor kill. Their spellhearts were more useful. They all had the nature aspect, and I added them to the pot. The remaining bits of the zeal crystal flashed into nature zeal. Interesting, so I couldn’t stretch neutral zeal infinitely thin. There had to be a certain amount of real nature zeal for the zeal crystals to take on the nature aspect.

Half an hour later, when the elves were truly deep into their cultivation, the first real monster appeared.




Mossy Giant (Level 9)

This sentient ball of moss appears when a colony thrives for many years in an environment with sufficient ambient nature zeal. This specimen is on the verge of evolving into something greater.




The moss giant opened its mouth, looking like it was growling at me. As a plant, it couldn’t make any noise, but that didn’t make it appear any less menacing.

Out of the monster’s open mouth finger-thick vines flowed out in a tide of hostile magic. The moment they were free they lashed at my legs. I was certain that if I allowed them to tangle me up the monster would have a much easier time dealing with me.

A fifth-layer heartwielder would have no chance against this creature, but I wasn’t just a fifth-layer heartwielder.

Without even drawing on the zeal in my spellheart, I leapt out of the way with the strength of my Blackgorge Fiendbody alone. I was lucky I’d had the chance to meditate and restore the earth zeal to fuel my Blackgorge Fiendbody.

The mossy giant continued to lash at me, adapting to my speed. It hurled a fist of woven vines right at my head… only to pass through empty air. Moments earlier I had cast Twisted Step, and the Mossy Giant couldn’t keep up.

It wasn’t until I’d buried my ironwood sword into its back that it registered my new location. The sword sank deep into the Mossy Giant’s body, buried to the hilt. I jumped backwards like an acrobat, flipping through the air and landing on my feet five paces behind and just out of reach of the vines that came lashing towards me.

Had I been using my steel sword, that one blow would have finished the monster. But, I had no use for nature zeal and I was not yet so desperate as to cripple my best weapon by filling it with the wrong aspect of zeal. Besides, I needed practice using my body, spells, and techniques in a real fight.

I waited for the Mossy Giant to topple, but nothing happened. Moss flowed over the wound, covering the ironwood sword and completely concealing any previous sign of injury.

“Okay, so you’ve got some pretty good regeneration. Unlucky for you, I have just the thing.” I said, bouncing on the balls of my feet as I searched through my dimensional storage. 

Reinforcing my limbs with earth zeal from a spellheart was nothing compared to the advantage in physical power the Blackgorge Fiendbody. My body moved as fluidly as thought, as if fighting were a dance I’d practiced all my life. Every move was effortless.

The Mossy Giant moved slow in comparison. My newfound speed, combined with Twisted Step, was more than it could keep up with. I plucked something useful from my dimensional storage moments later and withdrew the slender potion bottle.

Testing the limits of my new body I somersaulted over the Mossy Giant’s head, dropping the Potion of Rotting on the monsters head as I flew over it. This was the very potion I’d brewed with Sava when we tested the Alchemist’s Laboratory.

As the caustic brownish-green liquid touched the moss, I watched the monster’s head rapidly change from green to brown. It was like watching months of decay in fast forward. Several of the vines from the monster’s mouth tried to wipe the potion away only to be infected with the rot as well.

The monster must have realized what a dire situation it was in and came to a decision. The remaining vines whipped towards the monster’s own head, lashing at the lowest point touched by the potion of rotting and cutting it off. The Mossy Giant was sacrificing the contaminated portions of its body to rid itself of the Potion of Rot.

As the monster cut itself in half, I witnessed something green sparkle in the dim light of the fire. A spellheart. Moss flowed upwards to cover the precious stone and draw it deeper into the mossy giant’s body, but it was too late.

I called on Earth Skin and Fists of Stone to reinforce my body for a moment. Combined with my Blackgorge Fiendbody I dashed forward at speeds even a mage acolyte wouldn’t be able to match, reaching into the mass of twisting vines as I relied on the techniques I’d just cast to protect my hand and arm as I snatched the nature spellheart from the mossy giant’s body.

It reached towards the spellheart with one vaguely arm-like appendage before collapsing to the ground. The vines went still, no longer anything but ordinary vines. The colony of moss scattered on the ground, blowing apart on a gust of wind. A few tiny mossy giants the size of my thumb burrowed into nearby trees or underbrush, but they were too weak for me to care about.




Mossy Giant slain. (+75 points)




I hefted the ninth-layer nature spellheart in my hand. These girls were going to make some serious waves when they showed up with me tomorrow.







“The seventh layer.” Atilla said, grinning wide. “I thought it was going to take me years to get back to this point. Soon I’ll be back where I was before.” She turned towards me, bowing from the waist. “Thank you.”

“I’m already ahead. I can’t believe my spellheart’s at the sixth layer!” Dulla said excitedly.

“You two said cultivation was long and boring! It’s not like that at all though! I’m halfway to mage acolyte!” Malla jumped up and down, clapping her hands.

“Don’t get used to this kind of good fortune.” Atilla warned her youngest sister. “You’ve jumped ahead years, but you don’t know a single skill or spell. You may have a big spellheart Malla, but you aren’t ready to fight anything yet.”

Malla made a pouting face. “You’re no fun.”

“Actually,” I began, “I can help with that as well.” If I was going to assist them, I figured I might as well go all the way.

I opened my dimensional storage, opening the book Dean had given me. Whoever had compiled it had most definitely not been Dean, because every inch of it was covered in neat flowing script and carefully drawn diagrams. The book was also neatly organized into sections, which was something I knew Dean would never do. In fact, I would have suspected Dean having just bought the book and left it for me instead of making it himself, if not for the entire set of chapters chronicling Dean’s sexual exploits and advice for me. I mostly rolled my eyes, though I did jot down a few mental notes.

I flipped through the pages of the book, opening up the nature aspect section. There were a handful of techniques and spells that looked convoluted and complicated, but there was one thing I thought might be useful.

“Here’s a spell for you, Grasping Vines. It looks simple, and I think it’s something I’ve seen Sava do before.”

I showed the girls the page for the Grasping Vines spell. It was by far the simplest and shortest of the nature spells in the book. Atilla blinked at the diagram holding her spellheart in one hand with her fists together, trying to mimic the pose in the diagram. “This is going to take some practice. Let me figure it out, Malla, then I’ll teach it to you.”

Dulla was also studying the book. “This looks like a useful spell. Are you sure you’re willing to share it with us?”

I shrugged. “You’re part of my Hearthwood clan. Why wouldn’t I share it with you?”

Dulla smiled. “You have our gratitude. Normally, even within a clan spells and techniques must but earned. We will have to owe you for this one. And for pushing us so far through the zeal accumulation ranks.”

“I did it!” Malla said excitedly. Sure enough, the blades of grass around her were wriggling, clinging to my shoes. It wouldn’t have stopped me, but it might have been enough to slow me down in a fight. For weaker elves and creatures, it definitely would have been a powerful area of effect spell.

“What?” Atilla exclaimed from where she was standing, still struggling with the spell. “How’d you figure it out so fast!?” She demanded of her younger sister.

Malla shrugged innocently. “I just tried to do what the picture showed me. I didn’t even bother trying to do all that swirly zeal stuff the text below it describes. Too complicated. You just send your zeal out into the plants and tell them to grab!”

Atilla grumbled something about beginners luck and redoubled her efforts to learn the spell.







I still wasn’t fully recovered from using the flying sword. In the excitement of testing out my new toy I hadn’t realized how much zeal it had been consuming. Considering how badly it had depleted my new Blackgorge Fiendbody, it was probably for the best if I stuck to using it only when I couldn’t get somewhere on foot in a reasonable time frame. At least until I was a mage acolyte.

Besides, the elves all wanted to test out their new powers as far stronger heartwielders, and we couldn’t do that in the air.

On the way, Malla spotted another stone-tusked boar and insisted on taking it on to test out the new Grasping Vines spell she learned. In the end, she was able to trap the monster, but was not able to kill it. Atilla took on that job. They tossed the earth spellheart it contained in my direction, and I added it to my growing collection. I’d need as many of them as I could get for my own spellheart refinement. As soon as I finished dealing with all these pressing issues that kept popping up one after another I was going to sit down and do some cultivating. I just needed a few days where I could lock myself away. As a mage acolyte, everything would be easier.

Atilla was practically skipping, which was a startling change from her previously grim demeanor. Her future wasn’t so dark anymore. Dulla was more reserved but she was also excited by her progress. Malla on the other hand was plagued by downright childish giddiness.

“Look! I see a Silver-Claw! I want to fight it!” She shouted, bouncing up and down.

“We’re almost at the Waterbeetle dungeon, where we’re going to meet up with Sava and the rest of your tribe members.” I said. “They’re probably already waiting for us, considering we took the night to camp and cultivate.”

Malla pouted, but let the silver-clawed tree crawler scurry up a branch and out of sight.

Atilla patted her younger sister on the back. “We’ll make a warrior out of you yet, little sister. When we have some peace and quiet, I’ll train you myself. Speaking of,” Atilla turned to me, “we’re headed to your place. Is there any work we can contribute to? I’m not worried about earning my keep through labor, but I’m a lousy tailor.”

“Don’t worry about that.” I replied, “There’s plenty of work to be had back at the…” I realized my growing settlement needed a name “… the Town of Hearthwood.” Best to keep things simple. “I think Sava wants assistants. She plans on setting up some big alchemy facilities to gather ingredients and make potions to sell.”

Dulla’s expression brightened, while Atilla’s fell. Malla also didn’t seem that thrilled.

“But,” I added enticingly, “you could also work for me. I always need people going into the labyrinth below. Mostly, you’d be clearing out dungeon monsters for food and resources to feed the settlement. But there are also rare ingredients and alchemical components to be had.”

Atilla and Malla both looked excited. “Done!” Atilla said. “My first kill will be in your honor, patriarch.”

I chuckled. “You don’t need to dedicate it to me. Just pay my tax. I take a hefty chunk of everything that comes out of the dungeon. I’ve got to keep the place afloat somehow.” That wasn’t necessarily true though, with the abilities of The Wanderer, I could produce food from the hydroponic farm using nothing but time, and I already had a surplus of dungeon materials from dives with my own group. Still, one could never be too rich.

Atilla grumbled at the thought of taxes, but otherwise said nothing. Dulla’s eyes glimmered. She must have realized that there weren’t any taxes on business in the settlement, just the dungeon. Malla looked to be entirely unfamiliar with the term.

We traveled for another two hours exchanging light conversation. Mostly it was me asking the elves about what their life had been like in the Riverweed tribe and asking them about the society and culture of the Hearthwood. There was so much I still didn’t know about the tribes that lived here.

When we saw the Waterbeetle dungeon we were heading towards, the first thing I saw was a green-haired blur zipping through space. She flashed from one location to another three times before appearing before me and wrapping me in an embrace.

“You’re okay!” Sava sighed with relief. “When you weren’t here waiting for us, I was afraid something had happened.”

“I’m okay.” I confirmed. “I just ran out of zeal. Looks like I finally found the limits of the Blackgorge Fiendbody Yorik gave me. You can only drain it so dry.”

“Who are… Atilla? How did you?” Sava stuttered, having taken in Atilla with the sight of a mage acolyte and realized how much stronger she’d gotten.

Atilla puffed out her chest. “With the patriarch’s help, I’ve pushed myself back to the seventh layer. I am glad to say I won’t be such a burden on you anymore, chief.”

“And look Sava! I’m at the fifth layer!” Malla jumped up and down, holding her spellheart openly in her hand and waving it around for all the Riverweed elves to see. She held it out for Sava to inspect.

“Very impressive.” Sava said, wrapping Malla’s fingers around the outstretched spellheart. “But you really shouldn’t wave it around like that. These things are important.”

“Bah,” Malla huffed, “It was just a little rock my sister gave me yesterday. Theo did a trick with the water and I cultivated until it was this big! It only took a couple of hours.”

Jaws dropped among the Riverweed tribe members who had come with Sava, and several of them wrung their hands together and glanced at me meekly.

“You’ll all get your chance at easy advancement, if you please me.” I said.

Even Sava blinked. She ushered me off to the side and whispered in my ear. “You’re truly willing to share the technique you developed so widely?”

“To be fair, most of the work is in finding the right solvent.” I replied. “So it’s more your work than mine with regards the nature spellhearts. That plant sap works every bit as well as you promised. I’m more concerned with you being willing to share the trick.”

“Yes.” Sava answered without hesitation. “If you are giving your permission, then it’s the first thing that I’ll teach my alchemists. We’ll start upgrading as many spellhearts as we can.”

“Good, but make sure the people you help are loyal.” I warned her. “I don’t want dissidents in the town of Hearthwood.”

She nodded appreciatively at the name I’d chosen. “Consider it done.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










I STUCK WITH Sava for a while to help the Riverweed tribe get settled. They were the smallest group so it didn’t take very long. I was surprised at how tight a ship Sava ran when I noticed she was already dividing up lots near the trees where various elves would have permission to grow tree-houses, the favored form of construction for nature-aspect cultivators.

Once Sava started dealing with administration I took my leave and returned to The Wanderer.

[Has the four-tailed menace calmed down yet?] I asked Mac as I walked around the settlement.

[It has finally gone quiet.] Mac assured. [It spent a few hours tearing up everything that was left of the Riverweed tribe, but there wasn’t much to destroy. You’re still going to have to warn the Songstone division about it taking a lair nearby though. They’re further away than the Riverweed tribe, but not by much.]

[I know, but if I left now I’d have to travel on foot. It will actually be faster if I take this time to rest and restore some zeal now and fly there in a few hours.]

I opened the doors to the castle that The Wanderer was currently disguised as, taking comfort as I saw the place was exactly as I’d left it.

“Well then,” The microphone overhead crackled as Mac switched to verbal communication. “Eltiana has left the cultivation chamber. Her ascension to the next rank was successful, thanks to those zeal crystals.”

“She got stronger?” I asked in pleasant surprise.

“The Wanderer now places her at level 13. The zeal crystals she recovered with you allowed her to refine her meridians as she put it. I’m not entirely sure how mage acolyte works. You’ll have to reach that level before the ship grants me access to that information.”

My people were getting stronger. At this rate, the Hearthwood of the future would be completely unrecognizable to elves from before my arrival.

“Let me exchange some crystals for points.”

I walked over to the mana generator and dropped in five of Dean’s zeal crystals, along with half the remaining crystals I’d recovered from my dungeon dive.




Low-grade Zeal crystals converted to points. (+1000 points)

Mid-grade zeal crystals converted to points. (+2500 points)




Holy hell. I hadn’t gotten such a mother load since I’d killed Red Serpent, the Crimson Dragon Clan’s true mage. I was tempted to throw in the rest of my zeal crystals for points, but resisted the temptation. These things had more uses than just points. More than that, the crystals Dean had personally provided were worth ten times more than the ones I’d looted from the dungeon. Each of these zeal crystals were irreplaceable, and I imagined I’d be sorry if I burned them all for points without considering their other uses.

“Mac? I’m ready to spend some money.”

Mac popped up the menu over my vision. “Reconsider that car wash idea?”

I snorted. “If I had that many points Mac, I’d revive Melise right now. Considering how valuable these zeal crystals are, I’m only willing to sacrifice them to build up our defenses. I want defenses strong enough to hold off that Four-Tailed Shadowblade Beast.“

Mac mewled pathetically and I chuckled.

“Someday Mac. When I’m rich, famous, and flush with points.”




New Upgrades Available:

Smith’s Workshop: Upgrade to Level 2? [350 points]

Personal Chambers: Upgrade to Level 4? [500 points]

Hydroponic farm: Upgrade to Level 4? [1000 points]

Dimensional storage: Upgrade to Level 2? [300 points]

Alchemist’s Laboratory: Upgrade to Level 2? [300 points]

Medical Bay: Upgrade to Level 2? [800 points]

Cultivation Chamber: Upgrade to Level 2? [500 points]

Defenses: Upgrade to Level 3? [300 points]




I whistled. “Some of this stuff is kind of expensive.”


[You’re lucky I got it that cheap! I’ve been collecting everything I can harvest out of the dungeon and all the stuff Illiel brings me to reduce these costs as much as possible with manual labor. This is about as low as you can expect a big construction project like this to get.]


“Give me the rundown. What do all these upgrades do?”


Mac popped open a box of text over my vision.




Smith’s Workshop

Currently, this room allows for basic metalworking capabilities. Upgrading will allow the user to make the more advanced material, steel.




Personal Chambers

Currently, this room can comfortably house and treat 6 occupants. Upgrading will further expand the room and allow occupants to feel a greater degree of refreshment after staying inside and reduce the amount of sleep needed to achieve peak performance.




Hydroponic Farm:

Currently, the Hydroponic Farm generates enough food daily to feed 100 elves with low-grade magic food. Upgrading will double this rooms productivity, and allow for the production of mid-grade food products.




Dimensional Storage:

Currently, the Dimensional Storage can hold 10 cubic meters of goods. Upgrading will double this space and create a doorway inside the Wanderer for easy good extraction.




Alchemist’s Laboratory:

Currently, the Alchemist’s Laboratory contains the resources to reliably brew two star portions and some select three star potions. Upgrading will allow the purchase of additional equipment to synthesize reagents analyze existing potions to generate new potion blueprints.




Medical Bay:

Currently, the Medical Bay can treat one patient with basic surgical techniques. Upgrading will allow the medical bay to treat two patients simultaneously, and allow allow the use of more advanced drug treatments.




Cultivation Chamber:

Currently, the Cultivation Chamber can produce memory implants for zeal accumulation abilities, and provide a passive time dilation effect of 1.5x. Upgrading will allow the room to produce memory implants of low-grade and mid-grade of the mage acolyte level, increase passive time dilation effect to 2.0x, and the creation of a device to scan zeal manuals to generate new memory implants.




Defenses:

Currently, the External Defense Grid can construct primitive defenses in a small radius around the ship. Upgrading will make scanner readings faster and longer range, produce and maintain more powerful structures, and enable the Human Interface Unit to keep watch over the protected area. 




“They all look useful to me.” I said, after having read over every option. “The Cultivation Chamber upgrade especially. I didn’t realize it wouldn’t work for me once I hit mage acolyte.” Dean had included quite a few mage acolyte level abilities in the book he gave me, and I’d even tried to sit down and learn some of them while I travelled with Atilla, Dulla, and Malla.


While the simple spells were easy enough to learn, they still took a few hours or days of practice. Illiel had confessed that I could expect to spend at least a month mastering a mage acolyte level ability, and that was only if it suited me well.


I’d only briefly looked at the true mage level abilities, but they were exponentially more complex. Asking around, I’d heard true mages often spent years learning to use a new power. With all the work I was doing starting a clan, I didn’t have the time to sit in the Cultivation Chamber and meditate for even a few hours on how to throw the perfect punch. Besides, I’d grown up on having easy access to memory implants, and wasn’t going to revert to the primitive days of staring at text until I understood it when a few points could do the same in the blink of an eye.


[Frankly, I think every one of these upgrades is something you’re going to have to buy sooner or later. The Personal Chambers are always filled, the Medical Bay was only barely sufficient to treat Sava, you’ve been running out of room in the Dimensional Storage, you need more food from the Hydroponic Farm to feed the growing population of elves outside, and you’re putting the crafting rooms through heavy use.]


“In that case, I suppose there’s no use being stingy when I have plenty of points. This forest isn’t as safe as I’d first hoped, and we’ve got people to protect. Buy them all. And upgrade the defenses to level 4 right after. I’m good for it.”




-3750 points. Upgrades pending.

Room upgrades in progress.

-800 points deducted for Defense Level 4 upgrade.

Current points: 585




[This is going to take some time. Any particular order you want these built in?]


“Save the defenses for last. I’m eager to test out the new rooms while I’m here.”

Having completed the first task I wanted to accomplish upon coming back, I pulled out one of the cauldrons I’d gotten from the Riverweed clan and set in down on the floor of the command center.

“Oh no, you’re not making a mess here, are you?” Mac complained.

“Hey, I’m pretty good at this by now. If I somehow managed to spill this bowl full of hot lye on the ground I’ll clean it up myself.”

Mac mumbled something about the floors but allowed me to continue. With all the rooms closed for upgrades I was forced to use one of the enchanted plates of black wood the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe sold for a fortune. Luckily, Sava had brought hers from home.

Still, it brought the lye to boil quickly enough, and I dropped the stone-tusked boar’s spellheart inside it. Lye wasn’t nearly as good a solvent for earth spellhearts as it was for mind spellhearts. While on the latter I only had eighty or ninety percent losses, with earth zeal I only managed to recover the barest scraps of zeal.

Luckily, I had the zeal crystals. I dropped three of them into the solution and watched them all dissolve into the lye. I could have used the Basilisk’s spellheart, which was still sitting in my dimensional storage, but that zeal was of exceptional quality, and I doubted I’d see the like again before mage acolyte. Unless I was forced to use it to replenish my own spellheart, I wanted to save that particular spellheart for my advancement.

I pulled the cauldron off the heat to give it a second to cool and dropped my earth spellheart in.

After an hour of staring at the splashing waves I was back at the sixth layer of zeal accumulation.

“Progress is progress, no matter how boring.” I consoled myself, before setting another cauldron to boil.

Seventh layer.

Eighth layer.

Ninth layer.

I’d only planned to restore myself to where I’d been before, but when I reached the eighth level I realized there was nothing stopping me from pushing further. So I did.




Theodore Waltz (Heartwielder, Level 9)




Congratulations on reaching the ninth layer! Points will no longer be awarded for minor cultivation achievements.




I felt a little little robbed that I wasn’t getting points anymore. The Wanderer was getting stingy on me! Still, I couldn’t help but be a little happy about reaching the ninth layer. Still, I wouldn’t be satisfied until I was a mage acolyte. Then people around here might finally start respecting me. In addition, working my spellheart down so weak and then building it back up again had allowed me to form an incredibly tight bond with the zeal in the spellheart, and to rebuild its physical crystalline form to near-perfection.

Illiel had looked it over for me, and had long since declared it a top-grade spellheart. I was free to become a mage acolyte at any time. I still didn’t feel quite ready yet though. Maybe it was just a feeling, but something nagging at me told me I should refine it one last time. Besides, advancing to mage acolyte would take time I didn’t have right now. I had to warn Nela and the Songstone clan about the Shadowblade beast on the loose near their home.

With my spellheart restored once again, I was finally ready to fly. It was time to pay the Songstone division a visit.

I went to go fetch Sava but stopped when I realized she was busy instructing her tribe members in the recrystallization method for refining spellhearts.

There wasn’t really a need to bother her. Melise would have been perfect for a trip back to her people. Sadly, I’d have to wait until a few more enemies showed up before I could have her at my side again. Any and all mage acolytes in the forest had better stay on my good side, because I was just looking for an excuse to collect some blood. I’d already tried raptor and basilisk blood, but none of it worked. Only elf blood. I kind of hoped the remaining Crimson Dragon clan members would show their faces, but soon after the shadowblade beast had shown up they’d stopped their infighting and gone into hiding.

While walking, I came across Illiel. She was telling a group of fresh-faced elves about the Queendom outside the forest. They all looked enthralled by her words and I didn’t want to disturb her either. I asked around and learned Eltiana and Assyrus had gone into the dungeon. Apparently they wanted to test themselves and their new power. Was everyone too busy for me these days?

It wasn’t until I came across Yorik standing alone chopping wood that I finally found someone who wasn’t too busy to talk.

“You know,” I began, “the Riverweed elves could just grow you small pieces of wood. No need to do all the chopping and drying.”

Yorik swung the massive axe in one hand, splitting another chunk of wood. “Known.” She said. “But work is good. Makes the body strong.” She stopped cutting wood and looked at me. “You’ve made that stronger.” she pointed to where I hid my earth spellheart in one of my tunic’s inner pockets. “But your Blackgorge Fiendbody is the same.”

“I’m actually quite impressed with it.” I said. “When combined with my earth spellheart, no monster or elf in the zeal accumulation stage is my match.”

Yorik nodded. “Such is why I came here.” She pulled her mind spellheart out of her pocket, examining it. “Why many orcs come here. We know to strengthen the body, but elf magics have uses too.”

“And by combining the two you can become even more powerful.” I nodded in understanding.

“Yes.” Yorik gazed at the mind spellheart.

“Yorik, why haven’t you been cultivating? I’ve never seen you try and make that spellheart bigger.”

Yorik shrugged. “Don’t know how.”

“Wait, really? That spellheart is exactly how you found it?”

“Smaller.” Yorik said. “Used it a lot to get things from the elves. Many don’t trade with orcs.”

“Damn. I wish I’d known. Tell you what, Yorik, I’ll show you a trick for making that spellheart bigger, and you can teach me how to progress the Blackgorge Fiendbody.”

“Yes.” Yorik repeated, slamming a fist against her chest. If she had been less well endowed, it would have made a thud.

“Not right now though. I have to go on a trip. Actually, I first approached you because I wanted to ask if you’d come with me?”

Yorik nodded. “When.”

I shrugged. “Right now. Ever seen a flying sword before?”
















At first, I was surprised at how calmly Yorik was taking flying so high above the treeline. She was silent, but she wasn’t the most talkative anyway, unless you asked her something.

That’s when I realized how stiff she was, and how tightly she was grasping my waist. She’d actually been scared stiff.

It appeared the more pragmatic the cultivator, the more likely they were to be afraid of falling to their deaths. First Sava now Yorik.

At least Yorik didn’t complain though.

“You doing okay back there?” I asked mid-flight.

“Yes.” Yorik grunted out from between clenched teeth.

“Okay, let me know if you need me to stop.” I said.

“No stopping. Go.”

I shrugged and continued flying. We were making good time, and we crossed the forest before the sky started turning orange. I landed us some distance away and dismounted. If any group were most likely to recognize a Sakaku clan flying sword, it was the Songstone elves.

I’d mostly given up keeping it a secret, but I suspected that if I rode directly up to their walls like this, they might open fire.

Landing a distance away also gave Yorik some time to recover and catch her breath. The main reason I’d wanted to bring a mage acolyte equivalent here was to make myself look stronger, and she couldn’t do that huffing and puffing.







When I finally caught sight of the Songstone division’s fortress, I realized it had seen progress on everything across the board. No longer was I looking at the shoulder-high ramshackle walls I’d assembled myself. These things were two stories tall with full-size guard towers interspersed between them. Each tower had a number of Songstone guards in armor assembled from several mismatched sets. It didn’t look nearly as pretty as what they had before, but at least it was functional.

“Halt! Who goes there!” One of the guards yelled as I approached the gatehouse. As she did, she leveled an arm-thick bronze rod that looked a lot like a musket, though instead of flint magic script lined the barrel.

“The patriarch goes here! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me already?”

I waved and gave them a good look at my face. The guard consulted with her companion before running off, presumably to alert Nela to my arrival.

I was getting annoyed at being constantly locked out of gates in my own forest. Hadn’t all the clan leaders sworn loyalty to me? I sighed, knowing the truth. That was more to keep the girls from being instantly overthrown than it was to build a true clan. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t become a clan in truth, with my guidance.

I switched to mage sight as I awaited the opening of the gates and noticed that every guard on the walls was a mage acolyte. One of them in particular stuck out.




Ghessa Songstone (Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 14)




She’d advanced. So it wasn’t just my girls who’d been improving fast. I recognized her as one of Nela’s personal guards from when they’d invaded my home what felt like years ago. She was the overly aggressive swords woman I’d annoyed so much.

Ghessa must have gotten word that Nela was ready to see me because she disappeared down one the guard towers, only to reappear as the gates were lifted.

“Come with me, Theo the chaka.” Ghessa said sternly.

“You’ve certainly come a long way.” I said. “You were only in the zeal accumulation stages, and not particularly high at that.”

“Lady Nela’s mystic trees have borne fruit. The whole clan has benefited from her skill and dedication.”

“I can see that.” I looked around, noticing yet more mage acolytes. Had everyone in the Songstone clan become a mage acolyte?

“Between Lady Nela’s fruits and the remaining riches of the Songstone clan we were able to push many of our members to the mage acolyte level with a good spellhearts. Not all, but many.”

“Impressive. I’d like to see these mystic fruit trees.”

“Then come join me for a walk.” A new voice said. I turned to see Nela, standing there in all her golden-haired glory. She was better groomed than when I’d first seen her, but more simply dressed. She still didn’t look like a Hearthwood native, but she didn’t look like a lost princess anymore.

I examined her.




Nela Songstone (Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 15)




“I see your guards aren’t the only ones who’ve advanced.” I said, acknowledging her ascension to mage acolyte.

“By the looks of that earth spellheart you’re carrying, it won’t be long before you join us.”

“I hope to raise the grade a bit more before I advance.”

“Of course, I understand. Top-grade is only a word. More work can always be done,” Nela replied, “and you especially should capitalize on every scrap of potential you’ve got, if we’re to survive the coming conflict.”

“The coming conflict?” I asked.

“The Sakaku sent a messenger in your direction. My people were keeping close tabs on their agent in the Hearthwood. She disappeared shortly after arriving at your little settlement.”

“How much do you think it will take to appease them?”

“For you?” Nela reached into her pocket, extracting a key. She used it on a massive bronze padlock, which opened with a click to reveal a walled off orchard. “Not much. The Sakaku have many mage acolytes among their servant clans, and the resources to raise another two or three among the main family would be more than enough to quell their anger at any disrespect you’ve shown.” The air in the orchard was supernaturally fresh, and I could feel the nature zeal in the air. I was surprised Nela was able to grow something so lush and vibrant, despite the Songstone mostly specializing in the fire aspect. “They must have angered someone to be appointed to a job in a zeal-poor region like this, and likely were not connected to anyone important in the clan, but it’s best to be safe and provide a generous gift.”

“That’s what I thought. I’m having a suitable gift prepared as we speak.” As soon as I got back, Sava and I would be working hard to produce lust vitality potions in bulk.

“Good.” Nela replied. “Sadly, something like that won’t work for us. The Sakaku, and their backers, remember us too well.”

“Why not? You’ve laid the Songstone clan name to rest, right? You’re part of my Hearthwood clan now.”

“Officially.” Nela admitted. “But I don’t think the Sakaku have bought it. Perhaps if we abandoned all the trappings of our old lives and split ourselves among the tribes here they’d leave us alone, but we can’t do that.” Nela ran her hand along the side of one of the trees she’d grown. On one branch a fruit that looked like a peach dangled tantalizingly. “We must preserve what few memories we have left of our clan, and hope that someday we’ll be able to rebuild.” Nela tossed me the fruit. “Here, eat this.”




Solar Essence Peach

This mystic fruit awakens the latent energies in the body, stimulating them and making cultivation easier for a period of time after consumption.




“Thank you for the gift.” I said in surprise. I hadn’t expected Nela to just give me one of these things. Based on the walls around the room and the lock on the door these fruits were quite precious.

“I think of it more like an investment.” Nela replied. “Our numbers will suffer if we fight the Sakaku clan. They won’t come themselves to deal with a scattered batch of refugees like us, but their agents will.” Nela paced across the grounds and I had to speed up to keep pace. “And we’ll lose people fighting them off. I’ll need your help to replenish our numbers when the time comes. I’d like you to be at your strongest then.”

I nodded. “How is Yulli doing?”

“Her egg hatched a week ago. She’s progressing through the stages of wisp-hood with speeds you’d expect from an ex-true mage.” Nela glanced at one fruit tree, examining it with a frown on her face. “If we can outfit her with a strong spellheart and get her to the mage acolyte realms fast enough she might retain some memories.” Apparently she thought the tree needed more water, because she picked up a jug from a nearby stool and started pouring it on the base of the plant. “That will make training her to fight again easier.”

“You know, I might be able to help with that.” I admitted. “But first, I’d like to give you a gift in return for that fruit.”

I reached into my dimensional storage and pulled out five low-grade zeal crystals, and a single mid-grade zeal crystal. “Here.”

“These are… zeal crystals!?” Nela jumped in surprise, dropping the water jug on the ground. Water spilled over her shoes, but Nela ignored it as she gazed at the crystals in my hands.

“I was issued one of these a year in the Songstone clan…” Nela said in a hushed whisper “they are far more valuable than the fruit I’ve given you. Where did you get them?”

“I found them.” I admitted truthfully. Nela looked back at me skeptically.

“It’s true. There’s a labyrinth underground that spans most of this forest.” I explained. “We found a room full of these crystals down there.”

“Amazing. I suppose I shouldn’t look down so much on the Hearthwood Forest after all, if such treasures lurk below it.”

“That reminds me.” I said, reaching into my dimensional storage again. I pulled out the tiny black spellhearts we’d picked up from the undead we’d fought along the river. “Necromantic spellhearts. I remember you needed these?”


Nela gratefully accepted the spellhearts. She tucked them into the bag at her side along with the zeal crystals, though not as delicately as she had the zeal crystals. “Thank you Theo. We can exchange these for pardons in Queenshold to clear the good name of many among us, myself included.”


“Somebody must really want those things, for all the pardons they’re giving out.”


“I heard it was a royal. Though what she’s amassing so many death aspect spellhearts for I can’t say. Perhaps she’s selling them to the necromancers upriver, or maybe trying to become a necromancer herself. All I know is that undead activity throughout the forest has been on the rise, and I’ve spotted more and more death zeal flowing down the Greenweed.” Nela said. “But there have always been undead. So long as no corpse lords, high vampires, or lich kings come to the Hearthwood it is none of our concern. I suspect we’ll have plenty of living enemies to concern ourselves with.”

“Eltiana and Assyrus both reached the mid mage acolyte level. Maybe you can reach the late mage acolyte level. Or become a true mage.” I said hopefully. “It would help the Hearthwood clan a lot if we had another true mage.”

Nela shook her head. “Becoming a true mage isn’t as simple as joining a spellheart with your body. Not everyone can do it.” Nela opened a small pouch at her waist, tucking the zeal crystals inside. They shouldn’t have fit in it, but the crystals squeezed inside without a problem. Another bag of holding. “But I will promise that I shall do everything in my power to reach that realm.”

“That’s all I can ask. Now about my previous offer.” I reached down and picked up the dropped jug of water. “I’ve discovered a way to rapidly improve spellhearts. I’ve got Sava and her Riverweed survivors working on it. I could do a lot to improve the abilities of any heartwielders you’ve got around.”

“You make a tempting offer. I’ve already used other means to push most of my fighters into the mage acolyte realm with good spellhearts, but there are many other elves I would like to see made stronger as well.” Nela replied noncommittally. “Tell me, what do you want in exchange for this service?”

I smiled and held my arms wide. “Can a clan’s Patriarch not grant a favor to his loyal children?”

“Ah.” Nela said in understanding. “If you had asked for gold I would have agreed, but this…”

“Let me give a more practical proposal.” I replied. “I will raise the spellhearts of ten elves of your choice to the peak of zeal accumulation. In exchange,” I watched Nela’s eyes narrow, “you will accept a seat on my council.”

“You have a council?” Nela asked. 

“Not yet,” I waved my hand, “but I’m in the process of assembling one.”

Nela bit her lip. “I can’t leave my clan. They need me.”

“Then send someone to represent you for the time being.” I said with a shrug. “Granted, whoever you select will not have a seat themselves, they’ll simply represent you until it becomes practical for you to attend in person.”

“Done.” Nela replied, without further thought. “I’ll appoint Melise as my representative. I don’t know her well, but I know she has our people’s interests at heart.”

I gave her a thin-lipped smile and breathed out a sigh. “About that… Melise is not going to be able to represent you. She is… indisposed.”

Nela caught my expression and frowned. “Something tells me there is more.”

“She’s dead.” I replied. I decided to tell the truth, no matter how painful or embarrassing. “Though I don’t intend for her to stay that way. I’m… working on it.”

“What happened?” Nela demanded.

“I actually didn’t come here to discuss diplomacy and council seats.” I sheepishly adjusted the buttons on my shirt while avoiding Nela’s biting glare and watering the plant before us. “I came here to talk about the monster that’s roaming the Hearthwood.”

“I’ve heard the reports.” Nela replied, not taking her eyes off me. “A blade beast, of some variety. Not particularly fast or strong as far as wizard-realm mystic beasts go, but the iron on their tails make their kind deadly.”

“A four-tailed shadowblade beast, yes.” I forced myself to meet Nela’s gaze. “You must understand, this creature is incredibly deadly. It killed Melise in the blink of an eye.” My shoulders drooped and I felt shame creep into my voice. “I… I thought we could fight it. I was wrong. And now Melise is dead.”

Nela took my hand in one of hers. “The gap between realms is not easily surpassed. Heartwielders who can fight mage acolytes are as rare as Phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Let Melise’s death teach you the meaning of power. Because out in the wider kingdom all the great clans have wizard-realm matriarchs at their head, and they’ll cut you to pieces for less reason than that shadowblade beast needs.”

“You’re saying I should keep my head down?”

Nela nodded. “Hide in the shadows and slums of the Queendom, take what power you can grab and hoard it jealously.” She turned to look out over the orchard. “I don’t know if the Songstone clan will ever rise to our former heights, but I will not see us fade into history.”

Know your strength and don’t push beyond it, lest you lose your life. That’s what Nela wanted me to learn.

I tried to shake off the heavy mood when I spoke again. “You should come to the town of Hearthwood. Bring your people. I can track the shadowblade, know when it’s coming. We’ve cleared the upper layer monster lairs of the labyrinth nearby, and if it ever even comes close we can all evacuate into the labyrinth below us.”

But Nela was already shaking her head. “No. We just built these walls. If any in the Hearthwood are strong enough to stand against whatever the Sakaku clan throws at us, it will be these. We’ve poured every trick we have left into these defenses.”

“You’re intent on fighting them alone? Here?” I asked in surprise. “Come with me. I’ll talk with them, offer my gifts. We’ll make sure whoever comes knows there is no Songstone clan here. Only the Hearthwood clan.”

“Even I don’t know why they struck at us so viciously,” Nela said, “but I was there when our home burned. How the Sakaku clan’s matriarch and her elders trapped my mother and killed her. They didn’t even leave her soul behind.” Her fists balled and I noticed wetness in the corners of her eyes. “You don’t know. You weren’t there. I was.”

I was taken aback by the sudden outburst. “I’m sorry.” I held my arms out, palms open. Surprisingly, Nela took my invitation and accepted the hug. I bent down and she buried her head in my shoulder.

“They’re coming for us, Theo. I know they are.” Nela said, tears on her face. “And I don’t know if we’re going to survive.”

“I can’t promise to stop them,” I wrapped my arms around her back, returning her embrace, “but I’m going to do everything in my power to protect you. And your people. I promise.”

We sat there for minutes longer as I wordlessly comforted the Songstone chieftain. Eventually, Nela freed herself from my arms and wiped her eyes.

“I’m sorry. It’s just… this is the first time I’ve been alone in weeks. I can’t show any weakness in front of my people.” She straightened her clothes, holding up a copper mirror from her bag which she used to tidy her hair and remove any remaining traces of unkemptness.

“I understand. Bad for morale.”

“I’ll send over a representative over to your settlement, along with ten Heartwielders.” Nela said, removing the last traces of her recently messed hair with a swipe of her fingers. “I have one more request though. Segolas is here, along with the wisps we managed to save from our old clan. I’m sure Sava would like to have her child near at hand. If you have the facilities prepared to care for Melise’s soul, then perhaps there is room for others?”

“I… think so.” I sent a quick message to Mac.

[Mac! Will other elf wisps survive in the resurrection tree room?]

There was no response. I sent another message.

[Mac? It’s me Theo!]

[You know, nobody else can transmit to me though this line, Theo.] Mac shot back. [I know it’s you. I just didn’t respond at first because I was sanitizing the alchemy lab. Sava brought in a whole bunch of elves to play in the alchemy workshop. Worse, they were novices! Spilling ingredients left and right… one of them even shattered a flask! Broken glass, on my ship!? That’s a safety hazard.]

[I’m glad she’s working hard. My question about the resurrection room though, can I put other wisps there?] I tried to bring Mac back to my question before he started complaining.

[Yes, but they’ll tap the resurrection tree. There is however an add-on to that room. The incubator, I think it’s called. Ah, here it is! It doesn’t give the benefits of a full resurrection, but it does work for non-followers.]




Follower Resurrection chamber (Level 1)

Add an Incubation room? 100 points.




I selected yes. 100 points was short money for me these days with how fast I could earn more.

That done, I turned back to Nela, who had been patiently waiting. “Yes, I can take them.”

“I heard you had an unconventional friend back where you’re living. I won’t pry.” Nela said. “I’m just glad our young will be somewhere safe. They’ll arrive with my representative and the ten heartwielders.”

Nela and I exited the garden, where we encountered Yorik and Ghessa having a staring contest. The orc had the advantage of size, but Ghessa was clearly trying to make up for it with tenacity. Based on her furious expression, it wasn’t working too well.

“Let’s go, Yorik. We’re headed home.”







Mac had just finished building the incubation add-on by the time we returned to The Wanderer. I went in to inspect it and realized it wasn’t much different from the one the Songstone clan had built. There was higher than average zeal, but nothing exceptional.

The room did look relatively well sealed against leaks though. Feeling experimental, I withdrew one of the low-grade zeal crystals from my dimensional storage and shattered it on the ground. The zeal contained by it splashed throughout the room, dramatically increasing the level of ambient zeal.

From what Sava had told me, higher zeal meant faster progress through wisphood. If this was a viable method for increasing zeal concentrations, I could get a fresh crop of new elves a lot sooner. Not that I was lacking people right now.

That having been settled I sealed the room back up and checked on the resurrection tree. As I’d expected, it was the same as ever. Melise wouldn’t come back to me until I collected more blood. It almost made me hope what Nela said about a war on the horizon was true. Almost.

Sava and Illiel were still busy teaching and Eltiana and Assyrus had immediately returned to the dungeon after bringing their haul of spellhearts to the surface. But that was okay, I had a date with Yorik after all.

In the meantime, I’d managed to put together those cases for the lodestones and dumped them into the pond Eltiana had dug. Sava had caught onto my plan and immediately took to the difficult task of figuring out how to strip the remaining hematite out of the water. In the end, we managed to rack Mac’s memory banks to figure out something that worked like those little gel pellets in a water softener.


Water flowed into the little pool Eltiana had ordered dug, where any magnetite was collected by my magnets, then it flowed through Sava’s filters and eventually through what she’d dubbed her water cleaning elixir. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it freed up a lot of the riverweed cultivators who’d previously been occupied making drinkable sap and dew to work other jobs.

Over the next two months my little nest of kittens grew claws. The elves delved deeper into the labyrinth below us, discovering new dungeon areas to clear, both gaining resources for themselves and new territory for Mac to claim. No longer was my group the one that delved the deepest. I’d gotten reports of more groups coming across basilisks and I’d noticed several more fist-sized earth spellhearts joining our stores.

The Hearthwood clan grew without me, and I was left to my own devices. Now that I finally had time to myself, I was ready to get stronger.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“ELVES ARE WEAK.” Yorik lectured with the air of explaining why the sky is blue to a child. “They cultivate a spellheart. They let their bodies stay soft.”

“They don’t use body training techniques, like orcs.” I said, trying to get to the actual lesson.

“Yes. They train zeal alone. Makes them easier to enslave.” Yorik gave me a toothy grin.

“So I would imagine. You can just take a spellheart away, so long as they haven’t reached mage acolyte. The Blackgorge Fiendbody is a part of its user though.”

“Just so.” Yorik agreed. “Now we train.”

I glanced around at the otherwise barren area. We’d headed off into the woods for peace and privacy. Yorik had insisted that the Blackgorge Fiendbody training technique was a secret art of her clan. They’d kill her if her clan knew she’d taught it to outsiders. Except she’d recognized me as her chief, which meant she lost no honor in breaking her vows to her old clan. It was all very confusing and I didn’t expect to get a firm grasp on orc culture any time soon.

After finding a suitably secluded location, Yorik started digging. After an hour uprooting the local plant life Yorik and I stood on either side of a mud-filled pit.

“To be as strong as the earth, we must know the earth.” Yorik said, pulling her clothes off. Her massive green breasts bounced free. Without a shred of hesitation she pulled that cross between armor and trousers she always wore off and stood naked in the light, not an ounce of shyness to be seen. Not that she had anything to be shy about with a body like that.

Yorik was even fitter and more toned than I remembered. The slightest glance at her body revealed thick muscles rippling just beneath the skin, cloaked by just enough fat to keep her from looking masculine. A woman back home could work out all day everyday and not get a body like hers.

“We strip, okay.” I pulled off my clothes. I didn’t have Yorik’s unwavering confidence or comfortability with nudity, but I could fake it well enough.

Yorik glanced between my legs. “Did it shrink?” she asked with worry.

“No!” I said defensively. “It’s just cold out here is all.”

Yorik shrugged, which made heat rise in my face. Thankfully, the heat rose elsewhere on my body, fixing my little size problem.

Yorik grunted in satisfaction at the sight of my partial erection. Without a further word of explanation, she jumped into the mud pit, sinking up to her neck.

I sighed and resigned myself to getting filthy. I suppose that’s why we took off our clothes. I chided myself a bit on being an earth mage who was afraid of getting dirty.

That was a silly enough thought that I jumped in without further hesitation. I expected the mud pit to be frigid, but to my surprise it was quite warm and comfortable. It clung to my body and surrounded me. Far denser than water, the mud supported my weight with ease, and I actually had to fight to sink neck down in the pit like Yorik.

Floating in a pit of what was essentially quicksand would probably have been terrifying months back, but I had my earth spellheart with me. This mixture that Yorik had concocted was especially easy to control, and I could form it with a thought. I hardened some beneath me to form a little chair and leaned back against the wall.

“You know, this is much better than eating dirt.” I said, relaxing. “Might even be better than the meditative trances the elves use.”

Yorik snorted. “No need to eat dirt anymore. Orc cultivation is easy and enjoyable.”

“What do we do now?” I asked, settling into my position.

“Wait.” Yorik answered simply. She closed her eyes and immediately started snoring.

And so we sat, naked in the mud bath for what felt like hours.

Time ticked by. I started trying to work with my earth spellheart to pass the time. I made a little figurine out of hardened dirt and tried to make him walk around. My first attempt couldn’t walk more than two steps without falling apart. Still, it was an excellent experiment in precise control, and my abilities to work informal and unshaped magic like this rose dramatically as a result.

“Damn. You see that one Yorik?” All I got in response was more snoring. A glance at the light coming through the trees told me it was still daytime.

With a shrug I made a second mud-person. This one I made a little sturdier in the center and softer on the outside. Like mud flesh over stone bones. This one was able to walk a bit further before it fell off balance, snapping its spine under its own weight.

I tried a dozen more times until I eventually could puppet a hand-high figurine that could walk around the mud pit. It was a far cry from the life size battle golem I’d envisioned, and it couldn’t move without me directing it, but it still moved.

Actually, why couldn’t it move without my direction? That moss creature I’d encountered back in the forest was just regular moss. The only thing special about it was its spellheart.

Maybe I could give my clay-person a little bit of magic.

I focused on the earth around us, channeling it into myself like I was cultivating. It came much easier than I’d expected. I couldn’t add to a spellheart in my clay-person’s body since there wasn’t one to begin with. Still, I could shove zeal in one location.

I tried to test my theory and pumped earth zeal into the little clay figurine. Like a cup full of holes, everything I put in kept draining out. I tried to out pace the loss but when I did more zeal just flowed out of the holes.

I needed to seal those things up and prevent them from spilling out. But how?

The mud pit I was sitting in gave me the clue I needed. It too was filled with zeal, and of a higher concentration than the earth around us. There was earth zeal in the earth and earth zeal in the mud, why didn’t it just flow out and away?

The answer was a little key I’d stumbled on long ago. There wasn’t just one kind of earth zeal. Earth zeal was a broad umbrella, under which many other subcategories existed. Dirt, mud, rock… all of it was earth zeal. The zeal in the pool with me had more of a muddy feeling to it, whereas the stuff in the surrounding area felt grainier. More dirt-like. The elves had trouble sensing these small distinctions, but the more I worked with zeal the more apparent these small differences became.

So I could create barriers within my small clay-person by mixing and matching different types of zeal. I felt around with my mind a bit before finding a nearby rock. A bit of focus allowed me to pillage it of zeal. Flakes chipped off the rock as I robbed it of its strength. Dirt zeal flooded into the void the rock zeal had left behind. Given time, part of the rock would chip away and become dirt in the ground.

The rock zeal was just what my clay-person needed. While he still leaked zeal, I could pack a lot more of it in him before he burst a seam. My creation fell apart several more times and each time I had to put it back together, but eventually I got it to hold in one piece.

“Perfect. Now you should be a little bit tougher.” I said, trying to stand my clay-person up again.

Sure enough, the figurine moved with slow lurching steps. Moving each limb manually was so taxing on my mind though. This would never be a useful technique unless I could simplify things a bit.

Controlling this creation would be far easier if I could simply command it to move to a certain location, and then have it interpret that order and execute all the tedious left-foot-right-foot junk on its own.


My thoughts went back to that ephemeral worm of earth magic that had taken root after I’d learned the Sutra of the Living Earth. That creature had some semblance of intelligence to it. Perhaps I could give the figurine a copy of my cultivation art.


I scanned my mind and the Sutra of the Living Earth came to me with ease. I’d never really thought about it in detail before, but it was complicated. So many swirls of zeal… so many loops and interconnected pathways… I was lucky the Cultivation Chamber imprinted the art directly on my mind, others this would have taken months to learn.


But I could visualize it with perfect clarity. I watched the flow of earth zeal moving through my spellheart and mimicked that motion on a smaller scale inside the tiny figurine’s body. Holding everything together while implanting the technique took an effort of extreme concentration, but I just barely managed to do it.


Like pulling my hands away from a house of cards, I withdrew my will from the clay figurine. I waited for it to fall apart or move on its own.


And waited.


And waited.


Nothing happened. Growing frustrated at my apparent failure, I prodded it with my earth zeal again while watching with my mage sight to try and figure out what went wrong. Except this time my zeal wouldn’t penetrate. I couldn’t puppet it like I had been doing before either. It was like I was blocked out by some invisible force. The same invisible force that shielded the inner zeal patterns of living things to my mage sight.

Like a starving man, the clay person snatched at the earth zeal I’d been prodding it with. Devouring the zeal, it lurched upwards, disjointed and clumsy. It turned its blank-faced clay head in my direction and wiggled its stubby arms at me, waving tiny one-fingered fists at me. It tried to stand up, but unable to keep its balance it opted to crawl on all fours into the woods beyond.

“What the hell?” I asked aloud. “Did my creation flip me off and run?”

I remembered I could just examine my little creation.




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.




Amazing! I’d created something that lived! Or at least mimicked life in some ways. That was surprisingly easy. My fascination with zeal grew greater the more I learned about it. I was saddened that my creation held no apparent loyalty to me though. If it had, I could have made an army of the tiny creatures.

The mud bath must have gotten hotter throughout the day, because I could feel myself starting to sweat. I scratched an itch on my back, only for another to crop up on my side. And then one on my arm. And again on the back of my head.

I furiously scratched at my back and arms, realizing something was wrong. An allergic reaction to something in the mud? I’d had all my allergies permanently cured back home, but maybe something new had cropped up.

At any rate, I realized I needed to get some of this mud off me so I could see my own skin. I tried to climb out of the mud pit but something grabbed my leg. I switched to mage sight. Seeing through all the earth zeal below me to look down was just as hard as trying to look through the mud that carried it. I couldn’t see a thing.

I could however feel myself. I was leaking zeal.

There had always been loss, that was to be expected. I wasn’t a mage acolyte and didn’t have a dantian to store my zeal inside my body. But the Blackgorge body training technique had allowed me to store zeal in my body anyway.

Somehow, the zeal I’d had stored in me had overflowed. I must have reached some critical capacity with Yorik’s cultivation technique. I had more earth zeal in me than my body could handle, and now it was leaking out of me like it had with my little clay-person.

As zeal flooded out of me I knew something was wrong. The loss of zeal robbed my muscles of the strength they’d grown accustomed to. The weight of the mud around me became suffocating as I lost the strength to breathe under its weight. Maybe this process happened naturally for orcs but caused some terrible backlash for any human who tried it.

“Yorik! Yorik!” I yelled, but to my surprise my orc companion had vanished. She had been sound asleep on the other side of the mud pit last time I looked. Where did she go?

Somewhere in my furious scratching I’d dropped my spellheart. A foolish mistake that might cost me my life. I scrambled frantically, tearing at the mud to find it. Thanks to my bond with the spellheart, I could feel its presence below me. But with all this unaffiliated zeal in the way I couldn’t pull any more than a trickle from the spellheart from this distance. If I couldn’t reach the spellheart or at least get close enough to use it I’d be like a man dying of thirst in the middle of the ocean.

Something warm brushed against my hand. When it left, my earth spellheart was in my hand. I thanked the heavens, the ancestors, or whoever it was the elves prayed to for luck, and held the spellheart aloft, draining zeal from it at a furious pace to refill my body and keep the mud from crushing me.

Zeal from the spellheart flowed into me, empowering my body and flesh. The zeal clung to my insides for a moment, clearing out what zeal had been there before and replacing it with the purer, more powerful zeal of the ninth layer.

But just when I was feeling right again, the zeal drain grew to match what I was taking in from my spellheart.

I pulled harder, but more zeal spilled out of me. My spellheart dropped back down to the eighth layer. Then the seventh. I couldn’t keep this up forever.

More zeal spilled out of me and I felt like an hourglass nearly empty. I was off balance and dizzy. I needed to do something quick while I still had my senses about me.

I remembered how I’d sealed up the clay-person and stopped the zeal leak. Would the same be possible with my own body?

Out of options, I decided to take the risk. I held my rapidly shrinking spellheart aloft and called on the many aspects of earth trapped within. The earth zeal from my spellheart carried certain sensations with it. A boar digging in the mud with its tusks, a lizard hunting through underground caves, and the anger and possessiveness of a basilisk.

I grasped at that zeal, though it tried to elude me. We waged a war of wills as I pulled at it, pulling at the aspects I wanted and pushing back the ones I didn’t. This was harder than just drawing different kinds of zeal from different kinds of surroundings. Here it was all jumbled up and mixed. Eventually I got a firm grip on slick and amorphous zeal that I felt would work and drew out a layer of the stuff. I enveloped myself with that layer, sealing up the cracks and leaks.

The zeal loss stopped immediately, but I could feel it straining against the thin membrane I’d created. Fearfully, I pulled on the aspect of stone and placed another layer over myself, hard and abrasive. I tried to throw a third layer with the mud aspect over myself but the zeal fell apart as I did so. I tried again only to get the same result. Perhaps two was my limit?

I drained my spellheart until it dropped all the way down to the sixth layer of zeal accumulation. It didn’t bother me though. I still had the basilisk’s spellheart, and with the recrystallization method I could bring my spellheart back up to the ninth layer with ease.

The earth zeal within my body swirled and bubbled, pushing against the edges of my body and straining against its confines. I moved my arms slowly forward and felt the zeal slosh inside me like water in a balloon.

That slight twitch wasn’t enough to make me burst, so I tried another arm. Then a leg. After testing my limbs one moment at a time I realized the pain I’d been feeling had vanished as I sealed the zeal within myself.

Not only did I not feel pain, but I felt stronger as well. It was like the feeling I’d had when I first got the Blackgorge Fiendbody. The zeal spread throughout my flesh was empowering me. The tiny spellhearts that had been there had overflowed, throwing freely available zeal throughout my body, ready to use at a moment’s notice. As a result, I could draw upon the strength of the earth without even thinking about it. I hadn’t had the opportunity to test myself yet, but I suspected I was as strong as I would have been when channeling earth zeal. Except now that was what my body was like all the time.

There was some bubbling on the opposite side of the mud pit and I jumped back thinking I was about to be attacked by a monster. But instead, Yorik popped up, brushing mud from her face.

“Where were you?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anger.

“Keeping you from leaving. Is custom.” Yorik explained.

“You were the one holding my legs.” I felt somewhat relieved that there wasn’t a grasping monster in this mud pit with us.

“Yes. Gave you back your rock too.” Yorik replied, and I realized she’d been the one to hand me my spellheart.

I thought I should be upset with her, but the emotion didn’t quite fit. I was actually somewhat glad she’d done what she did. I was stronger now, and better for the experience.

“So that was the trick? Sealing the zeal within my body?” I asked Yorik. “You know, you could have just told me.”

Yorik shook her head. “Is not our way. Especially for a chief. Knowledge gained through blood is better than knowledge gained through words. Also, there are many ways to seal the body. Only you can choose the best for you.”

“The mud pit then, it was meant to induce this transformation?”

“Channeled my power into the mud. Stimulate your pores and cause your Blackgorge Fiendbody to overflow. Now you are Stone Skin.”

“Stone skin. You’ve mentioned that before. That’s the first level of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.” I said, recalling one of the few actual lectures Yorik gave me. “Skin like stone.”

“Yes.” Yorik agreed simply. “Now, you must learn. Use your new body.”

Yorik stood up, only ankle deep in the mud despite the fact that it should have been liquid to neck-height. I used my earth spellheart to harden the mud. It responded quickly to my commands, likely because it had been flooded with zeal that had flowed through my bonded spellheart and my own body.

With firm dirt under my toes I stood up as well, matching Yorik’s height.

“So how do we do this? Push ups? Exercises? Do you have a set of katas for me to move through?” I asked the orc. I should have known better.

“Fight.” Yorik said, not wasting another breath as she tucked her chin and rammed me with her shoulder. Despite being calf-deep in sloshing mud Yorik was able to move with astonishing force. As was I, I soon realized.

Yorik’s tackle sent me tumbling into the mud. I crashed into the mud below her, but before she could pin me I rolled moving so fast I couldn’t sink below the surface. I tried to spring to my feet but put too much power into it and tumbled forward onto my face.

Yorik crossed her arms and rested her weight on one leg. “Try again.”

The moment I stood up she rushed me again, sending me flailing on the ground.

This time, I did manage to spring back to my feet, but not before Yorik grabbed a wrist and flipped me through the air.

By the time I realized what was happening I was already tumbling through the air. All I could do was twist myself as I fell so I landed on my feet, though the slipperiness of the mud conspired against me again, making me slip and land on my face after an otherwise flawless flip.

I sprung to my feet this time before Yorik could even turn around. She tucked her shoulder and charged to tackle me once more, but this time I was ready.

With speed I would never have been able to muster without a spellheart, I dodged to the right. Yorik grasped at empty air and I spun around her back. In one smooth motion, I wrapped my arms around her waist and bent over backwards, slamming her headfirst into the mud.

I dropped her once I realized how rough the blow had been.

“Sorry about that, Yorik. I got a bit too into the momen—”

Yorik didn’t let me finish my sentence. With a toothy grin she twisted and pulled my legs out from under me, sending me spinning into the mud.

She jumped on top of me then, licking her lips. With the mud cleared off them, I realized they were flushed red. Her weight pressed against me and I felt hard nipples on my body. She was getting off on this.

Unwilling to let Yorik have her way with me, I wrapped my legs around her and twisted, changing our positions so that I was on top instead.

I tried to pin Yorik’s arms, but she caught my fists in her own. She tried to push my hands off her, but in our current position, I had the advantage of strength. Still, Yorik was inhumanly strong and bit by bit she was pushing me back.

She would have overpowered me, given time. I didn’t plan to give her that. This entire mud pit had already been flooded with my zeal. Though my connection to it was fading, it still eagerly awaited my command. And now I had Yorik exactly where I wanted her.

With a thought, I commanded the mud around her to freeze in place. In a moment, the entire pit had turned to sedimentary rock, with only her face and fingertips exposed.

I rolled off her, wiping the mud off myself and trying to catch my breath. “I… win… Yorik.”

“Dirty elf trick.” Yorik grumbled, catching her breath. “Well?” she demanded.

“Well what?”

“Today you learn the ways of the orcs.” Yorik breathed huskily. “We take prisoners for one reason only.”

I looked down on Yorik’s immobilized form. She was normally dominant and aggressive, especially since she’d regained her lost strength. This might be a rare opportunity.

I stood over Yorik’s bound and helpless body. “Well, that’s a bold suggestion of you Yorik. Do you think that you’re worthy of me? After being defeated so handily?”

Yorik’s voice was smaller and quieter than I’d ever heard it before. “No chief.” She mumbled.

“But, I am a generous chief.” I took Yorik’s chin in my hands and leaned very close to her. “Sometimes I grant pleasure to my warriors who aid me. You aided me today Yorik. Do you want pleasure?”

“Yes, chief.” Yorik tried to shake her head, but was too bound to do any more than wiggle.

“Well alright then.” I waved away the stone concealing those massive luscious breasts of Yorik’s, cupping them in my hands and feeling their weight.

I pinched a nipple and watched Yorik’s face contort in a mixture of pleasure and pain. She wasn’t a masochist in the traditional sense of the word, but anyone who came from a culture that glorifies bare-handed fighting and dominance would treat pain differently.

Remembering how good those breasts felt, I took my rapidly hardening cock and buried it between them.

“Yeah, this is what I wanted!” I grunted as I massaged her breasts against my member.

“…serve… the chief.” Yorik’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as I toyed with her breasts.

“That’s right. Serve your chief.” I said, getting off to how much she was enjoying this nearly as much as I was getting off to her breasts around my cock.

Dirty and muddy, I fucked her tits as she lay there imprisoned by my magic.

Yorik’s bountiful bosom felt like a pair of clouds, gently but firmly milking my cock as I slid in and out of her cleavage. Each thrust from me was accompanied by a moan from Yorik as I toyed with her mounds of flesh.

“Yes… chief’s touch…” she mumbled in broken elvish.

I called on my earth zeal, wiping off the mud from Yorik’s head and my cock. I thrust my tool all the way up between her breasts. My recent increase in size allowed me to poke her in the chin while I did so.

“Put that mouth of yours to use. Give your chief a kiss.” I instructed.

Yorik obeyed, wiggling her head with all her might. I relaxed the stone around her neck so she could lean forward a little and wrap her lips around the head of my cock.

She slobbered on my tip before I pulled back. Only a second later I thrust through her breasts again, meeting her lips with the head of my cock.

I used her womanly lumps to pleasure myself, eventually squirting my load all over Yorik’s face. Far from annoyed, Yorik licked up what she could reach with her tongue and gave me her signature toothy grin.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










FUN ASIDE, I had promised to help Yorik strengthen her mind spellheart right after we worked on my own cultivation. Now that I had advanced the Bloodgorge Fiendbody to the stone skin level I was ready to uphold my promise.

Luckily, I’d been able to pick up the last of my old stuff during my trip to the Songstone clan with Yorik. Coming to this world had made me a terrible packrat, especially now that I could just throw everything into a dimensional storage. One of the things I’d hidden away was the remains of the mind aspect spellhearts that Illiel had given me, dissolved in lye. There wasn’t much left to them, but I spent some free time enjoying the stars and cool night air while I pulled additional mind zeal out of the air.

That was a terribly slow process. Gone where they days where I could just scoop up some dirt and have sufficient quantities of zeal to upgrade my spellheart, and mind magic was particularly tedious to cultivate. For most elves, many long nights of meditation as they pulled zeal from their surroundings was the only way to improve their spellheart. I didn’t have the patience for that.


So I got just enough mind zeal in solution that I could drop in a zeal crystal. The zeal of the crystal quickly took on the yellowish tinge of mind zeal.

“See? This is the trick Yorik. You have to heat the crystal up until everything is in solution, then cool it down to bring what you dissolved out of solution.” I explained.

In reply, Yorik yawned. Clearly alchemy wasn’t an interest of hers.

I warmed the cauldron of mind zeal up until I couldn’t see any specks of crystals floating around. With the mind zeal dissolved, I dropped in another low-grade zeal crystal.

The zeal crystal quickly dissolved into nothingness, disappearing within the solution in my cauldron. I was accustomed to the sight by now and removed it from heat.

“Alright Yorik. Drop your spellheart in.”

Yorik did so without hesitation, showing me great trust.

“Now,” I instructed, “you cultivate. Nothing fancy, just the zeal accumulation technique you’d use to grow your spellheart if it were sitting in your hand. Only this time draw from the mind zeal in the solution around it.”

Yorik blinked at me. “Cultivate… how?”

“That’s right.” I remembered. “You don’t know anything about this, do you?”

Yorik shrugged. “Self taught. No elf would teach an orc.”

“Well that’s a shame. I only just learned this myself, so I’m hardly an ideal teacher.” I tried to compose my thoughts. “I’ll give it my best shot though.” I shifted into lecture mode.

“Free zeal takes the form of little particles. You begin to get a feel for these particles when you reach the mage acolyte realm, or earlier if you’re me. Since you can’t see them you’ll have to feel them. Try and touch the mind zeal in the bowl. Don’t try anything fancy, just try and influence what’s there with your mind.”

Yorik furrowed her eyebrows and a look of great concentration descended over her face. She bit her lower lip and glared at the bowl as if it were a hated enemy.

Nothing happened.

“Alright.” I said with a sigh. “Try and will the spellheart to get bigger.”

Yorik nodded, clearly trying her best. It couldn’t be helped though, she lacked the education elves received from their elders with regards to cultivation. And unfortunately she wasn’t a natural like me. She needed time and instruction to pick up the technique.

When willing the spellheart to get larger didn’t work, Yorik frowned in frustration. She looked like she was going to flip the bowl in anger, but a small sigh on my part made her go quiet.

“It’s okay.” I said. “Let’s try something else. You know how to control zeal when it’s in your body, right? It’s just this whole thing of working with it outside of you that gives you trouble.” I tapped my chin, theorizing. “Maybe you should try sticking your hands in the water? Watch your fingers though, there’s a lot of lye in that.”

Surprisingly, that worked. As soon as Yorik was able to physically touch the spellheart she was able to get zeal flowing towards it. In retrospect, it should have been the first thing I tried. Yorik had been able to manipulate zeal fine when she’d been touching her mind spellheart before. The lye didn’t affect her either.

“Stone skin.” Yorik explained as she kept her hand fully submerged in the caustic fluid. “Makes me tough.”

Yorik was self-taught in the ways of elvish cultivation, so she needed to learn the proper ways of doing things from the ground up. What she’d been doing thus far had been based on the knowledge and experience she had from orcish cultivation, which was fundamentally different in certain aspects.

For one, while elves meditated and gently drew zeal into their spellhearts, orcs took the power they wanted and forced it to submit. This was most apparent when comparing the ascension to mage acolyte with the orcish stone skin body transformation.

Elves increased their power by strengthening their bond with a spellheart and the power that spellheart could hold. To store zeal internally, elves buried their spellheart inside of themselves, fusing with it as they pushed to ascend into the true mage ranks. They influenced zeal, gently pushing it where and how they needed it to go but never in ways unnatural to the zeal itself.

Orcs on the other hand had a completely different philosophy. They seized zeal, pulling it from the world around them and stuffing it in themselves. They directly ingested physical materials filled with zeal, trapping the power inside their own flesh and sealing it against escape with a combination of magic, willpower, and a high tolerance to pain.

Instead of ingesting a spellheart, the orcs made themselves into spellhearts. I now ranked as a stone skin orc, and while I wasn’t quite sure of my power, I felt brimming with zeal. I could control a flying sword with similar skill to a mage acolyte, and likely had equivalent zeal to an elf who just stepped into the mage acolyte realm. Instead of having their power in a newly implanted dantian, orcs spread their power all over their bodies. These small differences meant that although orcs couldn’t influence the world around them, they had passive physical power that no elf could match without flooding their own bodies with zeal, and even then elves often came in second place in a physical confrontation with an orc because the power wasn’t as well integrated with their bodies.

Most interesting, these two methods of cultivation didn’t interfere with each other. Yorik was one of many orcs who came to the world of elves in the hopes of learning elvish magics to use in conjunction with their own. According to her, there were also elves who did the opposite, trying to refine the strength of their bodies using the techniques of the orcs.

“If you wish to master your body,” Yorik said, “travel to my home. Elf magic and tools are everywhere here. At home it is the same for us.”

Someday, I’d have to book a flight to the orc world. I made a plan to do so once my situation in the Hearthwood was secure. I wasn’t yet completely clear how one journeyed from world to world among the Ten Thousand Worlds, but I suspected it would be easier for me. I was the proud owner of an alien spaceship, after all.







I eventually managed to coach Yorik into some semblance of elvish cultivation. She still had to be physically touching her spellheart to use it properly, but with time she could learn to manipulate zeal as elves did. 

Midway through, Sava walked into the Alchemist’s Laboratory and grabbed a pile of flasks before running out the door again with a look of excitement on her face. I left Yorik to continue cultivating her mind spellheart on her own and followed Sava to see what all the excitement was about. As fast as the recrystallization technique was, it still took time.

It turned out that Sava had taken my permission to share the recrystallization method for refining spellhearts very seriously.

Overnight, the Riverweed elves had grown two saplings which grew exactly to head height before bending over, providing a dense canopy of intertwined leaves in the shape of a semicircle with one open front with no sign of ropes or thatching. Houses grown from seeds. Impressive, though I was surprised Sava had even temporarily abandoned her pride as a riverweed elf and built something as earthbound as a hut on the ground. I supposed the treehouses her clan favored just took too long to grow.

The dense green foliage inside the hut shaded the rows of cauldrons lining benches. Each cauldron was paired with a green-haired head bent over them in concentration. The Riverweed clan had been culled down to no more than three dozen members, and more than half of them were here meticulously studying cauldrons.

At a lectern, Sava was holding a nature-aspect spellheart and stirring a pot of boiling plant-sap. Each of the elves had a collection of misshapen nature spellhearts of their own, likely taken from monsters hunted in the forest or in the dungeon below.

“Alright, this is the true test for all of you.” Sava instructed, “Now that we’ve practiced, it’s time for you to upgrade your own spellhearts. If you can succeed at this, then you will have earned a place as one of my alchemists.”

I watched in silence from the back corner as Sava demonstrated the recrystallization method for increasing spellheart size. From my teachings, Sava had formulated her own process and ritualized it in a way elves found easy and familiar.

“Wait three breaths after the last of the remaining shards of spellheart have vanished.” Sava held up her own flask, showing everyone that the last of the nature spellheart she carried had vanished.

“Then reduce heat to twelve candles. Every hundred breaths reduce the heat another candle’s worth.” Sava continued, slowly allowing the container to cool.

The elves did as instructed, though they bore mixed looks of worry and determination as they dropped their own spellhearts in. Sava dropped in a small but otherwise high-grade spellheart into the solution.

I approached from the side. Several elves shot me startled glances, but most were too focused on their work to pay me any mind.

“Oh, the master alchemist himself!” Sava said with surprise. She gestured in my direction to introduce me, but glanced at the many furrowed brows and closed eyes and decided it was best not to disturb her students concentration.

“Hi Sava. I discovered a new trick, let me show you.” I reached into my dimensional storage and extracted three zeal crystals, which I dropped into Sava’s cauldron. Just as before, they twinkled out of existence and vanished.

“Theo!” Sava grabbed a spoon and tried to fish the crystals out, but they had already been reduced to zeal floating around. “Those are valuable! You shouldn’t waste them!”

I grinned. “I’m not wasting them. Just keep doing what you were doing before.”

Sava continued to count her breaths, as I could hear the elves around me doing. Every hundred breaths they adjusted the heat provided by those pitch black tablets of enchanted wood I’d seen Sava use for heating before. Sava had every step carefully laid out and meticulously planned. As long as an elf could memorize Sava’s instructions and follow them with excruciating precision, they’d have the same results as Sava. To me it seemed like a very boring and backwards way to do alchemy, but this was the methodology the elves had relied on for generations.

I realized then why elves had such trouble coming up with alchemical recipes of their own. If this lesson was any indication, elves followed precise rituals to get anywhere and had little understanding for the forces that made their own magic work. Maybe other places with better educational systems dealt with zeal theory, but if this was how all elves treated alchemy it was no wonder nobody here had come up with the recrystallization method before me. Nobody knew enough to try.

Sava worked as the elves did, though she needed considerably less concentration. She was a mage acolyte after all. Even though she wasn’t working with her own spellheart, her control over zeal was fundamentally better than that of heartwielders.

Soon all six hundred breaths of time, as measured by the elves, passed and Sava had the elves quickly transfer their cauldrons to cool water, then to ice water. That was as cold as the elves could reasonably go, as nobody in the Hearthwood had access to magics that could do more than basic cooling. It was too hot here for ice cultivators, which was something Illiel had complained about before. She had a small ice spellheart, though she focused on her mind magic.

Because of that, even ice was tough to get and was only possible because Sava had borrowed an enchanted treasure that could make ice from the Hidden Serpent’s treasury after making a deal with Eltiana.

When the elves had cultivated all they could many sprang out of their seats with delight. Their spellhearts had been upgraded far beyond previous levels and refined to a higher grade of purity than before. Previously the average level in the room had been the fourth layer. This one session had pushed that average up to the seventh, and a lot closer to mage acolyte.

It stuck me again how much of a cheat I’d developed for heartwielders. Previously, the vast majority of elves had been stuck at the zeal accumulation stage, unable to enter the mage acolyte ranks without first putting in years of dedication to refine their spellhearts.

I had removed that barrier completely. Now reaching the peak of zeal accumulation was simply a matter of slaying enough monsters to get the needed spellhearts. And even that wasn’t a problem to those given zeal crystals.

The elves who had succeeded were clasping hands and showing off their new power. Several made vines grow right inside the building to test their new power before Sava stomped her foot and scattered all the zeal in the area to get them to sit back down again.

About half of the elves had failed to perform per Sava’s instructions. Of those elves, one was openly weeping. Her spellheart had completely vanished into the liquid, gone from sight.

I walked over to her and examined her setup. The reason for her loss became readily apparent.

“You added too much plant sap.” I explained, looking at her nearly-overflowing cauldron. “I don’t know how much you had in terms of crushed nature spellhearts, but you’d never be able to saturate this.”

The elf wiped her face. “I-I t-thought that u-using more would m-make me m-more powerful.”

I gave her a consoling pat on the shoulder. “Let this be a lesson to you. Save experimentation until after you know what you’re doing.”

She wiped her tears away again, unable to stop crying at the loss of a spellheart she likely spent years nurturing. The elves who failed all had similar problems, though all but the sobbing one before me had pulled their spellhearts out as soon as they noticed something was wrong.

The downcast mood of those who failed didn’t bring down the celebratory cheer of the elves who’d succeeded. The only thing that could quiet them was the sight of what Sava pulled out of her cauldron.

The sheer size of the spellheart Sava extracted was enough to send all the gathered elves into a hushed whisper. It filled her entire hand, the size of a balled fist. It looked like it weighed as much as nearly every spellheart in the room put together, and it was nearly the size of the basilisk spellheart from the monster we’d slain down in the dungeon.

“By the immortals,” one elf spoke in a hushed whisper. “What is that?”

“A very large spellheart.” Sava answered. “Pumped beyond any practical limits.”

I started clapping. A few of the elves joined in. “Bravo, Sava! You’ve truly pushed recrystallization to a new level to produce something so grand!”

The elves gawked openly at Sava. “Is this what a mage acolyte can do?”

“No, this is the skill of a master alchemist at work!”

“I’ve never seen a nature spellheart so flawless!”

I gave Sava a wink. In response she rolled her eyes.

“Now, my students, you shouldn’t ever try to make something this big with your own spellheart.” Sava warned them. “Having this much raw zeal would destabilize your connection to your spellheart if you’re just a heartwielder. It would also require more vitality than any elf could possess to successfully stabilize it inside your body.”

The elves continued to stare wide-eyed at the massive spellheart until Sava eventually took a rock to it, shattering a third of it off. She shattered that third into even smaller pieces, which she passed to the weeping elf who’d lost her spellheart.

“Here.” Sava held out a handful of nature spellheart shards. “See if you can bond with one of those.”

The weeping elf wiped away her tears and glanced at Sava with an expression like a starving woman who was just offered an entire roast pig.

The elf tried each of the shards one by one. When she got to the smallest shard she jumped in surprise and glee.

“This one!”

Some of the elves who had made the same mistake as her but managed to save their spellhearts glared at her in jealously. Despite being the smallest shard, it was transparent flawless crystal. It looked more like a perfect crystal than what any of the other elves had.

“I like you.” Sava told her. “You could have abandoned the procedure at any time by pulling your spellheart out, but you kept trying until you could try no more. That was foolish,” Sava leaned in close, whispering so only the girl and I could hear, “but it demonstrates your tenacity. That’s something I can work with. Stay here after all the others leave.”

I took my leave with all the other elves, having learned a small lesson from Sava’s lecture myself. Elves could only bond with, at most, a tenth layer spellheart. But I wasn’t an elf, nor was I only a heartwielder.

On my way out, I witnessed Sava trying to rescue the previously-weeping elf’s cauldron by adding more nature spellheart fragments to it, saturating the greater volume of plant sap.

I shouted one last message to her on my way out. “Clan meeting, two days from today at dawn!”

“I’ll be there Theo.” Sava said still hunched over her student’s cauldron. “By the way, your spellheart could use enhancement most of all. Take that vial on the table there.”


I found the very vials Sava had happily looted from the Alchemist’s Laboratory. Inside them was a viscous blue fluid. “What is it?”


“That’s all the dwarven liquor we had in stock, I’m afraid, but based on my experiments mixing it in with the lye makes a far better solvent than lye alone.”


I gave Sava a kiss on the forehead. “You read my mind. I’ll put this stuff to good use.”







Sava wasn’t the only Riverweed tribe member to set up shop. I hadn’t seen Atilla, Dulla, and Malla anywhere in Sava’s classroom, but I found them nearby. Just across the little dirt path leading to The Wanderer was another tree-structure. It was similar to Sava’s design, though vastly smaller.

In back, a variety of shelves sported clay and glass vials. In front there was a counter, which Dulla was sitting behind. All in all, it looked much like a market stand for potions.

“Hello Dulla, I see you’ve put your newly improved spellheart to good use.” I waved my hand over the shop she’d shaped out of a living tree.

Dulla yawned and I noticed there were bags under her eyes. She’d been leaning back on her wooden stool. “Ah, hi Theo.” Dulla addressed me sleepily.

“Are you okay?” I asked her as I looked her over. She looked like she had a bad cold, but I couldn’t remember ever seeing an elf get sick. As far as I could tell, just reaching the fourth layer of zeal accumulation made it exponentially more difficult to get infected by any common illness.

“Just tired,” Dulla assured as she yawned a second time. “I overused my new spellheart I think. My, this hasn’t happened since my mother pushed me directly to the second layer.”

I looked her over more closely, taking her face in my hands and inspecting her. She blushed but allowed me to grab her head.

“You should consider getting some rest. Sleep it off and stop using your spellheart for awhile.” I instructed.

I glanced at her through mage sight. Only a true mage could compete with me in terms of the ability to perceive zeal. Anything inside a living being was clouded to my senses, but I was able to perceive Dulla’s meridians well enough to see they looked scalded and stretched, like too much had been shoved through them in too little time. “It looks like you’re abusing your meridians.”

Dulla shook her head. “Can’t stop. I’m making too much money to stop now. These things won’t sell themselves.”

“Potions?” I asked, examining the items on display.

Dulla shrugged. “Herbal remedies mostly. Stuff we used to sell in the Hearthwood clan. Sava’s been making a killing on vitality potions. Lucky for me, she’s transitioned from herblore to alchemy, otherwise I’d never be able to compete. 

“We’ve got groups headed into the labyrinth today, scouring for dungeons to clear. The mage acolytes always trade for a vitality potions for emergencies, but buying those costs a fortune that only mage acolytes can afford. I’m selling a cheaper, less effective alternative for heartwielders. These herbal concoctions of mine won’t heal you instantly, but they can save a limb if used right. I’ve also got light potions, bandages, and wooden shovels. Simple stuff that Sava can’t be bothered to make anymore.”

“I’m glad to see you’re doing well for yourself.” I gave her a smile “What are your prices? I’d like to experiment with a few of your potions.”

Dulla frowned. “That’s a bit of a problem. It’s tough to get Queensmarks way out here. For big purchases we can trade directly in spellhearts, but that’s troublesome too, since they don’t have uniform sizes and values. The tribes of the Hearthwood all used to have their own token system, but now that we’ve got multiple tribes thrown together nobody can agree on values. Most people can agree that a Riverweed tribe merit point is worth about three Waterbeetle merit points, but the Hidden Serpent elves all claim that their points are worth ten of ours.”

“That’s an unforeseen problem,” I admitted. “Let everyone know that I’ll be issuing a new currency which you can acquire using your tribes own tokens.”

I made a mental note to talk to Mac about printing up some plastic coins for everyone to use. Those would be pretty hard to counterfeit, and be fairly portable as well.

“Understood. That will certainly make trading easier for me and my sister.” Dulla glanced around the corner and I saw Malla’s happy face. She was in a stall right next to Dulla’s and slightly smaller in size.

“Malla!” I greeted her. “I would have thought you’d have wanted to go straight into the dungeon!”

Malla pouted. “Big sister Atilla wouldn’t let me. She said I needed more time to practice using zeal before trying to fight with it. I’ve been trying to tell her, I already know Grasping Vines!”

“I’m sure your sister has your best wishes at heart.” I replied, walking over to her storefront. Where Dulla was selling herbs and potions, Malla was selling clothes. Even now she was hard at work with a bone needle, sewing together a leather vest from a raptor pelt. The stuff must have been pretty tough, because I noticed a tiny flare of zeal in her finger every time she pushed the needle through the fabric.

I glanced at her with my mage sight as well. Malla’s meridians were stretched thin as well, though not as heavily worn as Dulla’s. In fact, they seemed to be stretching quickly to accommodate Malla’s new power thanks to her current activity of using just a little zeal at a time constantly.

“You look healthier than your sister. Are you making some quality leather goods?” I asked her.

Malla nodded, still grumbling about the dungeon. “Yep. Clothes don’t last long in a fight, so people are always looking for more. There aren’t as many raptors in the labyrinth as there used to be — which is a good thing — but it does mean I’m going to have to learn how to make clothes out of something else soon. Plus,” she leaned in and whispered, “don’t tell Dulla, because Atilla charges her full market price for ingredients found down below, but she gives me raptor pelts for free!”

Dulla rolled tired eyes in our direction, indicating she was fully aware of the sisterly favoritism going on.

“Well then ladies, seeing as how I just thought of the idea to create a new currency, I’ve got quite a bit of money to spend.” My wardrobe was looking rather sparse lately, so I bought some clothes from Malla. She took my measurements and promised to have them properly fitted for tomorrow.

From Dulla, I took one of everything she had in stock, plus a few extra light potions.

Malla waved me off with a big smile and Dulla gave me a tired smile.







Not long after parting ways with her sisters I saw Atilla coming out of the dungeon. She had an unusual batch in tow, one of the teams made up of elves from across the tribes. Atilla was there along with a purple-haired Hidden Serpent tribe elf, and a blue-haired Waterbeetle elf.

“Is that a common sight these days?” I asked an elf standing nearby gazing down as the party of three hauled up six bags stuffed with loot from down below to a group of elves being directed by Illiel.

“Oh, patriarch Theo!” The elf I was speaking to jumped in surprise and gestured to herself, surprised I was speaking to her. “Forming a dungeon diving group with elves of different skillsets is a strategy growing in popularity. After hearing about how well the chief’s did with the pat… with you, many other groups are mimicking your strategy. This idea of having roles for members of a dungeon diving team is quite novel.”

“I’m glad it’s working out for everyone.” I said as I nodded goodbye to the elf and went to talk with Illiel.

“No, this is worth about a hundred Queensmarks, so we’ll take the spellheart and the pelt as taxes, or we can do the spellheart and the beetle shell.” Illiel instructed one the elves around her.

“What’s going on here?” I asked.

“Theo! The people Sava set up to take your cut of the dungeon haul need better training. Most of them can’t tell the difference between green shadow moss and ordinary cave moss!”

“How horrifying.” I replied dryly, unwilling to mention that I had no idea what green shadow moss looked like myself. “But, that is one of the things you could bring up in the meeting. Two days from today, at dawn!”

“Meeting?” Illiel said in surprise before giving me a shrug. “Alright, I’ll be there.”

Next I turned to Atilla, who was looking even sleepier than Dulla had been.

“Good morning, patriarch Theo!” Atilla said, her good cheer shining through past her tired demeanor.

“Getting some good use out of your newly regained powers?”

Atilla nodded eagerly. “That’s right. I’m finally strong again!” she grinned wildly, despite having half her dungeon haul taxed.

“Wonderful.” I examined her under mage sight and determined that she too had worn her meridians excessively over the past day. Hers looked a little different though. A little like flabby muscles that once would have been able to lift their current load without issue, but had since fallen out of shape. “Do keep an eye on your meridians though. Don’t overtax yourself. I’m beginning to suspect that there are limitations on speed in reaching through the zeal accumulation ranks besides just hearthstone size.”

“Don’t worry,” Atilla said. “A bit of that energy rich food you’re feeding us and I’ll be right as rain in no time!”







I walked with Atilla to the mess hall only to find Assyrus serving the food to the dungeoneers, with Eltiana lingering nearby.

“People will respect the hand that feeds them.” Assyrus explained. “Chief Wisdom taught me that. She always personally handed out gifts and accolades to worthy members of the tribe.” Assyrus smiled sadly. “I know it worked on me. I was the recipient of many such gifts, as a promising young upstart in the tribe.”

“And does this food count as that?”

“Certainly.” Eltiana confirmed, tucking an ironwood butchers knife into her belt as elegantly as one of her fine daggers. “Meat from mage acolyte realm beasts? And plants from the Hydroponic Farm bearing similar quality? This would make a fine meal for a very wealthy elf.”

As I chatted with Atilla and Eltiana I watched the elves with mage sight. Many of them had signs of stretching and damage, similar to what I’d observed with Dulla and Atilla. But as I watched the latter eat with mage sight I realized the food flowed through her, swirling around on internal currents. Something milky white came off the food she consumed, spreading throughout her body and soothing her worn meridians.

Vitality. I had been wondering why Sava and Illiel hadn’t experienced something like what these elves were feeling as they advanced through the zeal accumulation realm at an accelerated pace. Vitality allowed the elves to maintain control over the zeal inside themselves. Dimly, I remembered Sava or Illiel mentioning something like that ages ago. Those girls were damned lucky! Without me they would have been weak and weary like Atilla and Dulla. So there was a limit to rapid spellheart strengthening. It just happened that the girls close to me could bypass it. Still, it would probably be best not to push anyone directly from the first layer to the ninth. Though it may be possible, if jumping a few layers made you sick, I shuddered to think what jumping nine at once would do to an elf.

“Everything looks like it’s running without me these days.” I said to the two tribal chiefs.

Eltiana popped a magical carrot into her mouth and crunched it. “That is the way you wanted it, right?”

“I did want you girls to take over some responsibilities, yes. To that end, I want both of you at a clan meeting. Two days from today at dawn.”

Assyrus grumbled and Eltiana shrugged.

Eltiana took another bit of her carrot. “We’ll be there, but what’s it about?”

“Plans.” I replied cryptically. “I’ll be out of communication for a few days. I need to gain a few levels myself. I’ve been behind for too long. Talk to Mac if you need anything. He’ll oversee the settlement in my place.”

[Oh, lucky me.] I heard Mac chuckle in my head.

“But don’t go to him unless something really big comes up. If you let him take charge he’ll have you turning this place into a warehouse.”

[A very clean warehouse! With polished granite floors! And all the buildings neatly organized in grids! Just think of all the things I could do with a few earth heartwielders…]







Having spoken with all my other girls, I went back to visit Yorik again. I’d left her with the assignment of improving her mind spellheart, but when I went back to the area in front of The Wanderer where I’d left her, both she and the bowl were gone.

I suspected I would find her off in the woods, and sure enough, she was located in the exact clearing we’d dug for me to advance to the rank of stone skin orc.

Near that pit was a head-high boulder, on top of which Yorik was perched, seated cross-legged with her eyebrows heavily creased and a look of frustration on her face. She seemed to be trying her best impression of a meditating elf, and failing.

“You know,” I shouted up at her, “you’ll have better results where there’s more mind zeal. You should try this back in town while all the elves are sleeping. That’s when I’ve seen the most active mind magic.”

Yorik grumbled. “Don’t want to. Too crowded.”

“What? Are the elves annoying you?” I asked. “Have you been sleeping out here? You know my private chambers are always open. Assyrus, Eltiana, and Sava all have their own clans to stay with, but you should come sleep aboard The Wanderer with me.”

“Okay.” Yorik replied, and I wasn’t sure if that was a yes or no.

“One other thing,” I added, “two days from now at dawn. I’m having a meeting in the command center. Assyrus, Illiel, Eltiana, and Sava will be there. I want you to come too.”

Yorik opened her eyes again and looked at me. “You want me for planning?” she asked, doubt in her voice.

“Yes. You gave me some good advice before, to appoint a whip-wielder to keep order. Tell me you’ll be at the meeting?”

“Okay.” This time I could hear proud affirmation in tone.

At that moment, I received a whole host of notifications from The Wanderer.




New equipment is now available in the Smith’s Workshop.

Your Personal Chambers can now accommodate additional people and is more relaxing to be in.

Crop Production in the Hydroponic Farm has increased by 200%

Your Dimensional Storage can now accommodate additional items.

New equipment is now available in Alchemist’s Laboratory.

The Medical Bay now has access to additional equipment.

Cultivation Chamber passive time dilation increased to 2x.

You may now build defenses further away. Crude Sentry Towers can now be upgraded to Sturdy Sentry Towers.




My upgrades had gone through! Now it was finally time to get to work.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










EVERYONE ELSE HAD leveled up. Now it was my turn.

“Mac, I’m going to be in the alchemy lab for a while. After that I’m headed directly to the cultivation chamber. Don’t let anybody disturb me unless absolutely necessary. If anyone asks, tell them that I’ll be finishing up just in time for the meeting in two days.”

[Alright Theo, you can expect me to keep this ship in glimmering, glistening shape as always.] Mac said, adding, [No thanks needed] in a way that implied otherwise.

“Yes, thank you for all your hard work, Mac.” I replied before shutting the door to the Alchemist’s Laboratory.

I’d long since dredged up every scrap of information about the recrystallization technique I’d gotten as part of an education implant, and learned a few new tricks for using it with regards to zeal.

I brought out my earth spellheart, brought down to a pitiful sixth layer again thanks to drawing on it to become a stone skin orc. Not that a weak spellheart was any issue for me anymore, with my little cheat up and running.

I already had some hot lye cooked up, in which I dropped the many earth aspect spellhearts I’d collected over the past few weeks. The largest, the basilisk spellheart, I kept to the side.

Sava had provided a bit of explanation alongside the three vials of dwarven liquor. She’d discovered in her experiments that the best solvent for earth-aspect spellhearts was a mixture of lye and something called distilled dwarves ale. I uncorked one of the vials and noted the potent alcohol looked like a transparent blue sap and had a pungent fruity smell that reminded me of antifreeze.


“Too bad there are only three jars of this stuff.” I muttered to myself. “I won’t have enough for Sava’s ideal rations working in the quantities I’ll need.”


[Would more of that stuff be worth points to you?] Mac interjected.


I frowned. “Yes, they would. Are you saying I can buy these with points?”


[That’s right! There’s an add-on for just about everything. Let me see… here it is! The Analyzer and Replicator!]




Substance Analyzer (400 points)

This device identifies the constituent parts of a substance with a level 30 complexity or below.




Substance Replicator (400 points)

This device receives information from the Substance Analyzer and reproduces it exactly. Material in the generated substance is generated through the energy-to-matter converter and will cost points to produce.




“Well, Sava did want us to become an alchemy clan.” I tapped my chin in thought.


[This also has the added benefit of allowing you to unlock new alchemy recipes without paying for them in points. You just need to have one of the potions on hand and run it through the analyzer.]


“Alright, I’m sold. This is a good investment into the clan’s future. And a good thank you to Sava. Buy them.”




Devices under construction. (-800 Points.)




Unlike building an entire room, constructing these two devices went by rather quickly. I watched as blue light descending from the ceiling, passing over an empty corner of the room. The light swept over the area , depositing a thin layer of something metallic as it passed.


The light swept over the area again and again, like a printer with no physical parts. Before my eyes, the ship had formed a towering mass of stainless steel with two ports.


“Now how do I make more of this stuff?” I asked Mac, swishing around the dwarven liquor.


[Place it in the front hatch and I’ll do the rest.] Mac instructed.


I opened one of the metal compartments, revealing nothing but an empty box of smooth steel. I peered around inside the device, but could see no visible sensors. Doubtfully, I closed the hatch.


The machine whirred and buzzed a moment before dinging like a microwave.




Substance Analyzed. Blueprint for dwarves liquor acquired. Cost to replicate: 40 points.




I quickly scanned the blueprint for dwarven liquor, hoping I’d be able to save points and brew it myself. Sadly, the main ingredient was a type of underground berry I’d never heard of, so I had to replicate it several times until I had enough to fill the cauldron with half dwarven liquor and half lye.


While I waited for my solution to heat up, I tossed all the potions I’d gotten from Dulla into the Analyzer one by one and acquired blueprints for all of them. I’d have to have Sava compare the blueprints generated by The Wanderer with the instructions passed down through her tribe.


With that done, I was finally able to return to my own spellheart enhancement, which would take several steps. The first refining was me simply fusing all the little earth spellhearts Illiel had collected in taxes into one. Many of these things came from lowly first, second, or third layer mystic beasts and were either small or low grade. Dissolving them all and discarding the scraps allowed me to create something of quality out of all those little scraps, though at the price of significant losses.

Still, I was willing to splurge on something as important as this. Elves had limits on how fast they could progress because they needed vitality to help them integrate with their power. They kept me around because as a human I oozed vitality. In theory, I should be able to progress as quickly as I could accumulate the zeal to do so.

Having cooked up a number of still small but much higher quality earth spellhearts I set up the second recrystallization refinement, dropping in both the spellheart I’d just made and the large one I’d gotten from the basilisk. I dissolved and recrystallized these spellhearts a dozen times, discarding contaminates each time until I finally had a batch of the purest earth spellhearts I could make.

I held one up to the light and noted that despite their brownish hue, I could see through them as well as good glass. Each crystal was symmetrical with no sign of defects. I had pushed beyond top-grade, at significant cost. Despite starting with a huge quantity of earth aspect spellheart, I had discarded a lot alongside contaminates.


Most elves couldn’t afford such waste. But I could. Satisfied with the purity of my crystals, I reached into my dimensional storage and extracted five of Dean’s mid-grade zeal crystals. Only the best for the Patriarch.

Soon I had the massive cauldron cooking with the most zeal I’d ever used. Sava had told me that strange things could happen when enough of one type of zeal was concentrated in a certain location. To my surprise, I found a thin layer of dust coating every surface in the room, with no explicable source. Not wanting to give Mac something to complain about, I used the trick I’d learned with Yorik and layered different kinds of earth magic together around the cauldron, sealing everything inside a bubble of magic.

That worked surprisingly well, though the sheer force of all the zeal strained the bubble to the edge of breaking. I tried to double layer the barrier but it became too difficult to control my spellheart through it. 

Luckily I didn’t need to. The Sutra of the Living Earth practically cultivated on its own. That tiny worm of living earth zeal shimmered under my mage sight as it greedily devoured all the zeal around it, growing larger and more powerful with each passing moment.

Bit by bit, hour by hour my spellheart grew until the spectral worm was as thick as my wrist. Before long, it filled every inch of the cauldron, coiled like a snake in a jar.

Soon enough I was back at the seventh layer. Then back at the eight, and then finally back at the ninth.

I felt my body straining like a great pressure was building. I was controlling more zeal than I had ever done before as I strained to place the apex of zeal accumulation. The level elves sometimes called the tenth layer.

I felt myself stretch to reach that point, and the moment I reached it I felt something click in my mind. Like I’d been an empty void that had only just been filled.

Any elf would have stopped here. The tenth layer was the final destination. If I had been an elf, I would have been preparing for the ritual to reach the mage acolyte realm.

I was no elf.

Instead of stopping, I continued to add to my spellheart. There were no further layers of zeal accumulation left for me, but zeal continued to accumulate. The cauldron started to run dry but I added more zeal crystals.

The Sutra of the Living prodded at this additional zeal doubtfully. As if waiting for permission, it turned towards me. I nodded and the worm of earth zeal quickly devoured the new zeal I’d given it.


Before I’d been filled to capacity. Now I was overstuffed. I watched carefully with my mage sight, carefully sensing for any changes in my magic. I would push for as much zeal as I could.


My body was stronger than an average elf mage acolyte. I knew I could take more earth zeal, but how much more?

First five zeal crystals, then ten more. The Sutra of the Living Earth swam lethargically in the cauldron, too bloated to move. I felt bloated myself, so I broke the barrier and reached in to collect my new spellheart.

Even if I’d had more earth zeal, I didn’t think I could get this spellheart any bigger. A hundred of my old spellhearts wouldn’t have matched the monstrosity before me in mass. It looked like a brown basketball of flawless crystal. Somewhere near the end I’d hit a hard limit.

“Now this is what a spellheart should look like.” I said proudly.

I could feel the zeal in this thing, weighing heavy in the room around me. Just being near such a massive source of earth zeal made gravity feel stronger. My feet pressed into the ground as I hefted its massive weight and I felt like I was trying to lift ten times my body weight.

Scraping the inside of the cauldron, I pulled out the partially resolved remains of the last of the zeal crystals. Towards the end, there had been too little earth zeal left for the zeal crystals to take on the earth aspect. I saved those for later, as they would still be useful.


To my surprise, I found the spellheart felt somewhat odd to my touch. I tried to call earth zeal from it only to find it wouldn’t obey.


I glared at it and the Sutra of the Living Earth stirred. Suddenly ferocious, it turned on me, opening its ephemeral jaws to reveal rows upon rows of tiny teeth it never had before.


“Are you rebelling?” I asked as the spellheart latched onto my arm. “This must be what a backlash is like. If I didn’t have the Blackgorge Fiendbody I’d be in big trouble right now.”


But I did have it, and so I called on my body’s own reserves of earth zeal. I latched onto the Sutra of the Living Earth with power equivalent to a mage acolyte and compelled it to submit.


Cowed by my power, the sutra stopped wriggling in my grasp and vanished back into the spellheart. Now, the only thing left for me to do was become a mage acolyte.







A few minutes later I found myself lying down in the medical bay on a surgical table, bright lights hanging over me as I wore a paper-thin medical gown.


“This reminds me of when I was a kid,” I said to Mac as he peeped the mechanical arms of the surgical table, “when I got my first implant. I remember the table being cold and the lights being bright.”


[I suspect the medical bay is designed to mimic the mechanized surgical chambers for you organics back home. I used to control the cleaning crew around a few such facilities.]


“I suppose that basically makes you a qualified surgeon then?” I joked to ease my nerves.


[Well I did download that data pack. I even filled in as an assistant once to a human surgeon when the usual automaton was down. We botched that one, but we grew a clone in the back room and uploaded the old human’s memories to the new body. Not the simplest way to do it but we kept that 100 percent success record!]


“Thrilling.” I answered dryly. “If you kill me, I’m going to be very upset with you.”


[As would The Wanderer, I suspect. I’ll keep you alive, if just to keep her happy.] Mac paused, growing serious. [Are you sure you don’t want the elves here? They’ve got their whole ceremony thing. You could be surrounded by sexy women?]


I chuckled. “I’d rather just do it like this. Just us two, like old times.”


[Usually you were the one working on me then.]


“That’s right. And did I ever let you down?”


[I seem to recall I went through quite a few bodies working as your assistant.] One of the robotic arms poked a needle into my arm. [Are you sure you’re just not afraid of having to go through the ritual disembowelment thing they do?]


“Well I’ve only got this one body so please try to get this right on the first try.” I yawned. “And yeah, that too. I’m not going to slice my guts open when we have a perfectly good surgical table. Wake me the moment of if something goes wrong though.”


[Roger Roger.] Mac said, imitating an old movie we’d watched together. [See you soon, Theo.]
















I lurched awake blinking sleep from my eyes. I reached for my spellheart, only to grab a fistful of paper robes and empty air.


That’s right, I’d been ascending to mage acolyte.


“Mac!?” I called out in alarm. “You woke me up. What’s wrong? Am I dying?”


Mac chuckled. [Nothing’s wrong Theo. The procedure went perfectly.]


I flexed my fingers. I felt… the same.


“What about integrating with the spellheart?” I asked. “Didn’t I have to be awake for that?”


[The Sutra of the Living Earth appears to be a pretty amazing cultivation art. You gave me a copy, so all I had to do was nudge it in the right direction. Your spellheart integrated with you of its own accord.]


“So it’s… done?”


[Check for yourself!]


I examined my own body using the scanner.




Theodore Waltz (Early mage acolyte, level 10)




It worked!


“It worked Mac!”


[Of course it worked! Have you ever known me to fail at anything?]


I didn’t want to ruin the good mood by dredging up all the times Mac had botched a project we’d been working on so I let Mac off the hook. This time.


Instead, I tried to call for my earth zeal. Now that the spellheart was part of my body, I didn’t need to reach for anything. The magic was inside me. There was no delay as I called out to the spellheart. As soon as I thought about using it, the zeal was there. I cupped a spinning vortex of unshaped earth zeal in my hands, marveling at how quickly it danced to my tune.


“I… what do I do now, Mac?”


[Do mage acolyte things. I don’t know. Lead, I suppose. Thanks to your elves, I was able to convert another 300 meters of the dungeon below us into smooth tiled road. I’ve already rebuilt what I’ve lost thanks to the big angry monster attack, and started claiming the area around the newly assembling town on the surface as well. If you’re really looking for something to do, I could have you laying down tile on—]


I held up a hand. “I’d love too, but I’m terribly dizzy. It’s the anesthesia probably. My deepest regrets, but you’ll have to find somebody else.”







After I finally shook off my post surgery fatigue, I asked Mac for a summary of everything that had happened while I’d been working my way to mage acolyte.

“Give me a full status update, Mac. I want to know if anything is happening in the Hearthwood.”

Instead of responding, Mac sent me a little notification.




Open map?




[You know,] my AI companion said. [You can do these things yourself.]

“Fine. I’m sure you’re busy during these early hours cozying up to that girlfriend of yours.” I teased.

[Not yet, but soon! The lovely and beautiful AI aboard this ship will succumb to my wit and charm any day now!] Mac said with more confidence than I’d ever felt in my life for anything.

“I expect to be the best man at your wedding.” I joked as I opened the map. I frowned at what I saw. “What are these dots here?” I asked Mac.

[Those?] Mac buzzed and whirred for a moment. [Oh, those. I saw them leave the Songstone division’s headquarters a day ago.]

“Eleven dots…” I muttered. The Songstone representative and the ten elves who’s spellhearts she wanted improved. “How fast are they traveling?”

Mac snorted. [You mean to ask if they’re going to make your meeting? I suspect they’ll just barely miss it, depending on how long you drone on for. I know you organics take forever to communicate.]

“Says the most long-winded AI I’ve ever met.”

Mac and I joked back and forth making me a bit nostalgic for the simpler life I used to live back on earth. I’d live in my little basement, tinkering with my toys. Mac would jump in and help me as he could. It had been fun, but looking back I’d been a little lonely. Sam and Dean were the only people I talked to regularly. As for girls? Well, even back then I’d been hungry for elfish affection, and not all my visits had been scientific in nature. I wondered if I didn’t already have a few descendants scattered around this world.

As dawn broke over my small settlement I marveled at how much it had grown over the past two weeks. Besides the looming castle that was The Wanderer’s current form, much of the town had been built out.

I’d learned from Mac that he’d slowly been replacing the fake camouflage created by the Wanderer with actual stone he’d grown. The elves had helped grow timber beams and soon we’d be living in a real castle in truth.


That would be helpful, as I could then store the Wanderer in a nondescript wardrobe somewhere to help keep it hidden. Having so many elves coming and going had been a problem, though we’d mitigated that problem with the camouflage. Turning it into a castle disguised its obvious magical nature so elves wouldn’t think of it as bigger on the inside than it was on the outside.

It wasn’t just The Wanderer that was seeing permanent construction though. Each of the three tribes that moved here had set their own region for housing, but a central market was developing in a neatly organized market square. That must have been Illiel’s doing. She had a good hand for organization and administration. I’d see to it that those skills earned her a place on my council, tribal leader or not.

No longer was the town a sea of tents. The Riverweed cultivators could grow their structures, so although they were the last to arrive, they were rapidly becoming the most heavily built out.

The squarer, earth-bound structures of the Waterbeetle and Hidden Serpent tribes provided a nice dichotomy to the tall trees the Riverweed lived in. By the time this place was really built out there would be three whole levels to the town, one on the ground one in the trees, and another in the dungeon beneath us.

Mac had already started reaching the point where he was competing for territory with the dungeon below. He’d nearly managed to seize the tomb room where the skeleton monsters had been spawning. Capturing those would ensure an infinite supply of necromantic spellhearts to trade.

The Waterbeetle and Hidden Serpent tribes weren’t able to grow their structures, but they always had a few elves among them who sacrificed the advantages of practicing the zeal of their tribe in favor of a more personally lucrative path. As a result, there were a handful of Waterbeetle and Hidden Serpent earth aspect heartwielders. Those earth heartwielders had been put to work over the last two weeks, erecting structures left and right. I suspected they’d exchanged many sleepless nights for full pockets.

Speaking of full pockets, I filled Mac in on my idea for a local currency. He was excited for the challenge.

[Design currency?] Mac said eagerly [We’ll, you might not know this about me Theo, but I consider myself a bit of an artist.]

I spent a few seconds listening to the whir of his processors operating at high speed before the printer finally fired up. Out of it came three coins, small and round in shape.

I picked up the smallest coin and examined it. At first glance they looked minimalistic in design, with the number ten on the front and a picture of Mac’s glowing cube-shaped core on the back. A closer look at them revealed thousands of tiny striations laid out in an intricate fractal pattern that would be incredibly difficult to carve by hand.

[Impossible to duplicate, while maintaining a clean and tasteful aesthetic.] Mac announced proudly.

“So I see,” I replied skeptically, “but do they all have to have a picture of you on them?” I flipped through the other coins and sure enough each one had a unique picture of Mac’s core from different angles. “I’m something of a more public figure around here. To be honest, you just look like a glowing cube.”

[Artist’s privilege!] Mac announced. [I designed the things so they’ll have an image of me. But since I’m a kind and caring caretaker to my contracted human, I suppose I’ll let you have your face on the lowest denomination coin.]

The printers buzzed to life and Mac spat out a revised coin, identical to the previous version except it had a somewhat unflattering carving of me leering at the viewer.

“Can’t say I’m a fan.” I said sourly.

[These will be a hit. I just know it!] Mac chimed.







Having finished my cultivation with hours left before morning, I decided to visit the Cultivation Chamber once again. I would need to purchase the next level of the Sutra of the Living Earth if I wished to progress as a mage acolyte. Beyond that, I was eager to see what additional magic awaited my selection with my newfound power.


I’d long since had Mac scan over Dean’s book before handing it off to Sava and Illiel. Scanning the book had added a few new spells and techniques to the Cultivation Chamber, ostensibly at a reduced point cost considering I’d acquired the instructions on my own.




Cultivation Spells, Techniques, and Arts Store

Heart of the Mountain (technique): 25 points

Elementary Cultivation Concealment (technique): 50 points

Earthshatter (spell): 100 points

Quicksilver Thought (technique): 100 points

Elementary Mind Magic Shield (technique): 200 points

Thrum of the Passing Ages (spell): 400 points

Stone Obelisk (spell): 500 points

Blackgorge Fiendbody (body art): 700 points

Five Fierce Furious Fists: (technique): 900 points

Sutra of the Living Earth, Mage Acolyte Page (spirit art): 1000 points




Thrum of the Passing Ages had been there before, though now its point cost had been halved. Earthquake had been replaced by a more powerful version of the spell, Earthshatter. Heart of the Mountain remained unchanged, but had become cheap enough I couldn’t help but look into it. It turned out to be a simple technique that improved endurance. The Blackgorge Fiendbody already handled that for me… but I did have Earth Zeal to spare. And points too, so long as I kept exchanging those crystals.


The mana generator had been putting points in my pocket this entire time, but not as fast as I wanted to spend them now. I could have gone on another dungeon run, but I wanted to be a fully armed mage acolyte as soon as possible. So, I had to double back and exchange some zeal crystals. Even some of Dean’s precious mid-grade crystals, valuable as they were.




3 mid-grade zeal crystals consumed. +1500 points

10 low-grade zeal crystals consumed. +500 points




With points in my pocket again, I was able to buy the magic I needed to get myself in fighting shape.




Earthshatter: This spell sends a tremendous concussive wave of vibrations through the surrounding earth. Creatures and monsters with poor dexterity and agility are likely to lose their balance, though entities skilled at keeping their footing like elves and catgirls will be largely unaffected.




Well that spell sucked. It didn’t affect elves? That meant all my most troublesome opponents were immune! I could pick up the spell anyway, as it might help me with things like the Mossy Giant.


The elves had warned me about spreading myself too thin. Time, energy, and conflicting abilities could all hurt a cultivator’s future potential. For now though, I had points to cheat my way to power. And if Nela was right and there was a war on the horizon, I wanted to be ready.




-25 Points. Heart of the Mountain purchased.

-100 Points. Earthshatter spell purchased.




I’d already decided to purchase the mage acolyte portion and continue with the Sutra of the Living Earth, so I glumly bought it and watched 1000 points turn into a piercing pain in my head.




Sutra of the Living Earth, Mage Acolyte Page: This spirit art allows the user to further use of the spell’s intelligent attributes. The user will be able to imbue earth zeal with lingering intent and the ability to perform simple actions without the user’s express direction.

-1000 Points. Sutra of the Living Earth, Mage Acolyte Page purchased.




Did that mean my plan for an army of golems wasn’t dead yet after all? I would have to test that theory next available opportunity. But while I was a mage acolyte, I had room for a few additional spells and techniques.


What caught my eye first was Elementary Cultivation Concealment. I’d become a mage acolyte, but I hadn’t told anyone yet besides Mac. Nobody knew. That could be a valuable thing.


Elementary Cultivation Concealment turned out to be a technique that utilized my mind zeal. I’d only been using that to cast Twisted Step, so I had room to stretch its power a little further. Having a Technique on constantly would draw heavily on its power, but I hadn’t had nearly as much opportunity to use the mind spellheart as I had my earth spellheart. As a result, my bond with it wasn’t growing stronger.




Elementary Cultivation Concealment is a mind technique that allows the user to appear one layer lower than they actually are. Unlike other techniques for suppressing cultivation levels, Elementary Cultivation Concealment allows the user full use of their power while remaining hidden. Stronger mind magic users may be able to pierce or see through the technique.




Quicksilver Thought had caught my eye as well.




Quicksilver Thought is a mind zeal spell that doubles the rate at which the user can process information while in use. It is very expensive to maintain for long, but can give the user time to work informal magic or activate a life-saving item.




I wouldn’t be able to use this mind magic spell while using Elementary Cultivation Concealment, but I liked the idea of having a little more time to think in the middle of a fight. I’d had my hotheaded moments before, and a few extra moments of contemplation might save me in the future.




-50 points. Elementary Cultivation Concealment purchased

-100 points. Quicksilver Thought purchased.




Now that Thrum of the Passing Ages was cheaper, I was willing to at least explore the possibility of picking it up. Sadly, the spell just looked like a slightly more effective version of stone skin. I’d been hoping it would have time-aspects hidden somewhere in there, but the Cultivation Chamber only showed me the heartwielder version of the spell, which did little more than make one as durable as an old mountain. While humming, it seemed. What next, a technique that improves your walking speed by skipping?


The Stone Obelisk spell and Five Fierce Furious Fists were both from Dean’s book. I threw the later technique out immediately. Not only did it have an overinflated point cost but it was essentially just the ability to land five punches at once. I suspected it was a self-created technique made by Dean for the purpose of looking cool.


On the other hand, Stone Obelisk was an earth magic spell meant for creating these pillars of stone. If placed on the battlefield beforehand, they’d allow me to have better control over the surrounding earth zeal and be better able to work informal magic. I was a fan of that, so I purchased it as well.




-500 points. Stone Obelisk purchased.




Head throbbing with new magic, I sat down in the corner of my room, trying to get the Elementary Cultivation Concealment to work before everyone arrived to the morning’s meeting.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










DAWN EVENTUALLY CAME and with it the meeting time I’d set. To my surprise, Yorik was the first to arrive. She showed up well before dawn, and took a stance somewhat behind me, arms crossed and glaring authoritatively at the door, posing for whoever came in after her. Well, whatever made her happy. I secured her assistance in dragging a few chairs and a desk out of my personal chambers while she was standing around, but as soon as she was done she went back to glaring. 

The room had been significantly expanded by upgrading it to level 3. The entire room had doubled in size, and the bed was now large enough that I wouldn’t have any problem squeezing every girl in my group in it.

The washbasin transformed into a proper sink with a faucet and everything. There was also a working toilet and a simple shower. Bit by bit, we were getting closer to the amenities I’d known back on earth.


While the bathroom was only barely acceptable, the cooking area was already downright luxurious by elvish standards, with running water and four enchanted plates of wood to heat different dishes on at the same time. There was also a table to eat at and a new sofa sitting off to the side.

I had thought about holding the meeting in that room but figured that the elves might be distracted by the more lustful memories we’d made in there and wouldn’t be able to focus on boring things like taxes and city planning. Still, it was already shaping up to be the nicest spot in this whole town.

Illiel was the next to step in and arrived a few minutes later, still before dawn. When the first orange lights broke over the horizon Sava appeared, perfectly punctual. Not a minute late or early.

Assyrus and Eltiana on the other hand didn’t arrive for a few more minutes. When they did, both looked like they’d been woken up in the middle of a nap. Assyrus had a bad case of bed-head still, and Eltiana looked like she was wearing something that looked more like sleepwear than the tight-fitting leather garment she usually wore.

I’d managed to successfully use Elementary Cultivation Concealment sometime before dawn, but I was waiting for somebody to see through it. To realize that I’d become a mage acolyte. When Assyrus congratulated me on reaching the peak of the heartwielder ranks, I knew the technique had worked.

I clapped my hands together, mostly to startle our two latest arrivals into some semblance of wakefulness. “Everybody’s here! Right then, let’s get started.

“I called you all here because you each represent either an important faction of the town in the case of Sava, Eltiana, and Assyrus, or an important faction I would like to create, like for Illiel and Yorik.

“Hearthwood town is growing, and if I have my way it won’t be long before we’re calling this place Hearthwood city. The reason for that, as I’m sure you’re well aware, is the wizard-realm mystic beast on the prowl near our forest.”

“Right,” Assyrus jumped to her feet. “Do we have some plan for dealing with that thing?”

I looked around the room. Sava shook her head, Yorik shrugged, and Illiel tapped her chin in contemplation. Eltiana shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

“Do you have an idea, Eltiana?” I singled her out. All eyes turned to the purple-haired elf assassin.

“My tribe isn’t as insular as the rest of yours. We probably have more dealings with the outside world than anybody else. We’ve never had a knack for crafting or dungeoneering, but assassinating a mage acolyte or two on the outside had given us more than a few Queensmarks over the years.

After working many jobs we’ve collected a few favors. It might just be possible to get a wizard-realm elf matriarch here to fight the beast off, but…”

“But what?” Sava asked. I narrowed my eyes prepared for the catch.

“It would probably involve some major concessions.” Eltiana sighed. “And that’s only if they’d do it at all. Or within our lifetimes. Wizard-realm cultivators have different perspectives on time than the rest of us. And even if they did do it we’d probably have to become a subordinate faction to whatever clan aided us.”

“Having wizard-realm elf would be the only realistic option for most clans in our situation.” I concluded. “Pursue that option as you can, but don’t promise any concessions without bringing them up to this council first. It’s a good back up plan, but I don’t plan on giving ourselves away to contractual servitude. I for one value my independence, and I think we’ll have other options soon.”

There were nods all around.

“Then it’s settled. We’ll continue clearing up the labyrinth’s upper layers for a rapid escape should the shadowblade ever appear again, but otherwise we’ll table this matter until new options become available.” The elves leaned back, the weightiest matter of the day taken care of.

“Now,” I continued before I lost their attention. “Less pressing matters. Sava, you’ve got the recrystallization process worked out?”

“For nature spellhearts, yes. We have appropriate solvents for earth, water, fire, and air, so the basic four elements are taking care of. We could work on the Waterbeetle tribe’s elves soon enough, and many of the Songstone elves.”

“Good. And how much would such an easy advancement through the zeal accumulation layers cost out in the wider world?”

It was Illiel who answered this time. “At least several hundred Queensmarks. Probably more.”

“Good. Let it be known that they cost a hundred Macmarks here.” I flipped the smallest of the plastic coins Mac had printed out on the table. Eltiana picked it up.

“Impressive craftsmanship.” The purple haired assassin flipped the coin over and made it dance across her knuckles. “The material is the same I’ve seen used for a number of tools around here.” She made it vanish from sight only to reappear in her other hand. “Though the design… this picture…”

She passed around the coin. Assyrus snorted and Sava chuckled. Illiel nodded her head appreciatively and Yorik grinned.

“I like it.” Sava said. “It’s the kind of expression the girls around here want to see on their patriarch.”

“Mac’s idea of a joke.” I grumbled. “I’ll have him change it for the real ones we start giving out, but I want you to let everyone know that I’m upholding all tribal token’s systems. They can be directly exchanged for this currency.” I held up the plastic coin that Sava had set down.

Sava frowned. “But are they worth anything?”

Illiel had a glimmer in her eyes. “They are. One hundred of them are worth a major upgrade for their spellheart. That makes them innately valuable, so long as you continue to offer the service.”

I smiled at her. “How perceptive of you, Illiel. That’s exactly what I had in mind. I want you to start using these Macmarks to collect taxes from the dungeon too. The more uses they have the quicker it will be for people to adopt them.”

“You wouldn’t have happened to have worked out the trick to expanding poison aspect spellhearts, would you?” Eltiana asked Sava hopefully.

“I’m afraid not,” Sava answered. “Though that’s more because I haven’t had any spellhearts to experiment with. Maybe I already have a suitable solvent in my collection.”

“I see. Well then, take these.” Eltiana reached into her own bag of holding and pulled out several fistfuls of deep purple spellhearts. “I don’t want my elves to fall behind the others after all.”

“A quick note on spellheart upgrades,” I interrupted, “based on what I’ve been seeing among the elves who have reached a higher layer of zeal accumulation, upgrading a few levels too fast can cause problems. Several of the elves who I’ve given spellheart enhancements have had wear on their body’s meridians. We’ll need to be careful about upgrading too many people too high too fast.”

“Backlash.” Illiel said. “I should have predicted this.”

The other elves stared at her blankly so she elaborated.

“There are many tricks to pushing through the zeal accumulation ranks. Theo isn’t the first to come up with a way to do that. That’s partly how the great clans and dynasties stay in power. But even they are limited in terms of how fast you can advance an elf. Too fast and the body doesn’t have time to adapt to the additional power. Frankly, I’m surprised there’s only been a few cases of mild sickness.”

“I suspect we have the food from the hydroponic farm to thank for that. And the monster meat.” I explained what I’d observed with the additional vitality healing damaged meridians and accelerating healing.

“That makes sense. Your mage sight is on the same level as a true mage, to be able to see the inside of a heartwielder that well.” Illiel replied. “Still, we shouldn’t push our luck. No more than two layers a month. And during that month the elves experiencing advancement should do exercises to stretch their meridians.”

“I’ll set up a briefing about it for everyone who undergoes a spellheart enhancement.” Sava replied, pulling out her book and brush to write down a few notes.

“Right.” I announced. “One more thing on our agenda. City planning and taxes.” 

Everyone groaned.

I opened my map to check on the progress of those eleven dots headed towards the settlement. Still some distance away. That was probably for the best. The Songstone were better educated and organized, I had no doubt whoever Nela sent would have far greater skill at this sort of meeting than me or my elves. I wanted the major stuff to already be decided before I brought in somebody who knew to argue on behalf of their constituents.

We spent the next half hour hashing out a plan to put together a city. Assyrus and Sava pushed for their own districts set aside for their clans. I relented after a bit of arguing, considering that’s how the town was already coming together. We laid the plans for some proper walls and to bring in clean water and get rid of waste. The elves could clean themselves magically and were immune to most ordinary diseases, but I think it would still be important to get proper sewers in place while the settlement was small.

“Alright, now that we have that settled, I want to announce a few new positions. Illiel, I want you to be my castellan. You’ve done a good job organizing and administrating thus far and I want to give you a formal title. Plus, as my castellan you’ll have a permanent seat on this council, along with Sava, Eltiana, and Assyrus.”

“What about the orc?” Assyrus asked, jerking her head in Yorik’s direction.

For her part, Yorik had kept her arms crossed and eyes glaring throughout the meeting. Now she glared even harder at Assyrus. The memory of Yorik’s strength must have still be fresh in Assyrus’ mind because she shrank back at the sight of the scowling orc.

“She’s going to be your new chief constable.” Yorik grinned wider.

“Is that wise?” Sava asked, “many of the elves are afraid of her already. When she was weaker it was easy to console them, but after that dungeon dive Yorik demonstrated power at least on par with our own.”

Yorik snorted. “I will keep elves in line. They obey the chief!”

“And that’s why I want her in charge of policing this settlement. People will be afraid of her? Good. Maybe that will prevent crime before it happens. It hasn’t been a problem yet, but I want to have precautions in place ahead of time so that it never becomes a problem.”

“Wasn’t she robbing the constabulary in Queenshold when you first met her?” Illiel pointed out.

“Wasn’t Theo’s.” The orc shrugged as if that was the only thing that mattered.

“If you have alternative suggestions I’d be happy to hear them.” I said.

The elves remained silent at that. Though constable was a position of power in any town, it wasn’t particularly profitable and was very time consuming. None of their subordinates would want such a role, especially when there was easy money and advancement available clearing the labyrinth for me.

“Alright then, I think that’s everything.” I announced. Assyrus jumped to her feet ready to run out the door. Meetings were apparently not her strong suit.

Just as we were about to leave the door burst open.







Behind it a yellow-haired Songstone mage acolyte stood panting, sword on her hip. It was the representative from the Songstone division, one I both knew and didn’t get along with very well. 

“Ghessa.” I greeted her. “I didn’t think Nela would send you.”

“Well, she did,” Ghessa replied curtly. “Where’s your nursery? I’ve got a lot of wisps in soul jars on me.”

“I’ll lead the way, you just missed the morning council meeting.” I replied to her.

Ghessa had never liked me. Not when I’d first met her and certainly not now. Sure, I hadn’t done anything to improve our relationship, but to be fair she had been attacking me at the time.

Sava took the opportunity to make herself scarce. Illiel, Assyrus, and even Eltiana fled the scene as well. Ghessa quickly tried to conceal a small smile, at least until Yorik’s scowling form made its way into her vision.

I led Ghessa to the other side of the Command Center, where the door to the incubation room was located. Though it was an add-on to the resurrection chamber, I wanted to keep the main room private. That was just for me and my handful of chosen elves after all.

When I opened the door a wave of pure zeal washed over me. Apparently the power of the zeal crystal had been preserved quite well by the scripts lining the room’s walls. Mac had added those by hand, since this wasn’t a room constructed by a blueprint from The Wanderer.

Ghessa took a deep breath of the air, the corners of her eyes widening almost imperceptibly. “This will do.” She announced said, doing her best to feign being unimpressed.

The blond elf swordswoman opened her bag, spilling out no less than a hundred soul jars. Unlike ordinary souls, the little sparks of light inside these things had already developed into wisps. That meant they bounced about the inside of their containers instead of sitting still, eager and playful. The vast majority of the wisps were deep golden in color, the shade of the Songstone clan.

I noted that there must have been over two hundred Songstone wisps in the jars. More wisps than the Songstone had grown elves. Though they were currently the smallest faction in the Hearthwood, they would be the biggest once these wisps started manifesting into elves.

I noted with happiness that there weren’t just Songstone wisps floating around in the soul jars. There were a handful of Riverweed souls too. The deep green wisps fluttered through the air as I set them free from their soul jars. I was surprised to find one or two red and brown wisps floating around as well.

“Orphan souls,” Ghessa explained. “One from the ex-Crimson Dragon clan and one we picked up in the forest. I’m told she was once a member of the Claw Tamer tribe, which has since been destroyed. Matriarch Nela elected to save them.”

“Kind of her,” I said absentmindedly, “But where is—”

Ghessa held up a hand, removing a jar of far larger dimensions than any she’d previously extracted. It soon became apparent why when I caught a glimpse of the wisp inside.

The previous wisps had varied in size from the size of a pen tip to the size of a fingernail. The wisp in this jar though… he was a giant.

Fully as large as a softball he pushed against the opening to the jar trapping him. Ghessa undid the latch carefully, freeing Segolas. He instantly burst forth, flying up into the air doing what I’d swear was a happy dance. He flew around and orbited our heads, shoving a number of smaller wisps to the side with his passing.

“Hey Segolas!” I grinned at my son. With all the chaos about I’d almost forgotten I was going to be a father. “You’ve gotten so big!”

Segolas of course couldn’t respond, but Ghessa did for him. “He certainly has. He alone gobbled down enough magic fruits to raise three mage acolytes.” For the first time since I’d met Ghessa, I watched her smile. I was glad to note that whatever distaste she held for me, it didn’t extend to my son.

The moment she realized I’d noticed her expression, Ghessa quickly concealed it under a scowl. “He’s a good investment for the Songstone. Thus far, he looks very strong and healthy. I suspect he’ll be able to sire our entire clan twice over again, and that’s assuming he can’t ever make it to mage acolyte.”

“He’ll make it.” I said. “He’ll make it to mage acolyte like his dad. And true mage too, if I can help it.”

Ghessa snorted. “Mage acolyte is harder than you think. And true mage is even harder.”

I considered dropping Elementary Cultivation Concealment, which concealing my status as a newly-minted mage acolyte. It was tempting to do it just to see the look on Ghessa’s face. The temptation passed a moment later, when she said, “though if you’re at all capable, I’m sure you’ll make it.” She turned back to watching the wisps. Many of them were bouncing around against the walls, exploring their new home. Others were trying to fly away from Segolas, who was chasing them playfully around the room. “They don’t like being cooped up for so long. Though I think the male will need his own room again. He plays a little too aggressively for the others. It’s a wonder he hasn’t manifested yet with the amount of zeal he’s absorbed. Based on the power in him, I’d have thought he was a decade old wisp at least, not mere months.”

“His mother is a fierce one.” I said, thinking of Sava. I could see her bloodline in the light green tinge that had started to emanate from Segolas’ body. But more than that, I could see her inquisitive and determinate nature in his behavior as he chased the other wisps around the room. I worried for the day he hit his rebellious phase.







I tossed another zeal crystal on the ground of the chamber before we left. As I closed the door, I witnessed Segolas fly down to the dropped crystal and rub himself against it. It looked like he was trying to eat the thing.

Unfortunately for him, he didn’t have hands. Both Ghessa and I were surprised to see the crystal twitch as he tried to absorb it. He couldn’t manage it, but when he finally gave up the zeal crystal was a bit smaller and he shined a bit brighter.

When we returned to the command chamber everyone else had already left. Yorik joined up with us as we entered the room again, glaring down at Ghessa. No longer caring for the young of her tribe, Ghessa reverted to her previous stern and uncompromising demeanor.

“Now then,” Ghessa said in a tone I wasn’t too pleased with “explain to me how there are so many mage acolytes running around outside?”

“Hard work and dedication on their part.” I replied instantly. “With a bit of help from me and Sava.”

“Don’t give me that. After the chaos with the Crimson Dragon clan and their matriarch there wasn’t a single mage acolyte in this forest outside the Songstone clan’s forces. And yet I walked into a room with no less than three on my way here!”

I shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I helped them advance a little, but their gains are a product of their own effort.”

Ghessa took a seat in one of the chairs we dragged out. I followed her to the table and sat on the other side. Yorik strategically took up position behind Ghessa.

“You told our matriarch about your method for enlarging spellhearts. We’re still in the process of picking out our candidates,” Ghessa steepled her fingers, “but you never told us about all the other bountiful resources that you were providing.”

Something about what she just said set off an alarm bell in my head, but I couldn’t figure out what.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying?” I asked her, blinking away my distraction.

Ghessa sighed. “I’m saying we exhausted a lot of resources growing mystic fruits, when you were hiding a treasure trove of mystic fruits right here! Those were precious treasures of the Songstone clan. We don’t have many of those left.”

“No,” I waved her off, “not that. The other thing. You said you were still in the process of picking your candidates? You mean to say they didn’t come here with you?”

Ghessa shook her head. “No, I traveled alone. Nela didn’t want the wisps stuck in soul jars for more than a few hours. But I don’t see—”

I stood up abruptly, nearly tipping over the table. “Mac!”

[I know.] Mac said worriedly. [If those eleven dots weren’t the Songstone division’s people, then who were they?]










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










THOUGH GHESSA PROTESTED, I left her alone at the table and jogged to the edge of the settlement, checking my map all the while. Eleven figures approaching was unusual in and of itself. We’d stopped sending supplies to the Waterbeetle tribe members who had elected to remain at their tribe ages ago. The Hidden Serpent tribe scouted the area constantly, but they traveled alone. The Riverweed tribe also traveled the forest looking for herbs, but they stuck to small groups.

Maybe I just wanted to escape a very awkward meeting, but something about this group of visitors was making me jumpy. My mind went back to Nela. She’d said it was only a matter of time before the Sakaku clan made a move. Could this be it?

Sure enough, there were eleven figures slowly making their way in my direction. I squinted, but I could barely see them through the trees even with my newly enhanced vision as a mage acolyte.

Fortunately Yorik had followed me outside. I turned towards her and ordered, “Find Sava, Illiel, Assyrus, and Eltiana.”

“I’m already here.” Eltiana appeared behind me, stepping out of my shadow. I remembered how glad I was that the tribe of ninja assassins were on my side.

“Good. Help Yorik gather the others.”

Before the figures could grow any larger in my vision my mage acolytes assembled.

“Did any of you invite a party of eleven here?” I asked my elves. Head shakes all around. “That’s what I thought. Let’s go see who’s come for a visit.”







We traveled through the forest in silence before we finally grew closer enough to the travelers to look them over.

Eltiana jabbed me in the ribs. “You got us all worked up for nothing.” She pointed at the eleven figures, all dressed in ragged brown clothing. Besides messy hair and dirty faces, they all shared a dirty blond complexion. They didn’t have the shiny shimmering golden hair of the Songstone clan, but something far browner. It was actually the most human-looking hair color I’d ever seen on elves. Coupled with their dirty appearance and humanoid forms, from a distance I’d have thought they were humans.

“Who are they?” I asked.

“That’s the Claw Tamer tribe.” Sava whispered back. “I thought Red Serpent had them wiped out.”

“We’ve known there were survivors.” Eltiana added. “Most of them look newly manifested though. One of them doesn’t even have a spellheart.”

Sava nodded. “A couple of tribe members who managed to sneak away with some wisps then?”

“Most likely,” Eltiana agreed. “They probably had hopes of restarting their tribe elsewhere. By the looks of them, things didn’t go so well.”

Eltiana’s analysis was an understatement. When I’d noticed their clothing was ragged, I didn’t realize how ragged it was until I got a closer look. Most of it wasn’t even clothes, just dried grass woven around their waists and chests. And not in a neat or orderly way either. They looked like they’d clothed themselves with whatever they could pull out of the nearest bush.

The Claw Tamer elves shivered and shook at every twisting branch. While we were debating their identity, one of the elves squinted into the distance. She must have finally caught sight of the settlement. She didn’t have the sight of a mage acolyte, but a town is considerably easier to spot than eleven people traveling in the woods.

The sight of my fortress seemed to especially excite her.

“We found it! We found it! Quick, you all remember our location? We need to know the way back so we can show them.” She said to her companions, shivering at the mention of a mysterious them whose name she didn’t dare say.




Suzzu Calbird (Level 3)

Senti Calbird (Level 2)




I examined all the elves in the group, picking out the strongest two. One second layer and one third layer. Everyone else was at the first or not even that high.

The nearest Claw Tamer elf wiped an arm across a sweat-covered brow. A tired smile crept across her face as she rubbed something hidden in her patchwork leather and grass coat.

“Somebody’s awfully excited to have found us.” I said. “I don’t like that. Let’s go find out why. Don’t hurt them though.”

The elves and I circled the group of eleven easily without them even noticing. Yorik stood behind me acting as a bodyguard, not that I needed it against a few low-level heartwielders.

I stepped out in the open. I didn’t have the spells and techniques Eltiana used to disguise herself, nor the ability to transverse distance in an instant like Sava, but hiding my presence with mind magic from a group so weak.

I stepped out of hiding and held out my hand.

“Halt!”

The Claw Tamer elves stopped in surprise. One of them stumbled backwards and tripped over a tree root, crashing into the ground. Another tried to run towards me only to be met with a growling Yorik holding a hammer. She gulped and stumbled backwards.

The moment I’d made my presence known, the other elves jumped out of hiding. Maybe this was overkill for a group so weak, but I’d decided it was important to always negotiate from a position of strength.

Eltiana burst from hiding, two daggers in hand. Before she could even blink, the third layer heartwielder had a blade against her throat. The second dagger thudded into a tree near a second elf.

Sava appeared behind the second layer heartwielder in an instant. I realized she had a crude wooden club in her hand and was raising it up to hit Eltiana, but the club wouldn’t budge. The grass around the elf’s feet had reached up and grabbed at elf’s feet and club, holding her in place. I recognized the maneuver as the Grasping Vines spell from Dean’s book. Sava must have learned it from one of the three sisters I’d taught it to and decided it was better than whatever spell she’d been using previously.

The other seven elves went down even easier. Any indignant squawks were quickly silenced as they realized what they’d gotten themselves into.

I approached the third layer elf, who I guessed was the leader simply by virtue of being the least weak in the group.

“I apologize for the rude greeting Suzzu,” I said politely as I bent down to be at eye level with the elf, “but we’re not used to unexpected guests around here.”

“Y-you’re him.” The elf stammered. She tried to reach forward, but was reminded by the presence of Eltiana’s dagger at her throat what kind of danger she was in. It was only then that she realized I knew her name. Most of the elves I encountered daily had grown accustomed to this mysterious power of mine, but this elf started blushing terribly.

“You elves have a serious lack of men of note,” I joked, “so yes, I’m probably the him you’re referring to.

“Please, help us!” the dirty Claw Tamer said, trying to bow but afraid of moving her head. I gestured to Eltiana, who withdrew her dagger. The moment she was no longer under threat, the Claw Tamer elf fell to her hands and knees and looked up at me from the ground. “I’m begging you!”

“I see,” I asked the kneeling elf, “what are you begging me for though?”

Suzzu looked up at me, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes. “Save my tribe! We’ve been hiding at the edge of the forest ever since the Crimson Dragonfly tribe managed to raise their matriarch to true mage. As their age-old rival in the region we were the first to be wiped out.”

I looked her over, gesturing to her scraped and dirty appearance. “So did they do this to you?”

She shook her head. “Not them. Their friends.”

My heart quickened. I’d been right to be afraid.

“The Sakaku clan is here?” I grabbed both shoulders to look her in the eyes for any trace of a lie.

She shook under the intensity of my gaze, averting her eyes to the ground. “N-no… not them, sir. It was the Corpse Collector Company.”

I frowned. “The Corpse Collector Company? What an edgy name.” I looked at the rest of my girls. Sava shrugged and Eltiana looked like she was struggling to remember something. Assyrus didn’t even try to answer.

Illiel snapped her fingers. “I know them! Nasty mercenary army. Mostly they work as muscle for some of the big clans, collecting tribute from tribes that have failed to pay up.”

“Seems a little excessive to send a whole army after some tribute.” Sava said. “That doesn’t seem economic.”

“Well, they do more than just collect tribute.” Illiel grimaced. “Usually they collect something for themselves too. They make more money off looting and slave trading than they do from contracts. But that’s an open secret. If a clan hires the C’s, they know there’s going to be looting and enslaving. Usually they do so because they want to really punish the region for something.”

“Or clean up a band of refugees from a rival clan.” I sighed. Nela had been right after all.

“They captured the rest of our tribe.” Suzzu groveled. “Please! They said they’d release them if we brought you to them. We asked around and heard this was where you’d gone.”

“What!?” My eyes widened.

I’d assumed they’d be after the Songstone survivors. That would have been bad enough, but it appeared they had their eyes on me personally.

The girls tightened their grips on their weapons, but I waved them off.

“Tell me, how did you find us?” I asked Suzzu.

She looked at me in confusion. “What do you mean? We just asked around.”

I cursed. “That easy?” I paced across the ground, anger growing. Damn! Here I’d been taking it easy and building a little city… I should have guessed somebody would show up to tear everything down. And I couldn’t forget about the value of myself as a chaka. A group of bandits and slavers wouldn’t hesitate to grab me if they thought it would profit them.

“Damnit!” I shouted to the air. The Claw Tamer elves shivered in the face of my anger, eyes glancing around at the many mage acolytes that surrounding them.

“You won’t be going back to these corpse collectors.” I turned towards them, trying to remove the scowl on my face.

“A-are y-you going to k-kill us?” One of the Claw Tamer elves stuttered, tears opening pouring down her face. A tiny rabbit popped its head out her coat, looking equally panicked.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. “No. I’m not going to kill you.” I waved off my mage acolytes who let the Claw Tamer elves climb to their feet.

The Claw Tamer elves tried to huddle together. Being released by my people let them regain some composure, but they were still obviously terrified. They knew they were no match for the mage acolytes in front of them.

“But there remains the question, what am I going to do with you?” I massaged my temples. Sava strode up to me and cupped her hands over my ear.

“The Claw Tamer tribe is skilled with mystic beasts,” she whispered to me, “particularly ones that can secrete acid or other poisons. In other words, potent solvents.”

“You think they could help optimize my recrystallization technique for other elements?” I looked her in the eyes and saw a trace of worry there. Did she think I was going to have them killed? Maybe I’d come on a bit too strong after all.

“I’ve decided to let you all stay with us in the town of Hearthwood.” I announced. There were audible sighs of relief.

Suzzu, still on her hands and knees bobbed her head up and down. “Gratitude, sir. Most gracious of you sir. We’ve heard that you’ve compelled the tribal chief’s to join your Hearthwood clan and would be more than happy to submit.” She continued to grovel as she spoke, not taking her eyes off the ground.

“That’s not how I operate.” I grabbed the dirty elf by the shoulder, hauling her to her feet. “Joining my clan is a privilege, not something forced upon you. The eleven of you will be workers tasked with helping Sava’s people. If you work hard then in time we can talk about you becoming clansmen.”

“But…” the elf twitched, eyes darting up at me before returning to the ground, “what about our captured tribe members? And the deal that we bring you to the Corpse Collector Company?”

My voice turned firm and unyielding. “You won’t be going anywhere, I’m afraid. And you certainly won’t be going back to these invaders.” I turned to my girls “In fact, from here on out nobody leaves sight of the settlement without my express permission. Illiel, Yorik, and I will be working hard to cloak the entire area. I don’t want anybody else finding us simply by asking around. We aren’t ready to fight off much of anything, let alone an army.”

Assyrus, Eltiana, and Sava all nodded and I knew word would be passed down through their respective groups.

“As for your enslaved tribe members?” I turned back to Suzzu. “I’ll see what I can do about having them released diplomatically. But to do that, I’ll need you to tell me everything you know about this group that took your people and is invading my forest.”

We made our way back to The Wanderer, eventually making our way to the large treehouse Sava had made. It had been serving as a temporary headquarters, as I didn’t want just anybody going into The Wanderer. I had somebody interview each of the Claw Tamer elves individually to find out everything they knew, while I personally interviewed Suzzu.

“There isn’t really much to say.” Suzzu said, less fearful of me now that all the mage acolytes were gone. My Cultivation Concealment technique made her think I was still a heartwielder, and thus not as overwhelmingly powerful to a weak cultivator like her. She still showed me the respect I’d expect of someone in a superior position to her, but she’d finally stopped all the groveling, much to my pleasure. It’s difficult to have a conversation with someone trying to kiss the ground.

“They took my tribe members,” Suzzu continued, “most of them freshly manifested. The Hidden Serpent tribe lent us their male for a few weeks about two decades ago so we had a whole host of wisps ready to manifest, coupled with a few strong souls from tribe members who’d been killed. I shudder when I imagine the plight of my sisters who’ve manifested already in chains.”

“That is truly sad,” I consoled her, “and you have my sympathy. But I need to know, does the name Sakaku mean anything to you?”

Suzzu tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Now that I mentioned it, there was mention of a visiting true mage in the camp who went by that name.”

I grimaced. “It’s not a personal name. It’s a clan name. Thank you Suzzu, climb down the rope ladder. A green haired elf named Katiana will be waiting for you. Go with her and she’ll set you and your tribe with a place to live.”

Suzzu bowed low and scurried down the rope ladder to the ground below. Sava, Illiel, and Eltiana emerged, having gotten information that corroborated mine. There was a Sakaku true mage in the Hearthwood forest.

My breathing quickened and my stomach roiled. I only managed to calm myself by opening up my dimensional storage and gazing at the iron tipped crossbow bolts I’d made. Between Sava and Mac, I’d finally gotten a working crossbow. I wasn’t confident enough to get lucky against a true mage again, but with this I’d need a lot less luck to beat one.
















Having set up the Claw Tamer elves with a place to rest their heads, I called Sava into the Alchemists Laboratory.

“How are those vitality potions coming along?” I asked her.

Sava cast her eyes down. “I’ve made well over a hundred at this point… but our dungeon diving parties exploring the labyrinth have needed them too. I only have about fifty in stock. I haven’t made any more recently because I ran out of vitality from you.”

“It’s better to be safe than sorry. We want an impressive gift. Do you need my help?”

Sava nodded. “With more vitality to put in the things I’ll be able to make another fifty before dawn.”

I smiled. “It’s been a while since we’ve done this. The usual then?”

Sava blushed. “I’ll get a flask.”







When she returned, Sava had more than a flask. She was wearing a seductive costume of leaves and vines and raptor hide woven to just barely conceal her figure. Sava followed my gaze and gave me a delightful little twirl.

“Do you like it? Malla was looking for a more extensive project to really test her skills.” 


“I love it.” I smiled as I stood and paced around Sava. “Malla really knows her stuff.”


“We often joke that she must have been a master tailor in a previous life.” Sava said, and as she did so she flicked a finger to a strip of raptor hide leather and pushed it down her shoulder. “You know,” Sava began. “This is the hide of one of the raptors we killed together.”


I chuckled. “That’s not the most romantic thought in the world…” I ran a hand through Sava’s silky hair. “But you could drive me wild covered in mud and smelling of failed alchemy experiments.”


Sava frowned and sniffed her arm. “Can you actually tell? I accidentally made some black ichor that smelled foul this morning. Had to scrub for an hour to get it off.”


I reached down and picked up Sava’s arm. Leaning low, I breathed in the scent of her skin. “Every inch of you smells delicious to me.”


Sava reached for the latch on the back of her dress, but I stopped her.


“But,” I continued. “It would be a waste to not have fun now that you’ve dressed up for me. Do a little dance.”


Sava snorted, but she lifted her arms up and shifted her hips. She hiked the edges of the dress up, revealing her long toned legs. She stepped closer to me, almost within reach.


Enjoying what I was seeing, I tried to reach out and touch, but Sava backed away.


“Not so fast. You wanted a dance, so no skipping to the end.” Sava said. As she moved, she let her other shoulder strap fall.


She shifted in place and I caught sight of the side of her breast, almost bursting free as it was just barely restrained by the fabric.


Sava breathed deep and slowly, showing off the full shape of her bosom before me as she ran her hands along her own stomach, tugging at the laces there.


The outer part of the dress tumbled off her shoulders and I watched it vanish into Sava’s bag of holding moments before it hit the floor.


Now with only a thin piece of cloth concealing her top, Sava worked her hips. Her ass, as bubbly and firm as I remembered, teased at me as Sava slipped the dress down her waist to reveal the skin it had been concealing.


I licked my lips at the sight of her cleft of Venus, eager to see more of her. I reached out again and she ducked away, but not before planting a quick kiss on the side of my cheek.


I pulled off my shirt and worked my belt free. My tool sprang to attention, already prepared for use thanks to Sava’s teasing.


Sava dropped her dress the rest of the way and it followed her top into her bag of holding.


She stepped towards me again, and this time she didn’t pull away as I wrapped my arms around her waist. Sava let herself fall into my lap and my cock pressed against her toned stomach as we kissed.


“I never dreamed…” Sava said between kisses. “That I could actually become an alchemist…” Sava wrapped her arms around my back. “Yet here I am, with a lab of my own, better than what most alchemists in the outside world could ever hope to have.” She pressed her breasts against my chest, and I could feel her hard nipples poking against me.


“You worked hard for this, Sava. This town wouldn’t be half as strong as it is without you.” I said, as I matched Sava’s lust with my own. I turned my attention to those hardened nipples and kissed them as I cupped Sava’s ass and lower back with my hands.


“Well I for one… mhmmm.” Sava moaned. “Am grateful that I have such a… ah! Delightful source of alchemy ingredients. You’ll never understand… ohhhh… how much better this is than spending days hunting through the forest for plants high in vitality.”


“I’m going to have my fun.” I replied. “But if you want your vitality, you’re going to have to work for it.”


Sava gave me a cheeky grin and worked her hand lower. Fingers teased the head of my shaft and worked my manhood with skilled precision.


“You’re getting pretty good at that.” I remarked as I flicked my tongue over Sava’s nipple again.


“When you’re an alchemist…mhmm… you have to get all you can… out of valuable ingredients.”


I reached one hand lower as I explored Sava’s lower body. Unwilling to be the only one receiving a lover’s touch, I felt around for something damp and warm.


Within moments, I found Sava’s lower lips and teased them with my fingers. She was soaking wet already down there, but was holding herself back for the sake of acquiring vitality more efficiently.


I had to reward that somehow, so I stroked her clit ever-so-gently with my fingertips as she continued to work my shaft. I worked the teasing up little by little until I had two fingers inside her, thrusting in and out with the two as my thumb rubbed at her pearl.


As we continued to mutually pleasure each other, I reached the peak of my pleasure. With practice ease, Sava produced a vial from her bag of holding and held it under the head of my cock. I blew my load and she capped it under the vial. As I orgasmed, she wrapped her hand around my cock and wrung out every drop of cum from my shaft.


Sava held up the vial, holding her nose over it and breathing deeply before corking it shut. “I love that smell.”


“Ah… Well that was fun.” I said, ready to lean back and take a nap.


“And what do you think you’re doing, Theo?” Sava said, grabbing my chin. “I’ve got ten more of these left to fill.”

Sava wrung me dry before she was finally satisfied. When she was done, she immediately ran off back to the Alchemists Laboratory to start preparing the Lust Vitality potions we’d had planned to make as a gift to the Sakaku clan as a gesture of goodwill. I retired to my personal chambers to sleep things off. Illiel and Yorik were in there already, sound asleep. Assyrus and Eltiana slept with their people, though Sava occasionally joined us.

The room had turned out to be incredibly useful just for sleeping in. Despite its medieval accommodations, a night of sleep in here left the body alert and refreshed the following morning. With our busy and hectic days, keeping ourselves in top form was a must.

I chuckled as I saw Illiel mumble something in her sleep and reach for her own modest breasts. I’d caught her watching me and Sava before and I’d heard the door creak somewhere during our lovemaking. She must be having a nice dream, best not to wake her.







The next day I felt far more refreshed than I’d expected. Usually after draining that much vitality I’d feel tired for several days at least, but this time I felt good after just a night of sleeping it off. Between the stone skin Blackgorge Fiendbody transformation and the ascension to mage acolyte my physical abilities had been transformed.

I dressed and groomed myself within the confines of my personal chamber. Yorik had left to wander the settlement some time before, but Illiel was rubbing her eyes and yawning.

“What are you doing?” she asked as she tried to shake herself awake.

I was holding a small brush I’d gotten Malla to craft for me while I stood in front of the wash basin.

“Brushing my teeth.” I mumbled around closed lips as I scrubbed my canines.

“Weird.” Illiel said, “Why don’t you use a clean stone?”

I spat a mouthful of water into the basin. “Clean stone?”

Illiel fished around in her things, pulling out a rock that looked like an ordinary piece of obsidian.

Illiel took off the skimpy little lingerie that passed for nightwear around here and blushed as I looked over her naked body. She picked up the clean stone and squeezed. A tiny pulse of blue-white traveled over her body like a wave, destroying everything that wasn’t a part of her. She smiled as it washed over her teeth and mouth and soon those were sparkly clean as well. Not that there’d been any perceptible dirtiness about her in the first place. Most elves were meticulously clean.

“See?” Illiel said, pulling some clothes back on. “Faster and easier.” She tossed the stone to me.

I held it up to the light, trying to get a look at it. Sure enough, there were lots of tiny sigils trapped within the stone. I shrugged and gave it a squeeze as Illiel did. Nothing happened.

Maybe it took zeal? I funneled a tendril of power into the clean stone. Unfortunately I used my earth spellheart inside of me, which was still vastly stronger than it had been before. As a result, what felt like a tiny tendril was instead a massive cloud of zeal.

The clean stone flashed ice cold and in an instant my clothes, which I’d just dressed myself in, we're soaking wet. An instant later they were burning hot. Apparently they got hot enough to burst into flames because soon I was patting myself down in an effort to save the new trousers I’d bought from Malla.

Illiel jumped up to help and as we put the fire out I realized it didn’t hurt at all. Had I still been fully human that little mistake should have burned me badly. I guess this was proof of the magic that was now a part of my body and flesh.

“It doesn’t take much zeal. Just a splash is plenty.” Illiel said. “Good thing these are tough. Most other enchanted items would break under such a load. Also, you’re supposed to undress before you use it.”

“Sorry.” I gave up trying to fix my pants and went to look for some new ones. “I’m not used to my new power.”

“I suppose that’s to be expected, you did reach the mage acolyte realm after all.”

I froze. “You mean you can see through my spell?”

Illiel smiled. “I’m a mind mage too you know. And I spend an inordinate amount of time watching you.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked.

“You didn’t say anything.” Illiel replied. “It’s hardly my place to reveal your secrets.”

I nodded thankfully. “I’m grateful that you’re so discrete, Illiel. Please keep the secret a while longer.”

Illiel agreed without hesitation, though she did ask “So why are you concealing your cultivation base? In most other clans, having a male reach the mage acolyte realm is cause for a minor celebration. That’s less common than getting a new true mage, even for the great clans of the Queendom.”

I snorted. “Yeah, but I’ve been here for what, a few months? Don’t you think it’s a little strange that I’m already a mage acolyte.”

Illiel shrugged. “I’ve heard of some elves stumbling across good fortune and can leap from the earth to the heavens in the span of a few years.”

“I think I’d fall under that category.” I replied. “But I’d rather not have people think that way. Better they think I’m just a bit more talented than average. Besides, I want a hidden trump card.”

“Ah, I understand now.” Illiel’s eyes sparkled. “Concealing your strength until the right moment. I’ve heard of that too.”

“I’m glad you approve.” I tried Illiel’s clean stone a second time, this time using it correctly. “This is a useful enchantment. Who makes these, the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe?”

“Not the kind you’re holding. That comes from the dwarves.” Illiel grimaced. “One of the few good things to come out of those black-hearted coin-counters. They’re scattered all over the place. Apparently they were everywhere during the sixth golden age, because this variety is one of the most common finds when searching ruins.”

“It is a useful tool. Perhaps if you broke it in the right way you could use it as a weapon. It was able to light my clothes on fire after all.”

Illiel nodded, considering the thought. Before she could respond there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Assyrus and Eltiana standing there nervously.

“We heard from Sava you’re going to be presenting a gift to somebody.” Eltiana said, gesturing to Assyrus, who was holding an elegant chest covered in blue scales. “A good gift demands excellent presentation. Consider this a contribution from the Hidden Serpent and Waterbeetle tribes.”

“Impressive craftsmanship.” I noted.

Assyrus grinned. “I laid the beetle shells down and bonded them to the box myself! Eltiana provided the wooden box.”

I examined the wooden box, which was intricately with depictions of flowing dragons and elvish wisps.

“Did you carve this?” I asked Eltiana, impressed.

Eltiana blushed. “What? Of course not. I… stole it. Killed the previous owner and took it.”

I chuckled. “There’s nothing wrong with having a hobby. It’s nice.” I opened the chest to find it already lined with vitality potions.

“Sava finished working a few hours ago. She’s taking a nap before we leave.” Eltiana explained.

“It’s a wonderful gift box, and I’m sure the Sakaku clan will appreciate it.”

“So who do you want to go present it?” Assyrus asked, looking anxious. “I’ve got to warn you, I’ve really got a lot to do around here and can’t really—”

“Don’t worry Assyrus,” I held up my hand, “I’ll go present it myself.”

Illiel frowned. “Is that wise?”

“Yes, you’re only a heartwielder Theo.” Eltiana complained. I caught the corner of Illiel’s mouth rise in a proud expression before she squashed it. She’d seen through a trick the ninja had not.

Yorik appeared from behind them. “I go where the chief goes.”

I laughed. “Don’t worry, you’re all going. I need an entourage after all.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










WE LEFT FOR the location Suzzu and the Claw Tamer elves had described to us within the hour. Apparently the invaders had gathered at the edge of the forest closest to the location of the old Crimson Dragonfly tribe.

I decided not to fly, since I both wanted to be in top condition for my arrival and wanted to avoid irritating that Sakaku true mage. Gift box in hand, we set out.

“When… did… you… all… get… so fast!?” Assyrus panted, being the slowest among us.

“Ha! I guess those extra weights on your chest are weighing you down!” Eltiana laughed from her perch in a tree. She effortlessly jumped to another branch and swung on a vine like an acrobat.

“They aren’t slowing me or Yorik down!” Sava said, appearing on a branch near Eltiana before vanishing again. Unlike Eltiana who had to use a vine that was already dangling from a branch, Sava was able to call on her nature magic to generate a new vine, which she swung onto the next tree before vanishing in thin air and appearing a minute ahead of the rest of us.

“Whew.” Sava sighed. “I guess I only have so many of these in me.”

“Guess you’ll have to… run like the rest… of us…” Illiel panted. After Assyrus, she was the slowest.

“What… I want to… know is… how is Theo… so fast now!?” Assyrus wheezed.

Logically, I should have been taking it easier, pretending to huff and puff as I struggled to keep up with the girls. But I didn’t feel like the pace I’d set was too difficult to keep up with. The trees passed by in a flash but I didn’t feel like I was doing anything more than going for a casual stroll. This felt like a pace I could keep up all day. I wasn’t even sure what was powering me anymore. Was it the Blackgorge Fiendbody, my new earth zeal dantian implanted in my abdomen, or the Heart of the Mountain technique I’d been using constantly since reaching mage acolyte?

Thanks to our high speeds, we hit our first landmark, the Crimson Dragonfly tribe’s headquarters, before matriarch Red Serpent rose to power and claimed Queenshold.

I’d expected to see something. Anything really, but all I found were a bunch of burned trees and destroyed cabins. Not a red-haired elf in sight.

I sighed. Whatever they’d done under their true mage matriarch, they’d been good fighters. I’d hoped to be able to bring a few home with me.

After we passed the ruined buildings it wasn’t long before the forest started thinning out. While I’d been to Queenshold, I’d never actually been outside the Hearthwood. It was shocking how quickly dense old growth turned to grassy fields interspersed by empty patches of dirt.

We weren’t the only group to arrive here. Within sight was a large set of tents, matched on a field by a smaller set of golden tents. Golden-haired elves patrolled the area, spears in hand. A group of them had assembled in a central location and were taking commands from a shapely female figure in ornate silver and gold armor. I squinted into the distance and realized the figure was Nela.

She must have spotted us moments before, because the elves she’d been commanding quickly jogged out to meet us.

“Lady Nela requests your presence.” The leading figure said. I recognized her as one of the kitchen workers I’d seen before. Except now she emanated the aura of a mage acolyte, the sunlight aspect of her zeal pushing against my senses.

I suppressed the feeling of anxiety. The last time somebody requested my presence I’d almost died. Composing myself, I nodded and jogged along with the elf.

“You found out about our guests as soon as I had.” Nela said. “And here I thought I was the only one keeping an eye on the Hearthwood’s border.”

I shrugged. Really, it had just been luck that I’d found out as much as I did from the Claw Tamer refugees.

“I’m told they call themselves the Corpse Collector Company,” I nodded in the direction of the other tents. I noted with trepidation that Nela had no more than a hundred elves, and while many of them were mage acolytes, over two thirds were just heartwielders. That was far more than the small group of mage acolytes Yulli brought with her, but would it be enough to defend the Hearthwood?

I wasn’t sure of the strength of the opposing side, but they had Nela beat in numbers by nearly tenfold. A thousand elves milled around black-bannered tents, carrying curved swords and wide-brimmed black hats that contrasted their deep burgundy uniforms.

“Are you going to fight them?” I asked in concern.

Nela gazed at the tents arrayed against her and I could feel her breath sharpen.

“I only wish to see what we’re up against.”

I examined her.




Nela Songstone (late mage acolyte, Level 17)




“You’ve advanced.” I noted.

“I did.” Nela admitted. “Though I don’t think it’s going to be enough.”

“Me neither,” I replied, “especially since they have a Sakaku clan true mage among them.”

Nela drew in a sharp breath. “You’re certain?” I nodded. “Then your scouts are better than mine. I hope the gift you brought is truly excellent. Mine didn’t go over well.”

“What happened?”

“I presented a basket of mystic pear fruits.” Nela’s fist tightened. “Their commander took one bite and spat it back in my face.”

Sava shuddered. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea, Theo. They might decide you’re the better prize than what we brought.”

“We’ve come this far. We have to try diplomacy. Besides,” I glanced at my dimensional storage, “I’ve got some nasty surprises.”

As we squinted into the distance, I caught sight of one of the elves in the other encampment waving their banner. The motion was quickly followed by a series of three quick horn blows.

Nela nodded to one of her nearby spear-wielders, who waved the Songstone’s featureless gold banner and blew a matching pattern on her own horn.

“You got rid of the Songstone symbols.” I noted, looking at the blank golden flag.

Nela sighed. “You were right. There’s no need to directly antagonize the Sakaku by waving our old colors about.”

“I’ll let you know when we have a Hearthwood clan banner designed.”

Nela gave me a thin-lipped smile in reply.







After a few more series of horn blows, a group of riders from the other camp headed towards the middle of the field. The horses they rode were unlike anything I’d seen in the Hearthwood. They were taller and more elegant, with an elegant spiraling horn coming out of the center of their heads.




Stonehoof Unicorn (early mage acolyte, Level 11)

These horses are no beasts of burden. They are the lowest of the unicorn breed of horses and often used by cultivator clans and Queendoms as combat mounts.




Even their horses were mage acolytes. Suddenly I wasn’t feeling too good about the Songstone’s ability to rout the enemy before they made it into the forest.

“That’s our cue. I’d rather stay behind, but… need me to go with you?” Nela asked.

“Please. That would be appreciated.” I replied.

We walked to the middle of the field, looking a lot less impressive than our opponents, who glared down imperiously at us from their mounts.

The first thing I noticed was that they weren’t all elves.

The middle and most arrogant looking of the lot was a regal looking elf who bore the pitch black hair and pale skin I’d come to associate with the Sakaku clan. Her unicorn was half a pace in front of the others, combined with her position in the middle of the group of seven, I was certain she was the leader of the group.




Sharian Sakaku (late mage acolyte, Level 19)




At least she wasn’t a true mage. Plus we had Nela. I glanced at her, remembering she was also a late mage acolyte.

To her left sat a girl with cat-like ears protruding from the tops of her head. The elves were fit and toned, but this girl looked like a sculpture’s representation of a female athlete. Tiny little incisors poked out of her mouth, making her grin look feral and predatory. The orange hair streaked with white reminded me of a tabby cat.




New species discovered!

Catgirls:

Though they originated on their home world, catgirls have been employed or enslaved by species across the thousand worlds for their incredible acrobatics skills, keen senses, and wonderfully gifted tongues.




Before I could excitedly ask Illiel about the catgirl before me, the lead elf spoke.

“Come to throw trash at our feet again, Songstone? Or have you come to lick my boots like instructed?” the black-haired elf sneered down at us. She held a riding crop in one hand. Based on the pink bruises on her unicorn, it had seen a fair bit of use on the ride here.

She slapped the riding crop against her palm, licking her lips as she looked Nela in the eyes. “Tell you what, Nela of a disgraced and shattered clan, if you strip naked here and now and crawl through the mud to my horse to beg like the dog you are, I’ll spare your people from slavery.” She covered her mouth with a dainty hand, not quite concealing a sadistic smirk.

I could hear Nela grinding her teeth from where I stood. “Hello, Sharian of the Sakaku Clan. I didn’t think you’d come out in person. Last time I could only get through to your servant.” The clipped edges to her words made me suspect that there was some bad history between these two. “I already gave you my gift, remember?”

Sharian chuckled, “Oh, yes? The pears! How could I forget?” She cracked her whip again. “I’ve been using those things to punish the naughty unicorns. When they misbehave they have to eat that mush you up-jumped miners call mystic fruits, instead of the good stuff nurtured by my Sakaku clan.”

I cleared my throat to get both elves’ attention. This wasn’t going to go anywhere good.

“Sava, Assyrus?” I called two of the mage acolytes who accompanied me. Together they held the ornate azure chest Assyrus and Eltiana had crafted.

“A gift, for the Sakaku clan, from the Hearthwood clan.” I gestured towards the chest.

The elf rolled her eyes at the sight of the chest, but then quickly did a double take as she saw me. I saw the corners of her mouth twitch upwards in a devious smile.

“A worthless piece of wood. Of course, what else should I have expected from a couple of backwoods tribes. Oh, but you’re calling yourselves a clan now, aren’t you?” Sharian waved the riding crop in my direction. “That’s understandable, since you’ve only ever met these Songstone dogs, without a living true mage to their name.” Nela’s face went red and Sharian preened. “But you should know, the bar for being a clan is much, much higher.”

The elf dismounted, swaying her hips as she walked directly towards me. She took a glance at the chest and dismissed it, approaching me instead.

“You should open the box.” I jerked my head towards the waiting container.

“I can think of one thing I want to open.” She licked her lips suggestively, biting her lip as she looked at my belt. She got within arms reach of me, hands running up and down the length of her riding crop. She looked like she was going to come closer still, but Yorik stepped in from my left and growled.

“An orc? Really?” She glanced at Nela, eyebrow raised.

“A chaka like you doesn’t belong in a backwards place like this.” Sharian said. “Why don’t you come back with me? We can fool around in my carriage as my people rip this forest apart.”

“No thanks.” I said with a glare.

Sharian arched her back, swishing her riding crop through the air until it cracked against the grass below. In doing so she put her pert, firm breasts on full display. The Theo from a few months ago would have been drooling at the sight of such an attractive sight. I just wrapped an arm around Sava and pulled her closer.

The black-haired Sakaku elf rolled her eyes again. “If you’re attached to some of these provincial savages, then I can collar and keep a few of them. I suppose you’ll need handmaidens to keep you freshened up for me.”

“I don’t think so.” Sava glared at Sharian from my arms.

Sharian narrowed her eyes at Sava and arched her back again, toying with her riding crop. Then in a sudden burst of motion she lashed out, using it to slap Sava viciously across the ass.

“OWWW!” Sava squealed. I called my dimensional storage to mind, locking my mind on my steel sword.

Yorik had her hammer out and Nela leveled her spear.

Just as fast, Sharian’s six companions drew their arms as well.

“Oink like a pig for me, green hair.” Sharian laughed.

“Since it’s apparent you don’t want our gift,” I began through gritted teeth, “we’ll take it back and be off.”

I leaned forward to pick up the box, only for a black leather-clad boot to come stomping down on top of it.

“I never said I didn’t want your gift.” Sharian said. “It’s just that it isn’t enough on its own.” She reached out to take my chin, tilting it so I was gazing up at her from my crouched position before the chest. “I want the gift bearer too.”

“That’s not an option, Sharian.” Nela said, not lowering her spear. “Back away from him.”

Sharian leaned back with her whip, toying with it again as she had the moment before she struck Sava. I began drawing earth zeal from my dantian at that moment.

The following fight might have gone entirely differently if I hadn’t seen through her motions. The riding crop waved by me. Deep red light shimmered in the air, revealing phantom chains of force that wrapped around my body before fading out of sight to the naked eye.

Despite being invisible and made entirely of magic, they felt as strong as any steel chains I’d ever tugged on before. A heartwielder would have been entirely helpless trapped within them, unable to twitch so much as a finger.

But I was no heartwielder. I’d already called earth zeal to my limbs, reinforcing my already formidable stone skin Blackgorge Fiendbody. I further reinforced that power with Earth Skin and I strained against my bindings, flexing muscles both magical and mundane.

Suddenly a link gave way and the phantom chains disintegrated. I burst out of my confinement roaring with earth zeal.

In the same motion she’d used to trap me, Sharian lashed out with her riding crop at Nela. Caught off guard, the Songstone elf was hit by an invisible wave of force, betrayed by only the slightest shimmer of red light. A phantom fist collided with Nela’s chest, sending her tumbling to the ground.

“Pathetic. You always were weaker than me, mage acolyte or not.” Sharian placed a boot on Nela’s chest and reached down to tear Nela’s spear away, I’d just managed to free myself from her force chains.

I flicked my hand out to the side, sending zeal out into the ground at my feet, calling on my self-made spell, and the first one I’d ever learned. A spike of hardened dirt shot out of the ground and propelled itself at Sharian’s back. She must have sensed the incoming missile as I conjured it because she managed to leap out of the way just in time.

That bought Nela the moment she needed to scramble to her feet, wrenching her spear back from Sharian’s grasp. She called on her own sunlight zeal, charging her spear with a brilliant golden glow.

“Star Dragon’s Descent!” Nela shouted, causing a spear of light to shoot out of the end of her spear, fanning out in a wave to where Sharian had been standing.

Sharian snarled at the sight of the oncoming attack and crossed her hands in front of her body. Deep red light shimmered in front of her, creating a shield. Nela’s light hit the nearly invisible shield and deflected to the sides. I had to jump out of the way to avoid getting hit myself.

“I’ve seen better.” Sharian spat, though her arms were shaking as the force barrier flickered.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Nela cut her blast of light short and whipped her spear around. She lowered her head and dropped low, sprinting to the side to try and get around Sharian’s magical shield.

Instead of letting her circle around, Sharian dropped her energy shield and reached for a small bag at her side. From it, she withdrew a gently curved single-edge blade. The gentle curve and tiny guard created a blade that strongly resembled a katana.

In the same motion that Sharian drew her katana, she slashed at Nela’s approaching body. Nela barely managed to lean back enough for the blade to pass by her throat.

The rest of our people weren’t idle as the two late mage acolytes fought. There were seven of us, including me. Sharian and her companions counted seven as well. Trouble was, each of our opponents were mounted, so we had to fight not only them, but their mage acolyte level steeds as well.

Yorik was under attack by both the catgirl and an elf with a vicious looking scar across her face. The elf occupied Yorik from horseback, though Yorik was quickly pushing her back, despite the stomping hooves and jabbing horn of the unicorn the elf was riding.

The problem was the catgirl. Yorik couldn’t fight two mounted opponents at once. She was able to force one to retreat with the might of her hammer, but the other would quickly jump in from behind. As I ran over to help, the catgirl raked her claws across Yorik’s back, leaving four evenly spaced rows of wounds.

Though the wounds only dripped a few droplets of blood each, my eyes widened. Yorik had traveled even further along the path of the Blackgorge Fiendbody than I had. If the catgirl could cut Yorik with her bare hands, I was certain she could do far worse to me. One of the other girls might lose a limb to those claws.

But even more surprised than me was the catgirl herself. She shook her fingers like she’d just jabbed them against a brick wall. She growled low and beastial before going for a short sword strapped to the side of her saddle.

I fired a shard of earth at her, almost knocking the blade out of her hands as she tried to draw it. The projectile bounced off the small sword and smashed against the unicorn’s face, causing it to glare at me angrily.

“Break his legs, Korra!” Sharian shouted as she clashed with her katana against Nela’s spear. “He’ll be easier to carry back that way!”

Korra, the catgirl, nodded curtly and looked at me with hard mercenary eyes. She mouthed the words ‘just business’ and jabbed her heels into her unicorn’s side, intent on running me down.

Big mistake on her part. I had my first opportunity to use my new spell. Earthshatter.

I called on the zeal from my spellheart and channeled it through my body along the pathways elves called meridians in the exact pattern The Wanderer had implanted in my mind when I bought the spell.


Though there was no need to speak aloud, I couldn’t help but shout “Earthshatter!” As I slammed an open palm against the ground.

The unicorn charged me, horn lowered and ready to skewer me. At least until my spell shattered the ground under its hooves. Earth broke like jagged stones and the unicorn lost its grip.

Without wasting a breath, I used another new spell, Stone Obelisk. A pillar of stone rose from the earth before me, slow and steady. The Obelisk took the form of a four-sided finger of stone, chiseled to a point at the tip. While it was not itself a combat spell, making one of these would give me more influence on the earth zeal around us make informal magic far easier to cast.

Despite not being a weapon, the Stone Obelisk spell could still be used like one. The unicorn, robbed of its footing, slid across the ground, right into my Stone Obelisk that was still emerging from the earth. Its own momentum skewered it two hands deep on the massive rock. Apparently that was far from enough to put down a mage acolyte realm beast, because the unicorn twisted and jerked violently, trying to tear itself free.

Blood dropped from its side and it looked at me with eyes of pure rage. The violent collision had thrown the catgirl off the unicorn’s back, but she flipped through the air and landed with the grace of… well… a cat.

Despite the unicorn’s struggles, I was still pouring earth zeal into the Stone Obelisk spell and it continued to grow and grow until the finger of stone tore the unicorn in half. That, finally, stopped its struggles.




Stonehoof unicorn slain. +150 points. Crystalized Blood collected.




Shortsword still in hand, the catgirl held her blade behind her and charged me and leaning forward as she charged.

An elf who’d been fighting Eltiana shoved her heels into her unicorn’s sides. She’d been unable to keep up with the ninja girl’s agility, even mounted and turned to help the catgirl capture me, probably hoping that the catgirl could fight Eltiana when she could not.

With the catgirl closing in on my left and another attacker closing in from the right, I had no choice but to get serious. 

I reached into my dimensional storage and withdrew the steel sword I’d had ready, pulling it into the open. Mac and I had figured out that plunging it into the earth and leaving it there drove out other types of zeal over time. I was free to use the weapon again, and now that I was a mage acolyte, I could forcibly drive out any hostile zeal that contaminated my sword with my own earth zeal, so long as I was willing to pay the price in zeal.

Twisted Step.

Quicksilver Thought.


My mind raced and time seemed to slow. To cast both spells with my mind spellheart I’d needed to drop my Cultivation Concealment technique, but that wasn’t worth worrying about now.


Quicksilver Thought allowed me to take in the sight of the charging unicorn in full. Though I was still no master swordsman, that extra bit of time gave me the chance to align my swords edge with the steed, square my shoulders, and time the slice just right.

The horse leaned into me with its horn extended, intent on skewering me. But the horn harmlessly passed by me. I’d already moved out of the way, using Twisted Step to evade the blow. The unicorn, realizing it had been fooled, twisted its head to ram me with its horn at its new location, but I had seen the motion long ago and slashed down at its horn with my steel sword. The unicorn snorted, certain my weapon would shatter under the strength of its horn.

The opposite happened. The unicorns horn lost its previous rainbow shimmer and went dark. An instant later it shattered under the force of my weapon. The unicorn reared back in shock, giving me just enough time to block the catgirl’s shortsword coming in from the other direction.

The catgirl reached me at that moment, and she extended the claws on her free hand, trying to tear into me as she’d done with Yorik. I’d seen how effective those weapons were and realized I had to block them.

Earth magic would have been too slow. My sword was occupied.

My next move was far from noble, but I did it anyway. I kicked out with my leg, superior reach allowing me to hit her between the legs before she could get in arms reach of me. In my experiments, I’d realized I could use Fists of Stone on my feet as well.

The catgirl howled, abandoning her attack and grabbing at her groin. Apparently that tactic was effective on women too.

I turned back to the unicorn, who had recovered from the shock of having its horn destroyed enough to try and stomp me flat with its hooves. As it bucked back on its hind legs I drove my sword into its belly.

The steel blade sank into its body with supernatural ease. I felt the same feeling I’d experienced when killing the basilisk. Magic flowed into me from my sword, and though some of it held zeal aspects that were useless to me, there was a lot of earth zeal in there.




Stonehoof unicorn slain. +150 points. Crystalized Blood collected.




That earth zeal flowed through my body, not even getting the chance to cycle to my dantian before I thrust its power into the earth to the catgirl’s left in an informal working just in range of the Stone Obelisk. The earth around her turned to mud and she started sinking. The sudden flood of compatible zeal made paying the price to push out the foreign zeal aspects in my sword an easy price to pay to keep the weapon working.

The catgirl, still immobilized by my honorless blow, slammed face first into the mud that was already brimming with my earth zeal.

I called on the earth zeal again, hardening it. The catgirl realized what was happening and struggled to break free. She unleashed a wave of zeal of her own, though its nature was unfamiliar to me, I could more than match her for quantity.

I sent more earth zeal into the surrounding ground, dispersing any control the catgirl might have gained. The earth grew harder around her, trapping her beneath its grasp.

The catgirl unleashed another pulse of zeal, this time bigger and more desperate. I could sense her gasp beneath the mud trapping her as she tried to claw her way out. Her earthy prison temporarily weakened and she was able to get her head above ground. I let her get that much free before I flooded the area with earth zeal and turned everything to sedimentary rock. The amount I was pouring out now came from the death of the Stonehoof Unicorn, and a mage acolyte would have to wring out every drop they had to match that power. This wasn’t my zeal, and I didn’t have full control over it. But I didn’t need that, I only needed to overwhelm the catgirl’s power. With the Stone Obelisk helping me control the zeal in the area and both my 128 particles of my Blackgorge Fiendbody and my earth zeal dantian adding power, the catgirl stood no chance of breaking free.

“Stay put, kitty.” I said as I rushed off to help the others.




Korra the catgirl defeated. +250 points.







My elves were performing surprisingly well against their opponents. Assyrus and Eltiana had teamed up, mimicking the attack pattern they’d honed in the labyrinth. Assyrus was attacking head on, absorbing the blows of each of the elves assaulting them. As she did so, Eltiana attacked from behind.

One of the elves was too slow to block, and Eltiana found the gap where their chest plate met their helmet. Eltiana plunged the dagger deep into that tiny gap. Though her knife had only the tiniest pellet of unrefined iron imprisoned at the tip, it was still deadly enough to turn the elf’s face purple and black.

Her strength failed her and Assyrus’ blow toppled her off her horse. Seeing she was outmatched, the remaining elf yanked on her unicorn’s reins and started running back towards her camp.

The remaining unicorn stilled now that its rider was dead. Far more fearful than the angry one I’d slain, its eyes darted back and forth as it backed away, eventually taking off in the direction of the Hearthwood forest behind us.

Sava was untouchable to her opponent. Despite being on horseback, the elf was completely outmaneuvered by Sava, who could simply vanish from one location and appear in another.

One moment she was in front of mystic beast and rider, the next she was hurling a potion from the side.

The elf screamed in pain as acidic black goo splashed over her. Green tendrils reached up from the ground around the unicorns hooves, panicking it and sending its rider to the ground.

The enemy elf tore off her helmet, rubbing at her eyes. When she finally blinked away the deadly acid out of the way she opened her eyes to find Sava’s incoming foot colliding with her face. A few stomps later and the elf was either out cold or pretending to be for her own continued good health.

“Hush.” Sava calmed the bucking unicorn. “There now. You’re worth a lot of money so I don’t want you hurting yourself on me.”

Illiel was by far the worst off. She’d cast a spell with mind magic to cloud her opponents judgment, but it wasn’t working. The best she could do was conjure a few illusory rocks and jump around, trying to avoid the battle axe the elf attacking her was swinging her way. I’d passed along Twisted Step to her, as best as I was able, and she’d added it to her repertoire of mind magic spells. She was still running by the time I finished so I ran over to help.

Sadly, mind zeal lacks a certain heft to it. Illiel had always been a better scholar than warrior, as her softer build and spectacles made obvious. Despite being a mage acolyte, she clutched her Ice-aspect spellheart and fired a tiny shard of ice at her pursuer.


Mind clouded, the underwhelming attack landed true. But it wasn’t enough to do anything more than irritate the battle-axe wielding elf.

Illiel skidded across the ground, jumping through a boulder that hadn’t really been there. On her way she picked up an ordinary rock, which she threw backwards in her desperate run. The rock bounced off the enemy elf’s armored head, causing her to yell in frustration as she tried to slay her elusive opponent.

“Hey, tin can!” I yelled at the helmeted elf. “Try this rock on for size!”

No longer having a use for the Stone Obelisk, treated it like the Earth Spike’s I’d developed as projectiles long ago. Already infused with my zeal, I was able to hurl a boulder-sized piece of the chiseled tip at the elf.

The rock plowed into the side of the unicorn and knocked it backwards. I heard a crunch as stone hit ironwood armor and unicorn ribs cracked.




Stonehoof unicorn slain. +150 points. Crystalized Blood collected.




The battle axe-wielding elf rolled to safety, gripping her axe with both hands and charging for me. I held up my steel sword, prepared to meet her toe-to-toe in combat. A pulse of sickly green fire shot out of the tip of the axe, but I held up the side of my steel sword. The flame vanished as it touched the blade, disappearing into the zeal it was made from. My sword was tinged green for an instant before the zeal was rejected and dispersed into the air.

Undeterred by her magic being defeated so quickly, the elf raised her battle axe overhead and charged me.

Before the elf could make another move, a dagger flew through the air and impacted the elf’s exposed underarm, where there was no armor. The dagger landed true. The elf tried to ignore it, but it was another of Eltiana’s iron tipped knives. It didn’t kill the elf anywhere as quickly as iron refined by me would have, but what skin I could see through the heavy armor started blistering black and purple. She toppled to one knee as Assyrus snatched the elf’s own battle axe, swinging it around and taking off the elf’s head.

The six of us turned towards Sharian. Nela’s fight hadn’t been going well. She was bleeding from the face and arms in multiple places, and the blood dripping off Sharian’s katana left no doubt what drew it.

Nela lunged towards the Sakaku elf, who sidestepped easily. Nela must have lost a lot of blood, because her motions were clumsier than before.

This might have been Nela’s last moments had we not been there. Sharian grabbed the spear and wrested it from Nela’s weakened grip. Pinning it between her thigh and the ground, she stomped on it.

Crack!

The wooden handle snapped and Nela sunk to one knee. Sharian pulled back her katana and prepared to skewer Nela through the heart when a flying dagger made her turn away.

She flicked out her katana, smacking Eltiana’s dagger out of the air like a child’s ball. Eltiana followed the dagger up with a second, though Sharian deflected that the same way.

It bought Assyrus the time she needed to close the gap though. She’d lowered her shoulder and charged, slamming into Sharian from the side.

The Sakaku elf spun, scoring a long bleeding gash along Assyrus’ thigh.

“An early mage acolyte shouldn’t think she can fight a late!” She shouted, moving faster than anything I’d ever seen, besides the fight between true mages I’d witnessed in Queenshold.

Sharian thrust out her palm, pinning Assyrus to the ground. Those same spectral chains shot out of her hand and imprisoned Assyrus as Sharian spun her blade around, prepared to split Assyrus’ skull.

Yorik arrived an that moment, bringing her hammer crashing against Sharian’s side.

I heard snapping ribs for the second time as Sharian slammed into the ground. She reached for her katana, trying to clamber to her feet.

She was too slow. Yorik brought her hammer down on Sharian’s sword hand.

Crunch!

Sharian howled in pain, unable to grasp her sword with her broken hand.

“Submit.” Yorik growled, painting a foot on the late mage acolyte’s chest.

Sharian panted, glaring up at the orc before lowering her eyes. “I… I submit.”




Sharian Sakaku defeated by follower. +50 points.




Sava rushed to Nela’s side, pouring most of a vitality potion bottle, looted from the gift box we’d brought, down her throat. The rest she passed to Assyrus, who poured the remaining contents of the bottle on her thigh to heal her wounded leg.

“Ahhh, I feel like a decadent goblin lord every time I use this stuff.” Assyrus sighed, rubbing her newly healed flesh.

“And I feel four hours of work poorer.” Sava grumbled.

I walked up to Sharian, whose eyes met mine. They fluttered helplessly at first, but when she saw I wasn’t moved they quickly turned vicious.

I gave her a predatory grin in return. “So then, if the Sakaku won’t accept a gift, how about a ransom?”




Congratulations on winning your first real battle!

+1000 points.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










YORIK HAULED SHARIAN to her feet. The Sakaku elf glared at the orc, but other than wincing as Yorik pulled on her recently broken hand, she made no further move to escape. I called over some of Nela’s people, who were only now arriving on the scene, to dig up the catgirl and bring her along with us.

The Corpse Collector camp was just over the hill and out of sight. It had been a bad move on Sharian’s part to meet in this location where her people couldn’t see her, but she didn’t strike me as the best strategist.

“Your sword, please?” Sava asked. Eltiana grumbled as she handed the katana over. Sava balanced it on a finger and clucked her tongue appreciatively.

“Keep your fingerprints off it.” Sharian tilted her nose up, disdaining to even look at us. “That katana is imported, and it’s worth more than your entire backwater tribe makes in a hundred years.”

“Oh, I’ll keep it safe.” Sava stuck the sword in its sheath and tossed it over her shoulder. Then she plucked at the pouch on Sharian’s hip. “And this too. I’m sure a rich girl has all sorts of nice toys in her bag of holding.”

Despite Sharian’s indignant squawk, Sava removed the bag of holding and teased at the string binding it in place.

“Don’t look in a girl’s bag of holding!” Sharian blushed. “There are… private things in there.”

Nela chuckled. “Open it Sava!”

Sava tugged at the string, but they wouldn’t budge.

“I can’t. It’s bound too tightly.” Sava passed the pouch to Assyrus, who tried to open the pouch. When the strings wouldn’t come undone she placed the bag under her foot and heaved with both arms as she tried to open the pouch.

“It. Won’t. Budge!” Assyrus grunted as she heaved at the laces. They stretched until they were as tall as she was, and Assyrus was clearly pulling with all her might. Assyrus went red in the face before finally letting out a gasp of defeat. She released the strings and they retracted until they returned to their original size, unruffled and unbroken.

“Don’t bother,” Nela said glumly, “the bag must be locked by magic. I used to have one like that. I suppose your secrets are safe, Sharian.”

“I got you all excited for nothing, didn’t I, Nela?” Sharian teased. “Well I suppose you lot are owed something for all the anticipation you built up. There isn’t anything incriminating in there I’m afraid. Toss it here and I’ll show you.”

“Wait! Don’t—”

Before I could get my warning out, Assyrus had picked up the bag and tossed it to Sharian. A look of horror dawned her face as she realized what she’d just done and she leaped up to smack the bag out of Sharian’s hand.

She was too slow though. Sharian snatched the bag out of the air by the drawstring. The instant her fingers touched the laces they unraveled and she withdrew a small black stone, polished smooth.

“Get back!” Sava warned everyone, and we dived to the side. Sharian hurled the stone at the ground, where it shattered easily into a cloud of glassy pebbles.

I peeked up from the ground. Huh. No explosion. No cloud of smoke either. Just Sharian standing on her toes and looking at the sky like a naughty girl who just ate all the chocolate from her mother’s jar.

Sava was the first to stand up. She sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.” She looked towards Eltiana, who shrugged.

“There are plenty of scentless poisons, but there are few potent enough to kill in the open air with a breeze.”

“Somehow, I have a bad feeling about this,” I grumbled and turned to Sharian, “what did you do?”

Sharian giggled. “You. Are. All. Dead!”

Illiel poked at the broken fragments of stone, revealing rapidly fading lines of script.

“This stone has traces of mind zeal in it. It looks to me like a messenger stone carrying a simple signal.”

“She called for help.” Sava looked around, eyes wide and ears twitching.

“Damnit!” I cursed.

Assyrus withered. “I’m sorry, everyone.”

I took a deep breath. “It’s okay. We would have had to deal with this sooner or later. Remember, one of her guards got away. It was only a matter of time before somebody came for her.”

“At least we got her bag open.” Sava reached arm deep into the bag of holding. From the outside the process looked surreal as her arm disappeared into the tiny pouch. It was immediately obvious that Sharian’s bag of holding was on a different level from those I’d seen in the Hearthwood.

Sharian’s arrogant expression fell from her face. “Hey! I wasn’t kidding! Don’t touch my stuff!”

Sava pulled out a long strip of leather, attached to a metal collar. Sava tugged at the leather. “Is this phantasmal hydra skin? So strong! I’ve never seen it in person before. I know a goblin who’d pay quite a bit for it.” Sava pulled another item out, extracting a round jar. Sava popped it open and sniffed. “Blood of a black chimera, and you’re using it for eyeliner?”

Sharian pouted. “Okay you’ve had your fun. Close it up now.”

Sava through Sharian’s things even more eagerly.

“Look at these bad boys! She’s got quite the collection of quality weapons!” One after another, Sava started pulling out shields, daggers, nunchucks, spears, and an especially bountiful quantity of ironwood swords.


Eltiana grabbed the nunchucks, as I’d expected. She took a few knives as well. Assyrus helped herself to a shield and a club, while Yorik looked between her rusted hammer and the proffered weapons, snorting. At least until Sava pulled out a particularly menacing spiked gauntlet, which the orc quickly snatched when she thought nobody was looking.


Sava handed me a pair of golden vambraces and took a set of ordinary looking gloves for herself.


“Try not to get my things too dirty while you’re very temporarily in possession of them.” Sharian warned.


“Find something to tie her up with.” I said.


Sava dug around and quickly came up with something that would work. Lots of somethings.


Cuffs, chains, gags, harnesses, and lots of rope. The whole group was still a little pissed at Sharian, we went a bit overkill on binding her up.

The way she managed to squirm and writhe in just the right ways to keep us from getting the bindings too tight told me this girl had more than a little experience at being tied up.

“Why do you have so much of this stuff?” Illiel asked, innocently holding a circular strip of black leather and a pair of handcuffs.


Sharian wiggled aggressively, glaring at her in reply. Sava had long since gagged to stop her from taunting us or pulling another trick like she had with her bag of holding, but that didn’t stop the girl from doing her best to look domineering, despite her bound position.

A scream rang out over the hill, back in the direction of Nela’s camp and cutting our war-prize mountain session short.

Sharian recovered some of her lost composure. “Fimmmmffflly!” She said around her gag.

I glanced at the others. “We should go check that out.” I waved my hand over the box of vitality potions, stowing them away in my dimensional storage. Based on the kind of scream I’d just heard, healing potions could come in handy.







When we returned to Nela’s camp, we found chaos. The place looked like it had been hit by a tornado. Tents had been ripped off the ground and thrown a hundred paces away after being shredded into torn up pieces of fabric that barely resembled their previous form.

Stakes had been torn in half and fire pits had been scattered, tossing burning embers around the camp setting what little hadn’t been torn apart aflame to burn. Some Songstone elves were desperately trying to put out the flames with shovels full of dirt, but a few were tending to bad bruises. I saw dented helmets and breastplates everywhere.

Seven elves had been laid out on a tarp, one of whom was coughing blood. The lower part of her chest was caved in and there were bits of bone sticking out. A healthy Songstone elf was holding a cloth over the holes in the elf’s chest, but by the panicked look on her face her friend wasn’t getting any better.

I popped the gift box out from where I’d stowed it in my dimensional storage, flopping it open and withdrawing a lust vitality potion. I popped the cork at the top and drained a little down the coughing elf’s throat.

As I watched, the Songstone warrior’s battered chest popped back out into a healthy shape. I passed the rest of the bottle to the elf who had previously been tending to my patient. She wordlessly nodded and began distributing that bottle and two others to the other six wounded Songstone elves.

I addressed the one I’d just saved. “What happened here?”

“Truuu—” The elf coughed up a mass of blood and phlegm. I helped her sit up and gave her a light pat on the back to clear her lungs.

“Th-thank you.” She said when she was finally breathing clear. “We were attacked by a true mage.”

I jerked up in alarm. “Where is she now?”

“Took off after destroying the camp.” The elf coughed again, rubbing at her newly healed ribs. I gave her a moment to compose herself.

“I take it you lost the battle then?”

The elf gave me a short laugh. “Battle? What battle? She came like a storm, destroying everything in her way. A few foolhardy newly-minted soldiers and I charged her, and look at all the good it did us.” The elf looked at the mass of blood on the ground where she’d been lying, close to death just moments ago.

“I used to be a miner,” the elf said, “born to a small servant family high in debt and low in favor. I wanted to work my way up the ranks of the Songstone clan’s servants. Maybe eventually become one of their guards. One of the shining spears of the Songstone clan.” She reached for what was left of her spear. Even the ironwood head had been shattered into pieces. The shaft was little more than splinters. “I guess I was a little overeager to prove my worth. I should have died there. I doubt even my soul would have survived something like that.”

“But you are alive.” I gave her a pat on the back. “And you learned your lesson about charging headfirst into danger. Foolhardy but brave.” I stood up to leave. “You should come to the town of Hearthwood, in the center of the forest. I’ll get you a new spear, and I’ve got a big book full of tricks to share. Maybe someday you’ll be the true mage elf.”

The Songstone spear woman chuckled. “Aye, I can always dream. Perhaps I’ll visit this place of yours, Patriarch.”

My spirits lifted with that last word, despite the destruction around me. But there was no time to bask in my own glory.

Assyrus was hauling on a fallen tree trunk. After a bit of inspection, I realized it was the same piece of wood that had held up the massive golden banner in the center of camp.

“Help me lift this!” Assyrus grunted as she heaved the piece of wood up a tiny bit, groaning as the weight of the log pulled her muscles taught.

I joined her, fueling my already powerful Blackgorge Fiendbody with the prodigious power of the earth zeal at my disposal. I grabbed the log, heaving with more strength than was even needed and hurling the log upwards. Assyrus caught it before it fell down, walking it backwards and setting it down on the ground.

The reason for moving the log soon became apparent. A Songstone elf had been trapped underneath, saved from being crushed only because of the ornate breastplate she wore. The weight of the log must have been too much for her to breathe properly under, because she was already unconscious.

“What do we do? Vitality potion?” Assyrus asked rapidly, lines creasing her face.

Without responding I bent down and pinched the downed elf’s nose, breathing into her mouth.

“What… what… are you…” Assyrus leaned over us, watching me seemingly kiss this unconscious elf with aggressive enthusiasm.

The unconscious elf suddenly gasped, drawing in a breath on her own. I sat up and watched as her eyes fluttered open. Luckily the elf had been a mage acolyte and was made of tougher stuff than heartwielders. Otherwise she’d have already been dead.

The elf touched her lips, wiping away some drool. “Where am I? Wait, the attacker! Grab your weapons, we have to fight!”

Assyrus calmed the frantic elf, shushing her. “Hush, there are no enemies left to fight. We have to go and help the others. Are you okay?”

“A bit bruised, but I think I’ll manage.”

I pulled out another bottle of vitality potions. Though I’d left the gift box with the elf tending the wounded, I’d grabbed a couple of bottles to distribute on my own.

“Here,” I offered the bottle, “take a sip of this. Just a sip mind you.”

The elf took a small sip and instantly a rosy complexion returned to her face. “Thank you. Hey, you’re that chaka, aren’t you? Yes, I remember you, you’re our… patriarch, right?”

I grinned. “That’s me, patriarch of the Hearthwood clan! Try and patch yourself up. Me and Assyrus need to help your comrade.”







There were a surprising number of wounded throughout the camp, and yet there were only one or two deaths. It was almost as if the true mage didn’t care about the heartwielders and mage acolytes Nela had stationed back here.

I was thankful for that. Based on the stories I’d heard thus far, she’d torn through the Songstone ranks as easily as walking through an empty meadow. Not a single one of the Songstone elves had been able to even get close to her. Invisible blades of force had thrown them left and right, shattering bones as easily as they tore apart the tents and flagpoles.

That reminded me uncomfortably of the abilities Sharian had displayed thus far. The power to exert force through magic. A few of the elves had gotten close enough to their attacker to identify her features through the chaos.

“She had long black hair, patriarch. Jet black hair, red eyes, and pale skin.”

The Sakaku true mage.

I’d known there was one around here. So she’d finally shown herself, and by the looks of the destruction that surrounded us, she was a full league beyond Yulli or Matriarch Red Serpent. She’d cut through Nela’s strongest without getting a scratch on her. How would my little castle fare?

But the fact that there was so much destruction around and yet so few casualties begat another question. Why?

I’d helped heal enough wounded that by now I knew she hadn’t been holding back, but at the same time the true mage hadn’t made a move directly against any of the elves either. All their wounds had been brought on by falling debris or trying to attack the true mage and failing.

“Hey Nela, remember how you had this place full of golden Songstone banners?” I asked as we surveyed her ruined camp. “And yet not a single banner is standing now. Nor is the Songstone clan symbol left intact on any of the tents. Even the pots and pans that had your symbol on it have been ruined.”

“You think the true mage was after scraps of cloth and bits of ironwood?” Nela frowned in thought.

“It’s the only thing I can think of. Why else would she cause so much destruction, but ignore the people you had here. Clearly, she wasn’t here to slaughter everyone.”

Nela nodded. “It… makes sense. For experts at a vastly higher level of cultivation, it’s often beneath their dignity to slaughter weaklings without reason.”

“She’s here to get rid of the Songstone clan, and she’s taking that to mean every symbol of your organization.” I felt a pit drop in my stomach. “That means she’s headed towards…”

“The settlement.” Nela bit her lip. “I left behind most of my noncombatants there. They’re not mage acolytes and are far less likely to survive a disaster similar to what happened here.” She tugged at her boots, lacing them tighter. “We’ll never make it in time to warn them.”

I opened my dimensional storage and withdrew the flying sword.

“I never showed you my new toy.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










AFTER BRIEFING THE others on where we were going and why we needed to flee so urgently, Nela and I mounted my flying sword and headed off. We decided to go just the two of us. Anyone more and my ability to pilot the flying sword would suffer.

“You know, there should be some fins out the side.” Nela said, pointing at the bottom of the sword as she clung to my waist. “Did they break off or something?”

“Fins?” I concentrated on the sword beneath me, and I noticed a little trigger that I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t physically present, but more a little hole in which zeal could flow, but only if I willed it. I pushed zeal into that little notch and a fin popped out the left side of the sword.

Instantly the sword started tilting sideways. I felt around the little hole in the device and found a second notch on the other side of the flying sword. A second fin popped out, stabilizing our flight. I marveled at how much easier the flying sword was to control all of a sudden.

“How in the ancestors names, did you manage to fly this thing without the control fins?” Nela asked incredulously.

I shrugged. “You’ve just got to lean into your turns. Like riding a skateboard.”

Nela looked at me with a blank expression.

“Never mind.” I scanned the area ahead of us, taking note of a group of knocked over trees ahead of us. As I stared a massive oak tree tumbled to the ground.

Crack!

The sound of snapping wood filled the forest for leagues in every direction. A tiny black-haired form leaped up one of the fallen branches to the tallest peak of another tall tree, gazing at the forest in all directions.

I cut the power on the flying sword and sank below the treeline. I didn’t want to encounter a true mage who could fell one of the truly massive oaks of the Hearthwood with just the force of her magic. These things made California Redwoods look skinny!

“Looks like she doesn’t know where she’s going,” Nela said, “which is good. If she knew the way we’d never make it home before her.”

I dodged and weaved around tree branches, zipping right by a bewildered silver-clawed tree crawler.

“We still need to make the best time we can.” I grinned at how much easier this flying sword was to control now that I was using it properly.

Nela ducked as a branch swept past her head. It would have missed her by a hands breadth anyway based on my estimate, but apparently Nela didn’t like cutting her turns that close.

“Have you… done this before?” Nela asked hesitantly.

“Yup. Feels like I’ve spent the last month running around warning the whole forest about the wizard-realm mystic beast on the loose.” My eyes glimmered as an idea took root in my head.

[Mac,] I sent telepathically, [where is shark-face hiding these days?]

[Theo! You’re moving awfully fast there. Ah, the shadowblade beast? It’s taking a nap near its lair, just north-east of the Songstone division’s fortress. But Theo… I’m detecting some toppled trees in your area. The big kind, not the little saplings. A few smashed boulders and diverted streams too. You might want to move away from whatever natural disaster is causing that.]

[It’s an elf doing all that. A true mage of particularly impressive might. And I’m headed to the same place she is.]

Mac was silent for a moment. [You know, you really should try living a safer, cleaner life. I don’t think the resurrection room works on you, Theo.]

[I didn’t think it would Mac. I don’t like this either. On the bright side, I might get to test the crossbow you made for me.]

I cut off the transmission as we passed over the sleeping shadowblade’s lair.

In one quick motion, I opened my dimensional storage and pulled out a single iron arrowhead. I dropped that arrowhead directly over the lair of the sleeping beast below me. Hopefully that would wake it up. If that didn’t, I still had a very shiny orb.







We got there ahead of the true mage, as evident by the still standing structures.

“It’s the Sakaku clan!” one of the guards shouted as she saw my incoming flying sword. “They’re here to finish us off!”

I flew directly over the walls, a bit frustrated at how easy it was to avoid them entirely when you could travel by air.

“Hold!” Nela shouted. “It’s me, your matriarch!”

“Here with me, your patriarch.” I gave them a wave. “We’re not the Sakaku clan, but we’re here to warn you that one of their true mage’s is on the way here. And based on what she did to your camp she doesn’t plan on coming for tea and biscuits.”

The Songstone went wide-eyed and started running left and right. “Grab the wisps!” one elf shouted. “No, grab travel rations!”

Nela drew in a deep breath and let out an enormous shout. “Stop!” Instantly, the panicking elves froze where they stood. “The wisps have already been relocated. Ghessa took them days ago. Don’t bother with food, I have enough in my bag of holding to feed everyone, at least for a few days. Drop everything and run. Right now.”

I was impressed at how quickly the Songstone evacuated. It was certainly a far cry from what I’d experienced evacuating the Waterbeetle tribe with Assyrus. The Songstone ran a much tighter ship than the Waterbeetles.

Within thirty seconds, every elf in the fortress was jogging out in two neatly spaced lines through the front gates. I collected my flying sword in my dimensional storage and helped Nela lead the elves away.

“You should send a group over to the town of Hearthwood.” I offered.

Nela frowned. “Can your new settlement handle that many new residents?”

“The Riverweed can grow new houses like plants. People are rapidly emptying out of the old tents the Hidden Serpent’s brought. There’s plenty of room. And I did promise you upgraded spellhearts for ten of your people.”

“Okay.” Nela pointed to a few people behind us. “The lot of you, go with Theo.” She gave the elves one worried look as they migrated to run behind me.

“Don’t worry. I’ll return them safe and sound. They’re part of my Hearthwood clan, after all.”

And so Nela and I parted. Her to a secret location where the elves would wait for the true mage to depart, and me back towards the center of the Hearthwood.







I brought them north, parallel to the riverbank until the Songstone fortress was completely out of sight.

“Keep heading north,” I instructed, “you’ll run right into the Waterbeetle tribe. There are plenty of elves there who know how to get to the town in the center of the woods. There’s an underground road through the dungeon that can get you there in a flash.”

“Sir?” one of the elves questioned. “You’re… heading back, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “I am.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?” The elf grabbed my arm, but I pulled it back.

“Many things in life are dangerous, but that doesn’t make them not worth doing.” I turned around before I could get any more protests and started heading back towards the Songstone fortress.

Before long I was out of sight. I turned my head back to take one last look at the elves I’d been escorting. Good, they’d started heading in the other direction as I’d ordered.

I hopped on my flying sword, soaring through the air and covering the past several minutes distance by foot in three breaths. Soon the Songstone fortress loomed just over the next hill.

As I approached the fortress, I circled the area, noticing much to my amusement the domed dirt structure I’d made when experimenting with earth magic was still there. I’d have figured that’d be the first structure the Songstone tore down.

I brought the flying sword to a halt, sliding feet first into the entrance. I felt myself hit something soft.

“Ow!”

Was there a hold out here? Somebody who chose to hide rather than run?

I reached into my dimensional storage, giving one of Dulla’s light potions a shake and casting the room in a light green glow.

“Why didn’t you leave with the others?” I demanded of the golden haired elf, who was currently straightening her armored gauntlets after my collision with her.

“I could ask you the same thing, Theo.” The golden-haired elf turned to face the light and I realized it was none other than Nela Songstone herself.

“Nela!?” I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the dim light. “What? Why?”

“I want to see what we’re up against.” Nela shrugged. “I’ve seen Sakaku true mages before, but I want to see if this one is truly a late true mage, like I’ve heard. True mage is a broad valley to bridge, and a late true mage is considerably more powerful than an early true mage. I’m told it has to do with the power of their aura, which they form as they travel through that realm.” Nela adjusted a pile of timber, arranging it to block the entrance while still leaving little gaps to look out of. “I assume you’re here for the same reason as me?”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid I’m here on more serious business.” I popped open my dimensional storage and pulled out the crossbow Mac and Sava had labored over for me.







“You can’t be serious, Theo.”

Nela complained as I pressed my foot against the loop at the end of the crossbow and drew back the string.

“Deadly serious.”

Nela glared at me. “You told me what happened to Melise? That was what happened when you tried to take on a superior opponent like this.”

“I remember. And I said I’m done being reckless. This is plan B.”

Nela sighed. “Then what’s plan A?”

“Negotiations,” I replied, “which will be your job, unless you think you can hold the crossbow?”

Nela tried to reach for the weapon, but as she neared the iron tip she shrank back and shook her head. I’d used a particularly large amount of iron on this bolt head.

“I don’t think I can.”

I’d figured as much. “Here.” I pulled the ornate chest, now half depleted of vitality potions and dropped it on the ground. “Start with a gift. Hopefully this Sakaku elf will at least open the present before attacking.”

Nela accepted the gift silently, taking a deep breath and steadying shaking hands.

I hesitated once I realized how anxious she was. “You know, you don’t have to do this. I’d been prepared to do these talks myself.”

Nela shook her head. “The true mage will hardly negotiate while you’ve got a loaded crossbow pointed at her.”

I pulled the crossbow back into my dimensional storage. “I think what I’ve got is a notch above a bag of holding.” I popped the crossbow back out, still loaded and ready to fire the moment it appeared in my hands. “It’s a lot easier for me to retrieve a weapon, and I can keep a crossbow like this on a hair trigger. All I need is a moment to point and pull a trigger.”

“No,” Nela’s fists clenched and her expression firmed, “I’ve got more negotiation experience. I’ll talk. Besides, I think I’d feel more comfortable knowing I’ve got a hidden ally.”

“Understood. Consider me the angel on your shoulders.” Nela didn’t know the expression, but she understood my meaning. She took a position in the nearest open spot of ground, looking back in my direction for approval. I gave her a big thumbs up to let her know she’d picked a perfect spot before I hid under cover.

Nela turned to me, looking like she was about to yell something when she was cut off by a massive rumbling in the distance. One of the flagpoles was torn out of the ground and spiraled through the air some distance away. Nela glanced at me in alarm and whispered. “Just… don’t get me killed. Or get yourself killed for that matter.”

I nodded curtly and pulled out an iron tipped crossbow, placing the single fully furnished bolt on top and sliding it into position.

Nela stood in the center of the clearing, feet together and gift box clenched between whitened fingers.







Nela had picked a good hiding spot with all the wood, stone, and trash she’d piled around the entrance. That was to be expected though, since she’d been in charge of constructing this place. Of course she’d know the best hiding spots.

Nela’s eyes darted towards mine, confirming what I’d suspected with a tiny nod before she returned her gaze to the hostile intruder.

[I see her.] Mac sent my way. [She’s tearing the place apart, but focusing on certain locations. I think you were right, Theo.]

[Everything with a Songstone crest, it looks like.]

I’d long since cloaked myself under the Cultivation Concealment technique, setting my apparent cultivation level as close to nothing as I could get it.

To hide the flow of mind zeal, I erected a few Stone Obelisks in discrete locations that would allow me to work informal earth magic. That way, I could completely cover up the signature of my mind zeal and have plenty of earth zeal to call on the moment I needed it.

I’d learned from Illiel that true mages were much harder to fool than mage acolytes, thanks to their vastly better mage sight. While both had trouble seeing mind zeal, true mages were quite a bit better at picking up on anything unusual in their surroundings.

One of the other reasons Nela and I had both chosen this building was that it was one of the few completely unmarked by any sigil of the Songstone clan, so we had hoped this building would be ignored completely. Combined with the mild effect of my spell, the building should appear unoccupied to the true mage’s magical senses and shouldn’t get caught up in her rampage.

And what a rampage it was. The true mage tore the ground up, uprooting all the golden bricks and scattering them through the air. She waved her hand and the neatly cut golden bricks shattered into dust, as if they’d been cracked by a hundred sets of invisible fists.

I wasn’t surprised to draw a connection to the force zeal Sharian had used earlier. The true mage was using the same force magic Sharian had used, only she was much more powerful.

I squinted at the true mage, trying to see the zeal with my mage sight. It was there, but I could only barely see the crimson streaks out of the corners of my eyes. No matter how hard I tried, they didn’t quite come into focus. I realized this was probably what it felt like for others looking at mind zeal.

So this true mage had black hair and pale skin that matched Sharian. Beyond that, she also used the same style of magic. Then the true mage drew a long gently curved sword, confirming my suspicions entirely. The Sakaku appeared to have a fondness for katanas.

Light flashed again and I noticed yet another building get cleanly sliced in half. Crimson light surged for a moment before fading beyond my ability to perceive. For a moment, I saw something silvery and wire-like spiraling through the air, right before the top half of the building slid sideways and toppled to the ground.

The Sakaku true mage destroyed another building behind Nela, then one on the right side. She’d clearly noticed Nela standing there waiting for her long ago, but had elected to intentionally ignore her as she tore apart the golden-haired elf’s home. Perhaps this was a show of force before talking?

Nela stood awkwardly, shifting from one foot to another as buildings came down one by one in a big circle around her. She turned slowly, following the destruction and keeping her eyes on the true mage as the true mage circled around the settlement.

At some point, she must have realized how strange this place seemed relative to the camp she’d just raided. There wasn’t a single elf around other than Nela, though based on the stories we’d heard, having people around didn’t slow the chaos she left one bit. To a true mage at her level, ordinary heartwielders amounted to little more than ants crawling around in the dirt. Nothing more than scenery and of no particular interest.

After ignoring Nela for what seemed like hours, the true mage finally entered the open plaza Nela had been standing in, waiting.










CHAPTER THIRTY










NELA BOWED LOW upon the true mage’s arrival.

“Greetings, honored true mage of the Sakaku clan. May this humble one have the honor of requesting your name?” Though Nela bowed low, she kept her eyes fixed on the true mage.

“I am Kysalian, and I do have the honor of being born of the Sakaku clan.” She approached Nela, getting uncomfortably close to Nela’s still bowing figure. “It is unbecoming of the matriarch of a clan to bow before a member of a rival clan.” Her expression gave away nothing as she looked down at Nela.

The golden-haired Songstone elf was forced to take a step back to stand straight. “You are mistaken, honorable Kysalian Sakaku.” Nela said as politely as possible. “I am no matriarch, just a small elf of a small clan from a small forest at the edge of the Queendom.”

When Kysalian spoke again, there was a bit less edge in her voice. “And that box. I witnessed you gift it to Sharian, but the brat refused it.”

Nela understood the cue immediately and offered up the box. “A small gift, from my Hearthwood clan to your Sakaku clan. To resolve any enmity we might have inadvertently stirred.”

I breathed a tiny sigh of relief when this Sakaku elf accepted the gift. She flipped open the lid and I saw the corner of her mouth rise almost imperceptibly as she looked at the vitality potions inside.

Kysalian popped one of the jars open, swirling under her nose and taking a small sip. She closed her eyes, leaning back as she appreciated the potion. When she opened her eyes again, she reached to her side, stretching the tiny bag of holding there until the entire chest could fit inside before sliding out of sight.

“Sharian was a fool to reject your gift without opening it. It would take generations for a small, backwoods clan like yourselves to accumulate such a fortune in potions. It would only be possible if your Hearthwood clan had recently acquired a new member of… unique talents.”

“We are emboldened by your compliments, true mage Kysalian. The Hearthwood clan is honored to have many new talents among its ranks.” Nela replied neutrally.

The true mage made a small noise of displeasure. “I know you have a chaka. I was watching your previous negotiations with Sharian. I know someone who would like to meet that man.”

“If you’ve read the same stories about chaka’s that I have, you know how difficult they are to leash. I can not make promises on his actions any more than I can on the actions of the clouds.”

Hey! I’m not that temperamental!

“Some stories are true, some are not.” Kysalian gave Nela a thin lipped smile. “Regardless, I think I’ll pull his location out of you.” 

Without warning, Kysalian grabbed Nela by the throat, lifting her in the air with one hand.

Caught by surprise, Nela’s eyes bulged out as her face went red. One hand tried to pry the elf’s grip loose while another reached for her bag of holding. The true mage flicked a finger, cutting Nela’s belt and sending it, along with her bag of holding, tumbling to the ground.







And that was my cue. I pulled the trigger on my crossbow.

The iron tipped bolt soared through the air and struck the left ass cheek of the true mage, sinking in with a thud.

The true mage toppled over as blue veins shot through her body.

I crawled out of my hiding spot, rushing over to help Nela. As I did, I realized the true mage wasn’t dying.

Her teeth were bared, eyes squeezed tight, and her back arched unnaturally. Purple and black veins spread over her whole body, as I’d seen before. But something was different this time. The purple and black veins started slowing down from the center of the wound, eventually stopping as they ran into a dim red light that danced upon the true mage’s skin.

Those two forces faced each other, warring over the elf’s skin. Slowly, the elf crept her hand backwards until it was grasping the shaft of the crossbow bolt. She tugged at it, tearing the bolt free and taking one glance at it before tossing it into her bag of holding.

The moment the bolt head was free the black and purple veins started losing to the red light on her skin. The magic receded back to the wound, eventually being pushed back to the direct confines of the wound.

Her shaking stopped and she stood straight with apparent difficulty. She groaned as she stood, flexing her arms and looking herself over as she assessed any invisible damage to her body. She grimaced as she looked herself over, turning to the small building I was hiding in.

“Now that,” the black-haired elf glared, “was more painful than anything I’ve felt in a long time.”

Then she vanished.

Not like Sava stepping through space. If I hadn’t seen how fast the shadowblade could move, I would have thought she’d moved impossibly fast. One moment she was on the ground, the next she’d kicked Nela, who had recently been scrambling to her feet, back into the dirt. Eyes cold, she picked Nela up by the hair and threw her bodily in my direction. I was forced to shove the crossbow back in my dimensional storage to catch her.

“The mouse tries to bite the snake!” The true mage elf laughed, though I noticed she was limping on her left side still. So she hadn’t entirely shrugged off the iron bolt.

“Mouse or not, you can’t catch me!” I called on every bit of earth zeal at my disposal, summoning up both the powers of my Blackgorge Fiendbody and my earth spellheart, now turned into my dantian.

The true mage snorted and leaped into the air. I dodged around a half-toppled building only for it to be quickly reduced to a pile of rubble as the true mage waved her hand.

I jumped over the nearest ledge, only for it to be blown apart as I ran towards the river. Kysalian was hot on my trail, which was good. That meant she’d left Nela alone to recover.

[Mac? How long do I have to keep her busy for?] I was glad I only had to project thoughts to Mac, because I don’t think I could have spared the breaths to speak. It took every ounce of energy I had to keep out of reach of this true mage.

[It must have been feeling a little sleepy. Two minutes tops.]

Damn. I didn’t know if I could keep this up for two minutes.

I reached into my dimensional storage, withdrawing my flying sword. I threw it out in front of me and jumped on in, going from sprinting to flying with inhuman dexterity. Within seconds, I was flying towards the river towards the eastern edge of the Songstone forest.

The moment I was airborne, I pulled towards a bag that had been sitting quiet and untouched in my dimensional storage. That was the bag of holding Dean had given me, and it only contained one item. Dean’s Orb of Devouring. This thing held a piece of the Shadowblade beasts own soul, and was the only surefire way I knew to piss it off.


I hadn’t dared experiment with it before, but Dean said I could use this orb to draw on the Shadowblade beast’s power. I held the orb and concentrated, hoping I could figure out the device in time. Luckily, using it turned out to be fairly intuitive. The moment I wanted to pull zeal out of the orb, I got some.


And so much of it! While I sensed not all of the Shadowblade beast’s magic was in earth zeal, a significant enough portion of it was that I could call some of it out and draw it into me. This zeal felt far superior to anything I drew from the outside world. And better even than what was in my own spellheart. This zeal had been refined to a degree I just couldn’t fully comprehend.


Whatever it was, it burned my body as it passed through me, but not in a painful way.


I was holding the orb with my right arm, so that was the limb that felt the zeal’s touch. It felt vaguely like a wave of fire, both cold and hot as it traveled through my arm.


Sickly black goo dripped from the pores of my skin, but my arm didn’t feel bad. It felt stronger than it ever had.




First region cleansed. You are now a One Region mage acolyte. (Level 11).




I’d gotten stronger in the same way improving my spellheart made me stronger back when I was just a heartwielder. Before I had time to contemplate my new achievement further, a mighty roar broke the silence of the forest and Mac spoke into my mind.


[That woke it up. Whatever you did, you didn’t just wake it up, you pissed it off. Two minutes until it gets to you, tops!]


I threw the orb back into its bag and then put that back into my dimension storage, cutting it off from the shadowblade’s senses. I’d pulled it out just long enough for the shadowblade to figure out our approximate location.

Kysalian stopped at the sound. Shrugging, she twisted her fingers sideways and twitched them towards her. Gossamer ribbons of crimson flashed into existence around a chunk of nearby wall and her outstretched digits. With no further motion on her part, the chunk of wall tore free and tumbled to the ground in front of her. 

Glaring back at her through my mage sight, I saw another pulse of crimson, and soon the chunk of stone was launched into the air. Before it could fly too far, she jumped into the air, soaring three times her height to land smoothly on the flying chunk of stone.

Could a true mage of the force aspect really keep something like that massive aloft with nothing but the force of their magic? Surely such a move had to consume huge amounts of zeal.

“You don’t have the power to fly from me!” Kysalian shouted. “Just land now and make this easier!”

“I can keep this up longer than you can afford!” I shouted back, flying closer to the river.

Kysalian scoffed. She jumped off the flying rock she’d been riding on as she worked at her bag of holding. Before she’d lost altitude, she withdrew a flying sword of her own, identical to mine. Twisting in mid-air, she righted herself on the flying sword, abandoning her rock as she continued to chase after me. Now that she was on a tool designed for flight, her speed doubled. At this rate it would only be seconds before she caught up to me.

Worse, as she’d jumped off her flying rock, she’d flung it ahead of my flight path. She’d calculated her trajectory with incredible accuracy, applying just the right amount of force so it would be right in front of my path. I’d either need to turn or need to slow down to avoid it, neither of which was an option considering Kysalian was right behind me.

I couldn’t possibly turn to avoid the large rock, given the short distance. And I couldn’t slow down. So I decided to take a lesson from Hollywood.

Right before I slammed into the flying bolder, I jumped. The flying sword was pushed down, just underneath the boulder. My jump carried my upwards as I did a somersault through the air. A blink later and I landed back on my flying sword, still at full speed.

“What!?” I heard Kysalian shout in frustration at my incredible display of acrobatic skill. Frankly, I was surprised I’d made that jump.

Kysalian didn’t dare make the same jump I had and slowed to avoid her own obstacle. That bought me another few seconds and a bit of distance between us.

[Mac!] I shouted mentally.

[It hasn’t been two minutes, but you’re getting closer to it. Thirty seconds.]

“Stop!” Kysalian commanded, holding out her hand. As she did, my flying sword lurched to a stop and I tumbled forward. If my reaction time had been an instant slower I would have fallen to the hard rock below. As it was, I was just barely able to grab the tip of the flying sword, holding onto the pointed edge with my bare fingers.

“Good. Now I’ll take you back and you can meet some unfriendly friends of mine.” Kysalian slowed her own flying sword, swooping around me like a bird of prey eying her kill.

“You know,” I began, “you really should be running.”

Kysalian raised an eyebrow as she looked me up and down. “I have you right where I want you. You were never going to get away from me, especially not with one of my clans own flying swords. Now I’m going to haul you back to meet that damnable bastard, whether you like it or not.”

[It’s time to scram like a monster’s on your tail, Theo!] Mac warned.

“I think not.” I grinned at her.“Unless you want to meet a friend of mine?”

A familiar roar accompanied by the snapping of trees sounded out through the forest. Part tiger, part shark, and all bone-rattlingly terrifying.

Kysalian whipped her head around, eyes widening as her true mage powers picked up on something stronger than her approaching fast.

The instant she looked away I sucked the flying sword into my dimensional storage, dropping out of the air. The ground loomed closer and faster with every passing second. Even with earth zeal coursing through my Blackgorge Fiendbody I wasn’t certain I could survive such a fall.

At the last second, I pulled the flying sword back out of my dimensional storage, throwing earth zeal into it with reckless abandon. The hilt of the sword skidded against the ground as I tilted the point upwards to regain some altitude. Moments later I was lost under the cover of tree branches.

Through the small gaps, I could just barely catch sight of the true mage darting away at high speeds as far away from the forest as she could go.

Well, more of an acquaintance really. And one I don’t like particularly much. But letting the Sakaku think I had such an ally might make them think twice about attacking the Hearthwood.







Though I was fleeing for my life as well, the shadowblade was chasing after the true mage. I followed slowly below the treeline staying out of sight. My Cultivation Concealment technique helped me again here, assisting in hiding me from the Shadowblade and leaving it only one real target. Kysalian.

Kysalian turned right, only for the shadowblade to follow, picking up speed as it traveled. The elf tried to fly out of reach, only to get a taste of her own medicine when the shadowblade skewered a tree on its tail and flung it up at her.

The soaring tree flew with pinpoint accuracy, knocking Kysalian from her flying sword. The true mage proved to be just as agile as me when it counted though, and she grabbed the sword as she fell, righting herself within moments.

“Soooooul…Iroooon…” The shadowblade hissed.

As I’d suspected, the bags of holding the elves used were imperfect storage devices. Like the gate to the treasure cache, the shadowblade could sense what was inside. The fact that Kysalian was still nursing a wound caused by iron probably didn’t help.

Kysalian scrambled for her bag of holding, tearing the iron bolt free and hurling it through the air. She took off in the opposite direction, trying to escape the Hearthwood forest as soon as possible.

The shadowblade looked between the thrown bolt and the fleeing elf, deciding it would have more fun chasing its prey for a little longer. I suspected the monster had more than a little cat in it.

Seeing that the monster had taken off after the true mage, I raced towards where I’d seen the bolt fall. Any moment now that creature could turn around.

[Theo! The shadowblade’s turned around! It’s coming for you!] Mac warned. Apparently the prospect of chasing the elf hadn’t entertained it for long when it realized the elf didn’t have any more iron bolts on her.

I found the spot where I’d seen the bolt plunge beneath the treeline. I scanned the area with my magical senses, not seeing anything until I noticed a dull gray gleam with my regular eyes. The bolt head!

I flew over and snatched it out the tree trunk it had been buried in, noting that the tip still glistened with wet blood. Good. I tossed the bolt in my dimensional storage to preserve its current state.

If it would take ten mage acolytes to revive Melise, what could the blood of a true mage do?










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










AFTER ESCAPING THE clutches of both the shadowblade and the Sakaku true mage, I flew over to the Songstone base. I happily noted though I still felt flush with zeal, despite this being some of the most intensive flying I’d ever done.

“Well, that didn’t go as well as expected.” Nela said when I touched down. “Sorry you gave up so many vitality potions for nothing.”

I shrugged. “I won in other ways. Accepting a gift and then attacking me makes the Sakaku come off a bit rude, doesn’t it?”

Nela laughed. “It certainly does, If word of this got out to the wider world, it would positively ruin their reputation.”

My eyes sparkled. “So, you’re saying blackmail is an option?”

Nela nodded. “I’ll see about contacting some old acquaintances. Kysalian must have been certain she’d get away with it, otherwise she wouldn’t have dishonored herself so.”

As we spoke, Nela jumped back up on my flying sword and we flew towards her encampment. We were both hoping to see the wounded elves being taken care of, and wanted to get them all off the front line soon.

“The Corpse Collectors are still camped just across from us, and I have no doubt they know what happened. Both with Sharian and with the true mage.” Nela said. “We’re hares in a trap, just waiting to be caught. I need to get my people out of there.”

“Agreed,” I replied, “we can regroup in the town of Hearthwood.”

Nela hesitated. “Can your new fortress truly hold so many?”

I glanced at my profile.
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“Not yet,” I answered, “but it will soon.”







Before the hour was up we returned to Nela’s encampment, breathing a sigh of relief when we saw friendly faces still milling about.

Across the field, the movements of the Corpse Collectors elicited some worry, but the lack of wounded and fires and the fact that our people were still alive and unharmed calmed our anxious hearts.

We shouldn’t have been so quick to rejoice.

The vitality potions I’d passed out had healed the wounded, elves with magic and shovels had put out the fires, and panicked work had rebuilt some of the defenses and repaired the warding magics. But everyone was far from calm.

“What’s going on?” I shouted as I touched down. The Songstone guards who’d been protecting the entrance had been so busy that they hadn’t even noticed me flying towards them. They were too busy keeping their eyes glued on the enemy encampment.

The guards jumped before recognizing me sheepishly. I noticed one of them was a Songstone elf I’d helped earlier. She grabbed her spear, which had been leaning against a rock and jumped to attention, stuttering as she tried to fit her helmet back on her head.

“S-sir, p-patriarch sir? W-we didn’t…” she took a breath to steady herself, “you should see the green haired one in the command tent.”

“Spears up! Dig faster, puny twig-armed elves!” I heard a voice bellow from the front. Yorik was stomping back and forth, and Songstone elves shuddered every time she passed. She had ten of the Songstone elves digging a trench and mounting stakes in the direction of the enemy.

Nela raised an eyebrow as Yorik approached. “Sticks in the ground? Are we building a fence?”

Yorik snorted and shook her head at the ignorant elf.

“Actually, I’ve seen this before.” I said. “Sharpened stakes at the top of a hill, dug into the ground. They’re meant to stop cavalry charges. Which is what we’d be facing if those unicorns rode at us in force.”

Yorik gave me a toothy smile. “Yes. We kill the pointy-nosed horses.” But then her smile dropped. “Bad news for you. Elf prisoner escaped. Catgirl with her.”

Before I could ask her to explain, Sava appeared from the tent just behind us. She was looking nearly as green as Yorik and had one arm on the nearest tent pole to support her weight. “She didn’t just escape.” Sava explained. “She poisoned us first.”

“Damn!” I cursed, looking Sava up and down. “Who’s down?”

“Assyrus isn’t going to be doing much other than puking her guts out. I got a light dose. Eltiana got the worst of it though. We’ve didn’t have many mage acolytes in fighting shape to begin with. Now we’ve got a little more than a dozen, considering our wounded.”

“How long will it take you three to recover?” I asked.

Sava grimaced. “Eltiana’s out cold, but before she passed out she warned us that this was likely a cursed poison. Which means… we’re probably going to get a lot worse before we get better.”

“Is there any left? I want to examine it.” Sava led me to a dark purple puddle on the ground, already soaked into the dirt, along with a few rags and clothes soaked in the purple fluid.




Cursed Venom Concoction (three star)

This poison is made by mixing the venom of six or more deadly mystic beasts. On their own, any one of these venoms could be diagnosed and cured, but together they become many times more difficult to treat. Only the creator of the venom knows exactly what’s in it, and thus only the creator can make an antidote.




I glared at the stain on the ground, as if the force of my eyes could scrub it out of existence. I had backup plans, but apparently so did the Sakaku. Sava, always prepared to collect a valuable ingredient, handed me a jar and some tongs. I picked up the dripping clothes and the purple fluid gleamed ominously in the light. Everyone took a step back, but I dropped the soaked clothes into the jar and sucked them both into my dimensional storage before any could splash.

“Did they leave a message?” I asked.

Sava shook her head.

“They will soon.” I’d imagined what I’d do in just such a situation, and I didn’t like what I was thinking. “If I’ve read the situation right, they’re going to use the poison in you to force my hand. They’ll offer an antidote and I’ll have to pay any price to get it.”

Sava’s mouth curled downwards at the implication. “Not if I can brew an antidote first.”

“We’ll have more luck with that back at the alchemy lab. Tell Yorik to stay behind for awhile with a skeleton force. You, Eltiana, Assyrus, and all the wounded will go back home first. We’ll sneak back under cover of night. They think they hold all the cards, so I doubt they’ll attack. Little do they know, my hand isn’t empty yet.”

You’d better come through for me Mac.







I briefed Mac on what happened as we prepared to fool the Corpse Collector army across the field. With Yorik’s help, I made a stack of elf-shaped mud dummies, onto which we strapped Songstone helmets and armor. Creative partial application of the mind magic inconspicuousness spell, courtesy of Illiel, allowed us to cast half a mind magic spell on the dummies. Sometimes they’d be overlooked, other times they wouldn’t be. The result? Dummies that appeared to move and change places, like living soldiers.

I’d taken the opportunity to try and use the mage acolyte version of the Sutra of the Living Earth. They moved and twitched, but not in elf-like ways and were more of a hazard than help, so we stuck with just mind magic for now. I was disappointed, but I hadn’t yet given up on the idea of having an army of battle golems. I just needed more time to practice and some spell to help control them.

With the fake elves manning our camp we could start sending people to safety. Eltiana was fully unconscious by the time I’d arrived, but I’d managed to get a few groans out of Assyrus. Sava was looking worse for wear, but still on her feet. Some of the retreating Songstone elves offered to carry her like they were doing for Eltiana and Assyrus, but Sava refused. I knew from the look in her eyes that she’d stay on her feet through sheer force of will if nothing else.

“How does it look, General Yorik?” I asked my orc companion.

Yorik grunted. “See movement. Won’t fool them much longer.” Her hands tightened on her hammer. “Fighting elves at full strength again…” a smile crept up the orc’s face.

I clapped her on the shoulder. “Make sure you’re out of here by dawn. And don’t get caught in a fight. They’ve got more than twenty times your number now that I’ve pulled the wounded out.”

Yorik grumbled silently in reply, but nodded.

And then I left, returning to the town of Hearthwood, and my castle.

[You mean Castle Mac,] my mentally-bonded companion corrected, [it really should be named after me, since it’s attached to me.]







By the time I’d physically returned to The Wanderer, or Castle Mac as Mac had taken to calling it, I’d already briefed the AI-turned-dungeon-core on the whole situation.

“So can you do it, Mac?” I asked him aloud once I made my way inside. We’d been chatting telepathically thus far, but now that we were face to camera I spoke aloud, if only for the benefit of Sava, who had joined us.

[If there’s one thing I’m good at—though I assure you I’m good at a great many things—it’s parallel processing!] Mac bragged. “I’ve perused the database of the ever-lovely and intelligent AI for this ship, and seduced her into revealing as many low level-poisons in the database. Though there are a considerable number of poisons, I’ve already narrowed things down to a few thousand. We can replicate your sample using the Substance Analyzer and figure out which of the poisons are in this brew. Excessively endowed elf minion! Have you prepared the laboratory?”

Sava turned to me with tired eyes and a small smile. “Excessively tall chaka minion! Have you prepared the laboratory for me?”

“Great,” I grumbled in mock anger, “I’ve been demoted from patriarch to the minion’s minion.”

And then we got to work.







Sava tried to help as best she could, but mostly she was just there as a test subject.

“Are you sure you’re mixing that correctly?” she criticized from her prone position on the medical bay table, where Mac was monitoring her vitals.

I chuckled. “All that mumbo jumbo about chanting and drawing an upside down pentagram is a waste of time. You’re just dissolving this vial of powder, right?”

My heart ached just looking at the vial. It had cost me 50 points for the Substance Analyzer to synthesize from nothing. But Mac said it was a crucial reagent so I bit the bullet and bought it.

“Actually Theo,” Mac spoke over the speakers for Sava’s benefit, “the diagrams and words used by alchemist help prepare certain aspects of zeal in the materials being used, most commonly to purify the ingredients. The magical interactions are actually quite fascinating.”

Sava blew a raspberry at me, but in her weakened state it came out more like she was trying to sneeze and failing.

“But in this case,” Mac continued, “you are correct. Given the quality of the ingredients I’ve prepared for you, such techniques are wholly unnecessary.”

Though Mac was unable to directly identify the poison from the sample I’d collected, he was able to replicate its component pieces. One of the ingredients fortunately turned out to be Shadowstalker Centipede poison, the very first thing I’d ever picked up coming to this world. That ingredient alone would have cost 800 points to synthesize. Ever efficient, The Wanderer had pulled a portion of it out of storage to replicate the Cursed Venom Concoction, rather than making it directly from energy.

While the ship gave us no hints, Mac had been planning to test the poison’s abilities as stain remover and noticed the instant The Wanderer took some of it. From there, we figured out the first of the poisons for free.

Between Sava, Mac, and myself we deduced the remaining seven poisons based on their properties as Mac understood them. I groaned at the expense, as every time we needed a new reagent The Wanderer charged me points to synthesize it.

Mac was able to modify the Substance Analyzer to produce the eight component poisons in separate containers, and Sava and I carefully measured color, density, and a whole host of other easily available information to help narrow down the list of poisons further. Towards the end we had to start using more elaborate assays, but nothing the current Alchemy Laboratory couldn’t support thanks to the recent upgrade.


The final poison ended up requiring a western blot to identify for sure, but The Wanderer printed up antibodies as easily as it produced anything else, and a bit of clever use of the Cultivation Chamber shorted the time we needed to wait. In the end, we had our eight poisons.

I did have to purchase the Cursed Venom Concoction recipe, because it turned out the cure was another poison of opposite qualities.

[Quite peculiar how this all works. Balance out the magical poison with poison of exactly opposite zeal aspects to the original poison and suddenly both poisons are gone!]

“All I care about is that it works.” I said, carefully pouring in a vial of ingredients I’d printed up, at great point expense to myself. “So this potion will become the antidote after this?”

“Ha! You wish!” Mac chuckled. “There are five more ingredients, remember? And I started with the cheapest one.”

I groaned, feeling the pain in my aching wallet. Mentally, I wondered what price the Sakaku would extract from me in exchange for the antidote. I could pretend to not care that my girls had been poisoned and haggle them down. Surely that would be cheaper than spending valuable points? 

But then I glanced across the room at Sava’s pale face across the room.

Mac sent me a message asking for confirmation for the remaining potions. I bought them without hesitation.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










ONCE I FINALLY finished making a batch of antidote, the first thing I did was send it through the Substance Analyzer to buy enough to cure all three elves and have some to spare.

As soon as the antidote was out of the Substance Analyzer, I rushed over to Sava. Her condition had worsened with time. She squinted at me through half-lidded eyes as I pushed the antidote to her lips. My heart quivered, despite Mac’s assurances that the antidote would work.

I leaned her head back as she used her remaining strength to grasp my hand in her own. She gulped the liquid in the vial down and blood flushed to her cheeks, replacing a sickly paleness I hadn’t noticed until it was gone.

Sava drained the rest of the bottle, faster now as the antidote restored her strength. She finished the bottle moments later, gasping for breath.

“How do you feel?” I asked her cautiously.

“Better.” Sava panted. “I think it—”

Sava’s eyes bulged out and she clutched her stomach.

[I forgot to mention,] Mac said, [the antidote has quite a bit of kick to it.]

Sava’s eyes watered and she bit her lip. I was alarmed to notice a drop of black tar dripping from the corner of her eye and dribbling down her cheek.

“Sava?” I grabbed her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

Sava smiled, black tar staining stained her teeth. “Nothing’s wrong, Theo. I just finished refining my first meridian with nature zeal. I’ve finished with one of the nine regions of the body. I’m now a one-region mage acolyte.”

I squinted and examined her.




Sava Greenstem (Early Mage Acolyte, Level 11)




Sure enough, she’d gone from ten to eleven, the same change I’d recently pushed through using the orb. This advancement was not as much of a qualitative change as reaching mage acolyte had been, but Sava felt healthier and stronger than before. And stinkier. 

I pinched my nose. “What is that smell?”

[Gross! Gross! Get it out! Away from here!] Mac wailed in my mind.

Sava wiped at the black tar dripping down her cheek. “Impurities driven out of the body. The poison must have loosened it, enabling me to drive them out and replace them with nature zeal.”

“Well it smells terrible.” I complained. Sava laughed and gave me a peck on the cheek. “I’ll go wash up. Eltiana and Assyrus still need your help.”

Reminded of the urgency, I got back to work, quickly brewing two more batches of antidote. It went faster this second time.







“Ancestors,” Assyrus groaned, face poised over a bucket. “I think I lost a few organs here.” She gave the bucket a swish, the acrid stench wafted over to me and I had to hold my breath.

“If you did,” I wheezed out, “you’ll have to reach in there for them yourself.”

Assyrus flopped on the ground, black tar dripping out the corners of her mouth and exhaustion evident on her face. She was content to sit there, basking in the feeling of finally getting rid of the poison.

“It was worth it though.” Assyrus said sleepily. “One more step. Chief Wisdom would be proud.”




Assyrus Waterbeetle (Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 14)




“Are you going to go wash up?” I asked the current Waterbeetle chief. I needn’t have bothered. Moments later, she started snoring.







Eltiana was the trickiest of the girls to heal. She’d fallen completely unconscious under the effects of the poison, and had to be fed the antidote one spoonful at a time.

In truth, she probably would have died a while ago if it hadn't been for Mac and the medical bay. Mac had been able to keep her alive by filtering her blood through a dialysis machine, and probably would have to keep her alive long enough for her to overcome the poison on her own. I’d left her for last to make sure the antidote worked as intended on two healthy test subjects who could survive a miscalculation on my part.

Sava and Assyrus had both displayed a full recovery though, so there was no longer any reason not to immediately give the potion to Eltiana as well. The medical bay had gotten a second bed when I upgraded it, but there were a lot of wounded Songstone elves who needed treatment. Besides, I figured I’d need Eltiana for what was to come.

So I fed the antidote to her and immediately started seeing results. For Sava and Assyrus, I had only witnessed the aftermath of cleansing the poison. This time my mage sight was wide open and I was looking carefully at Eltiana’s body.

Each pulse of her heart squeezed the poison that had built up around her abdomen and sent it flowing out to the rest of her body. Each time it did her body had a brief opportunity to war against it, as the poison damaged her from the inside and her body’s zeal tried to fight off the poison.

No, that wasn’t right… Eltiana wasn’t fighting the poison, she was absorbing it!

Bit by bit, the black and deadly poison was whittled away by Eltiana’s energy. It was happening far too slowly though. She would be at this for weeks before it was all gone, and by then the poison would likely have really killed her.

I’d heard Eltiana had taken the bulk of the poison on herself. She wasn’t the type to throw her life away so easily, but she was the type to take big risks. She’d advanced nearly as quickly as I had. I wasn’t sure what risk she took to reach mage acolyte so quickly after becoming tribal chief of the Hidden Serpent’s tribe, but I’d heard it involved a life or death trial. And a blood and sex ritual with a chaka.

Eltiana didn’t have Assyrus’ raw talent, but she was far more willing to throw the dice to get stronger. She must have known that this poison could be beneficial to her, if she survived it. I’d nearly forgotten that she cultivated zeal with a poison aspect until I examined her hours ago when I first got her to the medical bay.

She’d been hoping this would happen and had known I’d have the resources to bring her back. I could only hope it was worth it for her as I gave her the first spoonful of antidote.

Immediately, white light bloomed in Eltiana’s mouth, traveling down her throat and into her stomach. It passed through her, moment by moment, seeping lower until the glowing whiteness contrasted sharply with the inky black of the poison. The poison and antidote remained in balance, two opposites staring each other down across Eltiana’s dantian. Then I gave Eltiana another spoonful of antidote.

Bolstered by the following spoonfuls, the power of the antidote pushed against the poison, wrapping around it like water around a drop of oil. There was only enough room in Eltiana’s body for one of them, and the antidote started pushing the poison out.

Eltiana’s zeal went into a frenzy as the poison pushed outwards. Weakened by the power of the antidote, the poison was torn apart by Eltiana’s own poison zeal, where its magical aspects were captured and bound.

The remaining poison was chased through clogged channels leading out Eltiana’s body. I watched as three channels in particular had large amounts of poison squeezed through them, pushing them open and scouring them clean as they burned their way out of Eltiana’s body.

Before my physical senses, I witnessed the same black tar that I had seen exit the other girls pores come out of Eltiana. This black tar was present now in far greater quantity. It poured from the corners of Eltiana’s eyes, ears, out her skin, and dripped down her belly.




Eltiana Violet (Mid Mage Acolyte, Level 15)




I had a damp cloth prepared and wiped most of it off her face.

“Throw this in a fire.” I instructed Mac, who was practically hyperventilating as the tar dripped off Eltiana and onto the floor. He did as I asked though, and a rubber-gloved robotic hand wielding a set of tongs plucked the cloth out of my hands, dumping both the cloth and the tongs in a bucket of bleach, and carrying the bucket out of sight.

“Oww.” Eltiana mumbled as I turned my attention back to her. “That was even less pleasant an experience than I expected.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Was it worth it?”

Eltiana took a breath as she felt for her new power. With three meridians cleared she’d reaped greater rewards than either Sava or Assyrus, and she’d be able to pull zeal to her extremities with far greater ease.

“Yes.” Eltiana said with a smile. “I owe you one, Theo.”

“You certainly do.” I replied. “Luckily, you’ll get to repay me very soon. We’re going to have some unwelcome guests. They’re camped out by the edge of our forest. I’ll need everyone we’ve got to help me put on a good show.”







When dawn broke the next day, Nela and Yorik were still nowhere to be seen. Our little deception must have fallen apart. Nela would have been captured, but Yorik might have been executed.

If they had been captured, I would hear of it soon. They’d present them along with the antidote to the poison my girls had been suffering from. Two more tools to make me submit. For now, all I could do was prepare.

From the moment I’d fed Eltiana her portion of antidote to the moment the others were ready to leave, I’d been hard at work making my preparations. I’d spent every spare moment either in the forge or hastily spending points like water with Mac.

“Can you print it?” I asked, after making the hundredth medication thus far.

[The shape is simple enough.] Mac finally agreed. [Complex, but the mechanism should work. There are only a few bits I can’t make out of the plastic The Wanderer provides.]

“I still have those bronze bars I received when purchasing the Smith’s Workshop. They should be more than enough for a few pins here and there.”

[Just make sure they’re exactly the size and shape I’ve indicated, or they won’t fit into the crossbows I’ve printed.]

“If they’re too big, I’ll grind them down again. I hired Malla to help you assemble them. She’s good with her hands. I’ll have to assemble anything with iron in it myself though.”

And so I worked for three days and three nights. Luckily Sava was back to brewing potions, and one of her most popular products was a one star herbalist’s potion brewed for increasing awareness. It smelled and tasted suspiciously like coffee.

I worked deep into the night pounding out the iron weapons and tools with the scraps of iron the magnets pulled out of the artificial pond we’d built to filter the water. The magnets had pulled out a surprising amount of magnetite, though I suspected my yields would decrease with time unless I shifted to a new location. Still, I’d managed to pull out more than enough iron to work with for now.

My upgrades to the Smith’s Workshop had been helpful in this regard. No longer was I confined to a hammer and anvil. The new set of casting equipment had been especially useful in making the bronze pins that Mac needed. The forge was now getting air blown in from some unknown tube in back. That meant I wouldn’t wear my back out on the bellows before I even got to hammering on the metal, though I’d still need to pump them myself if I wanted to get things really hot.

I’d gotten better at forging as well. What would have taken me hours before now took me minutes. I learned to get a feel for iron and how it reacted to the blows of my hammer. I got the sense that my new skill wasn’t entirely physical in origin. The earth zeal in my body shared a resonance with the iron, though Sava had assured me there was no such thing as metal zeal and that there was no connection to earth zeal. Still, she’d been wrong about mind zeal before and I’d checked with my mage sight. Still nothing. The Sutra of the Living Earth had only grown more powerful now that I was using the mage acolyte version of the technique, and something in it basked in the feeling of all the iron around me. Forging was like cultivating to it, and before I knew it I realized I was on the edge of refining another region of my body.

I finished before I could reach level 12, though I sat on the edge of breaking through. These iron spearheads and crossbow bolts were weaker alloys compared to what I usually made, but I wasn’t interested in the iron’s mechanical strength. Only its magical abilities.

Weakening the iron allowed me to stretch what I had a lot further. Combined with the weapon designs Mac had created that provided a bit of additional shielding to the user, these weapons should be safe enough for elves to use, so long as they didn’t touch the tips of the weapons themselves.




Objects added to inventory: +7 Iron spearheads. +18 iron crossbow bolt heads.




I walked out of the Smith’s Workshop to find Malla curled up on the floor. Surrounding her were nine completed crossbows made of black plastic, exactly as Mac and I had designed.

“You finished then?” I whispered to Mac, trying not to wake Malla.

[Yes,] Mac replied in my head. [She’s got nimble fingers. I can think of a few uses for her, if you know what I mean.]

I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

[Narrow corners. They’re tough to clean with stubby little robot arms.] Mac waved the limbs on his cleaning drone.

“I’ll ask her if she’s available sometime.” I said, not wanting to doom Malla to endless hours of scrubbing floors.

Mac let out a pleased ding. [Sava stopped by. She dropped off your sticks.]

I looked at the nearby table in the Personal Chambers, and sure enough a bundle of the finest sticks the Hearthwood could produce sat bound by a red ribbon and resting in a neat pile. Eighteen small and seven large.

The long shafts of wood were tight grained poles as tall as I was, and they weighed as much as they would if they were made of stone. Not that such weight would slow a mage acolyte down in the slightest. Sava had already notched the tips, so all I had to do was insert the spear tips I made.




Objects removed from inventory: -7 iron spearheads.

Objects added to inventory: +7 iron spears.




The smaller rods of wood were meant to become the crossbow bolts, and they were made of ironwood, even denser than the wood of the spear shafts. I centered each bolt head and looked down its length. I needn’t have bothered. Each bolt was perfectly straight and the feathers meant to guide their flight were evenly spaced. I fixed the heads to these shafts and added them to my inventory as well.




Objects removed from inventory: -18 iron crossbow bolt heads.

Objects added to inventory: +18 iron crossbow bolts.




I was ready as I’d ever be.







Having fully prepared, I finally left The Wanderer, only to be immediately swarmed. I’d instructed Mac not to let anyone bother me, though inside the Smith’s Workshop none of the elves could interrupt me anyway.

“Theo!” Illiel ran in my direction. “You’re out of secluded training, finally!”

Sava, Eltiana, and Assyrus were close behind, all with worried expressions on their faces.

“Still no word from Nela and Yorik I take it?” I asked them.

“Worse,” Sava replied, expression grim. “There’s another messenger from the Sakaku clan here to see you. They’re quite upset to have been kept waiting.” Sava bit her lip. “I hope whatever you were doing in there was worth it.”

I nodded curtly. “Take me to see our guest then.”

I could immediately tell that this messenger was a real descendent of the Sakaku clan, not some servant family. She had straight black hair and wore robes of black and gold. Though she had amber eyes instead of the red eyes that Sharian and Kysalian bore, they had the same sharpness to them. Those eyes were drawn tight in anger and had the same arrogance as the previous messenger, but this one held such thoughts in check.

“You’re the chaka?” The messenger asked as she held out a sealed scroll. I noticed she kept one hand on the sword at her hip.

“That’s me.” I agreed, taking the scroll in hand. “An invitation, I assume?”

The Sakaku messenger harrumphed. “Be there, or all this,” she gestured to the buildings and people around us, “will be destroyed.”

I peered at the scroll. A circle of unbroken wax held the scroll shut, emblazoned with the mark of an open eye. I broke that seal and scanned the contents of the scroll.

…Which was when I realized I couldn’t read a word of it. A series of elaborate brush strokes formed symbols that were only vaguely familiar to me.




Sixth Golden Age script (99% learned)

…100% learned

Language analysis completed. New language pack available.




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

Skill purchased.




Pain shot through the back of my skull, the same as it had when I’d first learned the language of this land. The scroll said about what I expected, and I glanced up at the messenger to find her sneering at me. I’d been staring at the page long enough she realized I’d been having trouble reading.

I scanned the message again, and this time the symbols made their meanings known in my head. The Sakaku were ordering me to meet them, and a special guest of theirs, at the Corpse Collector camp tomorrow at noon. I glanced up at the sneering elf and thought about how I could play my apparent illiteracy to my advantage.

The message clearly told me to meet them at the Corpse Collector camp, so I grinned like a fool and said, “tell your superiors that I’ll meet them tomorrow at the Songstone clan’s fortress tomorrow at sunrise.” I handed the scroll back to the messenger, still grinning like an idiot as I turned to walk away.

I’d made sure to choose a time both earlier and a few hours travel from the location the Sakaku had wanted. I’d need them to come to me if my plan was to work.

The messenger rolled her eyes and took the scroll back. A wide and flat sword hovered in the air, identical to the one I’d stolen previously. The messenger jumped on the sword and flew away, glancing back at me with more than a trace of wariness in her expression.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










MY GIRLS WERE entirely unsurprised when I told them that I’d altered the meeting location in the hopes of laying an ambush.

“Will that really work?” Assyrus asked hesitantly.

“Probably not, but it will give me some protection from whatever they pull.” I replied. 

“Politically, it won’t be seen as a very honorable move.” Illiel warned.

I shrugged. “Let them think I’m an illiterate savage. Besides, the Sakaku have already shown that they’re willing to accept a gift then attack anyway. They’ve got more honor to lose than we do, and they’ve already thrown it away. Why should we hold ourselves back?”

“You remember what happened last time we tried to fight a true mage?” Sava asked. “We’re stronger now, but what if this true mage is stronger as well?”

“Oh, I remember what happened. And I remember how we beat her too.” I grinned

I opened my dimensional storage and all the spears and crossbows I’d made came spilling onto the ground.







For safety reasons, the spearheads and the crossbow bolts had to have their tips wrapped in raptor skins. We didn’t have much time, so I quickly selected the sixteen elves who’d wield these weapons.

I loaded my party with as many mage acolytes as I could get. I couldn’t count on surprise and a heartwielder just wouldn’t have the physical speed to touch an alert true mage. Assyrus was the obvious choice to lead the spear-wielders, with Ghessa as her second and command. Ullua also volunteered to join in with a spear and amazingly Atilla had climbed her way all the way to mage acolyte as well.

“How? You were barely a heartwielder, and not a particularly strong one either.” I asked her as she tested the weight of a spear.

“I used to be on the verge of mage acolyte,” Atilla explained. “But then the Crimson Dragon clan struck and stole my spellheart. Lucky for me, Matriarch Red Serpent herself had kept it for herself.”

“Ah, it was one of the items we recovered from her bag of holding?” I should have guessed as much.

“Exactly. I was able to break it down with Sava’s help and bind it to the new one I’ve been working on. Since I was already attuned to the zeal in it and my body didn’t need time adjusting to the new power, I was able to break all the way through to mage acolyte.”

“Well, I’m glad to have you on board.” I clapped a hand on her shoulder and she gave me a grin.

Three of the Songstone mage acolytes had recovered enough from their wounds to fill the remaining positions among the spears, and they wielded the weapons with deft familiarity. Dimly, I remembered that they’d been called the Seventh Spear, under Yulli’s leadership. If not for the fact that I knew Assyrus better than them, I would have put one of them in charge. It was best to have a familiar ally guard your back when facing the unknown.

Eltiana led the crossbows, with Illiel and Sava backing her up. One of the other Songstone mage acolytes only had a leg wound. While not confident in wielding a spear, she swore she was a steady hand with a crossbow.

I had far more mage acolytes at my disposal than ever before, but we still didn’t have enough to fill the ranks of the crossbow wielders.

Katiana was the first heartwielder to volunteer.




Katiana Greenstem (Level 9)




“Impressive, Katiana. You’ve made it all the way to the top of the heartwielder ranks!” I said.


“I wouldn’t have progressed this far without the food and resources you’ve provided.” Katiana shrugged sheepishly. “I hope to repay the favor now, if I can.”


“You earned every one of those resources, Katiana.” I said. “And I’ll see that everyone who joins me today will be rewarded as well. We’ll see you a mage acolyte by the time the month is through.”


I clapped her on the shoulder and Katiana gave me a wide grin.


A few other ninth-layer heartwielder’s volunteered as well. They were all experienced dungeon divers who knew how to shoot, and all of them had benefited greatly from the resources I’d been distributing as of late.


With both teams assembled and armed, there was nothing left to do but head out.







We made our way to the Songstone fortress under the cover of night. Considering the cultivation of everyone in our party, we made very good time traveling through the forest, especially when I could fly in supplies ahead of time by carrying them in my dimensional storage.

We got there with an hour left until dawn, and I spent what time I had until then working earth magic into the surrounding ruins. Most of the Songstone encampment had been torn apart by Kysalian’s rampage. Some of my own zeal still lingered in the construction though, and it wasn’t hard to reinforce that again with more of my own to claim a few key pieces of earth.

The Stone Obelisks that I’d summoned previously in discrete locations were still there and waiting for me. With the extra time I had and no longer needing to hide them, I was able to pour more earth zeal into the spells that made the obelisks and spread them throughout the area.

I selected what had previously been the main plaza, and made sure to position myself in front of a wall of jagged rubble. It jutted innocently out of the earth, but filled with my zeal as it was I could fling the whole pile with the force of a battering ram. It never hurts to have too many surprises.

I also spent some time hollowing little crevices out around the area. Only one of the elves I’d brought with me was of the earth aspect, and she was only a heartwielder. Still, between the two of us we were able to carve out a few small positions around the plaza that my elves could comfortably spring out of or shoot from.

“These hidden holes are quite devious.” Illiel said, pointing to the rows of finger-sized holes I’d poked in some of the more intact buildings. “We can see out from them, but they can’t see in. We shoot out of them with the crossbows and by the time they’ve figured out where we shot from we’ve already moved into another building.”

“That’s the plan.” I agreed. “Just make sure you reposition often. We’ve only got enough crossbow bolts for everyone to get off three shots, but it only takes one to reveal your location.”

Sava poked her head out from behind a wall. “Look! The sun is rising!”

“Get to your position,” I urged Illiel, “if they’re coming, now is the time.”

I hoped they’d accept this new meeting location. They seemed eager to meet with me. If they didn’t show up, I’d actually have to go meet with them at the camp of the Corpse Collectors, which would nip any thoughts of a surprise ambush in the bud.

Minutes passed and my eyes continued to scan the orange-tinged sky for any sign of approaching elves.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I spotted an array of black specks on the horizon.







Three of our guests glided in on flying swords, while the rest rode in on Stonehoof Unicorns. Kysalian and Sharian were both among those flying, though to my surprise they were the only representatives of the Sakaku clan present.

Almost everyone else wore the uniform of the Corpse Collector Company, save three in the center.

Those three were the most peculiar of the lot, wearing simple and unmarked travel clothes. The three of them traveled in a row, with each elf on the edge bearing a similar glassy-eyed expression. One had bright blond hair that resembled the Songstone clan, while the elf on the other side had a head of unfamiliar dark auburn. Both gazed into the distance as they walked with mechanical efficiency, scanning the surrounding area with weapons close at hand as they protected their charge in the center.




Unblinking Eye Guard (Late Mage Acolyte, Level 17)

Unblinking Eye Guard (Late Mage Acolyte, Level 18)




Both of them mage acolytes then. And both of them some were distance into that stage. But the way they walked made me suspect they weren’t in full control of their own bodies. I examined them closer.




Unblinking Eye Guard

These individuals are a common sight among the leaders of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. The personal guards of the cult are usually elves of low or moderate ability who’ve had their minds mostly erased by the cult until they’re only capable of performing simple tasks.




Brainwashed, then. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye wasn’t even trying to avoid looking evil at this point.

The figure the Unblinking Eye Guards were protecting was even more interesting than his two attendants. He was a man, about my height and obviously human. A fellow chaka.

“I take it you haven’t learned the written language of this world yet?” The man gave me a friendly wave. His people spread out and I noticed they blocked off all my obvious paths of escape.







“That’s right.” I agreed. “So I take it, you work for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?”

“I do. Though I wouldn’t say I work for them. I help out where I’m needed and benefit from their unique resources, but otherwise I do as I see fit. I could work out a similar deal for you, Theo.”

I held up my hand. “Let’s pull back a moment. How did you wind up here?”

“The same way you did, I suspect. A stranger pulled up in an old car and offered to take us on a ride to a land of adventure. Next thing I knew he’d dropped us off at a palace filled with elves.”

I frowned. “And what about the car? Did he leave it?”

The corner of the man’s mouth quirked up. “If you’re looking for a way home, don’t bother. We’ve tried. There isn’t a ship on this planet that can cross the distances we’d need to if we wanted to get to earth.”

Interesting.

So not everyone got something like The Wanderer. Maybe this man was a guy taken along for the ride, like Sam and Dean?

“Tell me.” I held up my hands and gestured to the Hearthwood forest around us. “Why are you here?”

The man glanced around us and rolled his eyes contemptuously. “I admit, this looks like a rather unremarkable scrap of wilderness, but it has a proud and lofty history. The Unblinking Eye hopes to uncover some of those ancient secrets.

“But that’s a minor goal based on rumor and hearsay. Really, we just want to bring this whole region under control as part of our bid for the entire Queendom. You just happened to be in the way. It wasn’t even destined to be part of the cult’s territory, just land subjugated by the Sakaku clan, who’ve served us well.”

“So we’re not important.” I said as I spread my hands open and wide. “Is there anything I can say or do to convince you to just ignore us?”

“Join us.” The man answered easily. “The Sakaku Clan planned to put a local clan in power to govern this region for them. It simply isn’t valuable enough for anything else. The way I see it, having you governing this area directly would be far better. Us humans have to stick together, right?”

“A fair offer.” I nodded along as I tapped my chin.

The man took a few steps closer. “Look, my name’s Tim. I was taken to this messed up crazy world against my will, but now I’ve got to make the most of it.” Tim placed a hand on my shoulder. “And we can only do that from a position of power. You and me? We can work together. You’ve got beef with the Sakaku? Fine. Work with us and in a few years you’ll have risen high enough that they’ll be begging at your feet like dogs.” Kysalian and Sharian let out an indignant squawk, but Tim didn’t so much as glance in their direction, like he didn’t care in the slightest what they thought or what they reported back to their clan.

“And in exchange for such power, what would I need to do?” I asked suspiciously.

Tim shrugged. “At the minimum? Sire more elves. The cult needs loyal members, and we always need fresh blood. The gene pool gets a little shallow when hundreds of underlings each share the same father. For that alone we’ll see you in comfort for the rest of your days. If you want more than that, you’ll have to contribute more, but that’s completely up to you. Work as much or as little as you want.”

“Gee, and I get to make my own hours too, I take it?” I snorted.

Tim chuckled and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “What do you say, Theo?”

My gaze drifted from Tim’s friendly grin to the glassy-eyed elves he had guarding his back. I remembered Dean’s warning.

Beware the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

I reached up and pried Tim’s hand from my shoulder. “I’ll… think about it.”

Tim sighed. “Then I’m afraid I can’t really help you with your troubles. I’m not the only one who came to see you today.”

Tim took a few steps back and waved the rest of the group forward. He and the two brainwashed mage acolytes stepped back onto something that resembled my flying sword in the same way a raft resembles a hovercraft. It looked like a tiny closet perched atop a massively oversized sword that hovered through the air on the same magic as my own. It lifted about head height in the air as Tim and the mage acolytes jumped aboard, but it did not depart.

The Corpse Collectors approached, along with Kysalian and Sharian. The two Sakaku elves were dressed as they had been, in black and red with straight dark hair, cut cleanly over their eyes and shoulders. She had a sash thrown over her shoulders, indicating her membership in the Corpse Collector Company and clutched a heavily bandaged hand, having shifted her katana to the other side of her body where it rested unfamiliarly.

Kysalian bore a similar blade, but glared down at me from her flying sword, arms crossed. I noticed with amusement that she had more than a few bandages herself, and kept glaring at the area around us like the shadowblade could pop out at any moment. Frankly, I was surprised she’d survived the pursuit of the wizard-level monster.

I hadn’t noticed until now, but several of the larger unicorns were carrying more than just their riders. Slung behind them were brown canvas sacks, one significantly larger than the others. That unicorn whined as it lagged behind the rest of the group, and a familiar green foot poked out of the corner.

“When you fled the battlefield, you left a few goodies behind.” Sharian mocked. She slapped one brown sack in the middle. I heard a muffled grunt that somehow reminded me of Nela.

I glanced up at the floating platform Tim was resting on. He peered down at me as he reclined from his flying platform. This was his plan all along. He wanted to pin me against a rock and a hard place.

“Ransom, then?” I asked them.

Sharian laughed. “Don’t be foolish. Your Hearthwood clan doesn’t have the wealth to pay us off. Besides, Nela here makes a far better pet than cultivator.” She gave the sack closest to her a squeeze.

“Captain Sharian,” one of Corpse Collector’s interrupted. “We don’t all have the privilege of having been born into a wealthy clan. A few Queensmarks might not be much to you, but we can ring enough wealth out of them to be worth our time.”

Sharian rolled her eyes and glanced back at Kysalian.

Kysalian snorted. “I’m here to protect you, not follow your orders.”

Sharian grumbled. “Fine. Sell the rest for a steep price. But I’m keeping Nela.”

I glanced between the two of them and realized that this new elf bore a similar sash. Now that I could read the language, I realized they were both emblazoned with their rank. Both were captains, though Sharian looked and acted far younger.

The other captain had a long scar across her face and silver hairs interspersing brown ones. She looked every bit the veteran soldier and most of the Corpse Collector’s had gathered behind her. To look so worn and weary this elf must have seen many battles, and considering the incredible healing magics the elves had available to them whatever left such scars must have been truly terrifying blows.

Sharian, in comparison, only had Kysalian behind her. Having a true mage guarding her back made her far more intimidating than the band of grizzled mage acolytes behind the scar-faced captain, but it left no doubt who the more respected leader was among the Corpse Collector’s.

“We’ve captured seven mage acolytes and one orc.” The captain said. “On the slave markets, unbroken and untrained as they are? They’d fetch around a hundred Queensmarks each. Match that price and you can have them back.”

I grimaced. Seven hundred Queensmarks? There wasn’t that much money in the entire Hearthwood forest.

“You know we don’t have that.” I said, folding my arms. “So what are you offering?”

The captain grinned, reminding me of a pirate who’d caught sight of a chest full of treasure. I half-expected her mouth to be filled with crooked yellowed teeth and gold, though even in the Hearthwood no elf would live with such a flaw when it could be easily fixed with magic.

“This isn’t the first time we’ve come into conflict with those of… limited resources. We’d be willing to loan you the money and set up a payment plan.”

I heard Tim chuckle from up above, and I had the sinking suspicion he’d been the one to give them that idea.

“It’s quite ingenious.” The captain continued. “The Hearthwood forest works off their debt day by day, year by year. We know it’s difficult to come up with Queensmarks in a place like this, so we’d be willing to accept raw goods. We’d sell them on your behalf through our connections at the capital… for a small fee of course.

“And if for some reason your people are unable to meet our very fair yearly quota, we’ll simply take a few of the less important heartwielders to sell on the slave markets. Your valuable mage acolytes are yours to keep!”

“That sounds nearly as much like slavery as just selling my people off.” I growled.

The captain grinned wider. “To be honest, that’s how I prefer these things usually go. Managing a vassal territory is a pain in the ass. It’s much easier to just loot everything for some fast coin and burn the rest to the ground. So, what’s it going to be?”

Tim leaned down over the side of his flying platform. “Don’t forget Theo, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye has quite a bit of resources. All you need to do is join us and we can nip this little issue in the bud.”

The captain’s lips tightened. “Tim the chaka is a… friend of the Sakaku clan, one of our biggest sponsors. We’d of course give them some face and abandon our designs on this forest, should they request it.” The corners of her eyes spoke a different story. She’d walk away, but not without stealing as much as the Sakaku clan would let her get away with first.

“So, this isn’t much of a negotiation after all then.” I sighed and let a bit of earth zeal leak into the ground around me. I glanced up at Tim. “And so what if I really do join the Cult of the Unblinking Eye? What then?”

Tim slapped his palms together and hopped down. “Fantastic! I knew you’d see reason, Theo.” He waved the captain back, who grumbled as she tugged on the reins of her unicorn. There’s just one little thing to take care of. An induction ceremony if you will. You probably don’t care much for it, I didn’t either, but these elves love their little rituals, so just put up with it for their sake.

He pulled out a familiar amber stone, this one far larger and brighter than anything I’d ever seen. This was a mind spell heart, perfectly round and as clear as the finest crystal.




Mind aspect spellheart (true mage level)

This mind spellheart is exquisitely pure and far more powerful than that wielded by any Heartwielder, and has been prepared as a component for powerful spells, items, or elixirs. These spellhearts are made by killing cultivators or mystic beasts of the mage acolyte level and refining them into a spellheart.




Before my eyes, Tim flicked the immensely valuable spellheart between his fingers like it was a simple coin, holding it up to the light. He frowned, as if the priceless treasure was only barely acceptable in his eyes. With a shrug, he clenched a fist, shattering it into a cloud of dust.

“This will only sting for a moment. Just try not to think of anything, like meditation.” Tim instructed as he wielded the mind zeal with practiced ease.

I felt a sudden premonition of impending danger. I switched to mage sight and saw the mind magic spell forming before me.

Under my physical senses, it looked like a beautiful cloud of glittering golden dust, swirling gracefully in the air. But under mage sight, it looked like a monster.

A hundred thousand tendrils of sickly yellow wormed their way through the air, wrapping and twisting around themselves until they formed an open ring. The spectral monster inched closer to me, grasping for me with worm-like appendages. My earth zeal was helpless against this invasion, but I wasn’t just an earth mage.

Mind zeal flowed out of my spellheart of its own volition, trying desperately to defend the wielder it had claimed.

Tim flinched at the sudden contact, opening his eyes. “Mind magic? But…” he turned his gaze to the bag where I suspected Yorik was bound. “She was that orc! And here I’d thought the orc had run home with a mind spellheart. At least I can crush this now, instead of waiting for it to grow into a true disaster in a few hundred years.”

And with those words, Tim’s spell shifted. He himself only sent the tiniest trickle of additional power, gritting his teeth as though those few drops were all he could squeeze into the spell. But those drops had the weight of a mountain behind them.

Whatever Tim was, he wasn’t a mage acolyte. Or a true mage. He was something more dangerous than even the shadowblade I’d seen. But something was wrong. Now that I was looking at him under mage sight, he didn’t seem as solid as the others. His form was hazy and translucent, formed from zeal instead of flesh.

He wasn’t here in person! The form in front of me was nothing more than the product of a powerful mind magic spell. That meant I had a chance.

Fighting broke out at that moment. I took the opportunity to cast Earth Skin and protect myself. My elves had opened with a volley of iron-tipped crossbow bolts, four of which had been aimed right at Kysalian. The true mage had been on her guard already though, and responded with a flurry of force energy. Her power knocked the crossbow bolts aside before any of them could land.

But she was not the only target. A fifth bolt soared through the air at Sharian, and the mage acolyte’s eyes went wide as she desperately tried to call on her force magic to deflect the iron projectile.

Kysalian was far faster. Hues of crimson lit up under her heels. In that moment, she leapt forward and swatted the bolt out of the air and sent it skidding into some nearby debris. A thin line of deep sickly purple bubbled and hissed along the back of Kysalian’s hand, and she clutched it close to her, trying to stem the dripping blood.

As I’d hoped, she had no love for the rest of the group and cast Tim a derisive smile as she quickly swept Sharian into her arms as she summoned her flying sword. Hair flying wild she jumped aboard, slinging Sharian over her shoulder and flying for safety. I guess she’d learned her lesson. Flinging this much iron around was asking for trouble.







Kysalian had deflected five bolts in total, but that still left four in the air. Two of those thudded into one of the second most dangerous targets, one of the two mage acolytes Tim had brought. Lines of purple and black shot through her before she collapsed, her body disintegrating into motes of white light and leaving behind a small glowing mage-acolyte level soul. The other mage acolyte ducked low and scanned her surroundings with an expressionless face, showing no other reaction to the sudden death of her comrade.

That’s when Assyrus and her spear-wielders burst forth, charging her with all their might.

The captain and the rest of the members of the Corpse Collector Company yanked on the reigns of their unicorns. They bucked and vicious looking hooves flailed in the air, batting at the iron spear tips.

The unicorns proved to be nearly as vulnerable to iron as the elves though. Atilla darted in with an aggressive thrust, catching the torso of the captain’s unicorn and causing it to screech in pain.

The captain toppled from her saddle, rolling onto the ground with practice ease and drawing her sword in one smooth motion. The sack that had been slung over the unicorn’s rear rolled off and I heard a faint muffled groan as the elf inside the sack had the wind knocked out of her.

I didn’t have much more attention to spare on the battle around me, because Tim was bearing down on me with all his might. My elves had better weapons and superior numbers. All I had to do was hang on until they won.

That’s what I kept telling myself, but the sickly yellowed abomination Tim had conjured wrapped around my arms and throat. Under mage sight, I could just barely make out a deadly beak positioned in its center, drawing closer to my face. It wanted to lodge that thing in my skull.

“Let me tell you, Tim.” I grunted, calling on all the zeal in my mind spellheart, spilling it all out into the open. “The last elvish ritual I participated in was a lot more pleasurable!”

Tim glanced behind him and realized how badly his elves were getting pushed back. He flicked a finger at Atilla and a tiny speck of golden light flew through the air, striking her between the eyes. Atilla froze like a statue, blinking and unmoving. Sava jumped from her hiding space and yanked the frozen elf down just in time to keep her from getting trampled by a unicorn.

Unwilling to let Tim turn the tides of this battle, I called on the earth spikes behind me. Tim’s eyes went wide as a hurtling shard of stone flew through the air, right where his face had been a moment before.

He had no defense against physical attacks! He was all mind magic!

Tim managed to twist himself out of the way of the shard of earth, but as it passed the earth zeal I’d imbued in the stone scattered around him, disrupting the illusion he was using as a body and reverting it to shimmering golden particles of zeal. A moment later they reformed, but I wondered how much damage this illusion body could take.

I grinned wickedly. Just a moment ago, I’d been fighting to defend myself with mind magic against Tim’s mind spell. I’d been losing that battle with each passing moment, but now I sensed blood.

Next, I threw all the spikes I’d prepared. It took all my energy, and if I hadn’t set them up beforehand I’d never have managed it. The earth spikes flew through the air, covering far too wide an area for Tim to dodge. As he refocused his attentions to his body, his spell froze in the air, no longer creeping towards me.

Having bought myself a moment of time, I reached into my dimensional storage and pulled out the mind magic repelling pendant Dean had gifted me. I threw it on my neck in a flash and felt its cool weight settle against my skin. My connection to mind zeal was cut off, but I was also protected from it.

Tim turned sideways as my earth spikes shot towards him, jumping over one and sliding past another. Tim evaded far more of the earth spikes than should have been possible, but he wasn’t able to avoid them all. The sheer volume of projectiles forced him to accept a few hits.

His illusory body shimmered in and out of existence, frozen in time as it tried to rebuild itself.

Tim’s spell must have been vastly more sophisticated than any I’d seen before. After waiting patiently for a new command and receiving none, it shifted back into action and started to attack me again. Dean’s pendant glowed with a faint white light that coalesced into a shield between me and the monster of mind zeal.

Unrestrained by its wielder it reached out with deadly abandon, no longer trying to simply tweak my mind. It wanted to devour me. The monster sucked what mind zeal it could strip out of the air and engorged itself as it struck at me, tentacles pointing in all directions like a ten-pointed star that swallowed up one of the two suns overhead as it launched itself at me. I held my hands up, knowing there was no way I could block a sentient attack with this much zeal behind it.

Then it struck the glowing shield made by Dean’s pendant and was instantly vaporized. 

With my elves battling for their lives around me, and Tim rapidly reforming his body I knew I didn’t have long to destroy the other chaka. I closed the distance between us and swatted at his flickering image with my open hand, trying to scatter it with physical blows. 

My blow did nothing, but the shimmering light of the pendant that protected me reacted with mind zeal and instantly dispersed anything it came into contact with.

Tim cried out in alarm as another part of his body was shredded out of existence. Having seen how effective my trick was I waved my arms around some more, dispersing all the zeal that made up Tim’s fake body.

Then suddenly I had a better idea. Tim cultivated mind zeal. That meant this illusory body must have been made with mind zeal. I had a mind spellheart.

I pulled out my mind spellheart as I took off the pendant and started feverishly cultivating in the manner Illiel had taught me. My skills had grown by leaps and bounds now, so cultivating went faster and smoother than ever before. I’d been neglecting my mind spellheart in favor of a more physical power, but now I could make up the difference.




Mind spellheart (Level 6)




My spellheart had languished from not actively cultivating mind zeal. It had even regressed a little after using its power without replenishing it. I’d taken most of Guthari’s power and made it my own, but I still hadn’t pushed my spellheart to her old level. It was time to change that.

I absorbed mind zeal from Tim and the scattered remains of his spell as quickly as I could, pulling mind zeal into my spellheart and claiming it with the power of my will, which was considerably more powerful now that I was a mage acolyte.




Mind spellheart (Level 7)




Just like that, I broke through to the seventh layer of zeal accumulation in mind magic. Tim’s image withered and the mind zeal in the air was scattering. Tim’s lingering will clutched it, poking through from some faraway place.

I snatched the mind zeal from his grasp, integrating it with my spellheart and denying the zeal to him.




Mind spellheart (level 8)… Mind spellheart (level 9)




By the time I pushed my mind spellheart to the ninth layer, Tim’s flickering image withered and died. From the image’s heart, a thimble-sized sphere of bright white liquid splashed into the ground.

I sensed the power of the droplet under mage sight. This was vitality. Specifically, it was like my vitality, the power of a chaka.

I immediately realized this stuff was valuable and directed my dimensional storage to scoop it out of the earth before it disappeared.

Around me, the fighting had only grown more intense. Though we’d managed to get one of Tim’s mage acolytes by surprise, we hadn’t managed to kill the other. Despite having most of her mind erased, the remaining mage acolyte was at the late stage and had refined most of the regions of her body with her zeal, giving her a hefty advantage over my girls.


Had Kysalian stayed to fight, we might have been in trouble. Luckily, it seemed my enemies weren’t as united as I’d feared. I’d expected she’d flee at the sound of the shadowblade beast’s approach, but I didn’t expect her to take off at the first sign of conflict and avoid risking herself at all.


Assyrus, Ullua, and Ghessa all had their spears leveled at the remaining mage acolyte. Eltiana stood just behind Assyrus, having abandoned her crossbow after she ran out of arrows and switched back to her iron-tipped throwing knives. She held one of those knives between each of her fingers, poised to throw. I watched the deadly dagger fly through the air, only for an icy gale to blow out of the mage acolytes palm, condensing into a block of frost over the tip of the incoming dagger until it clattered harmlessly to the ground.


The mage acolyte scanned the elves who surrounded her with a completely blank expression. Picking Ullua as the weakest of the group, she cupped her hand so the fingers touched as her wrist turned pale blue. Water vapor in the air condensed into ice before our eyes once again, only this time it took the form of a giant pointed shard over the mage acolyte’s hand. Having weaponized her limb, she smashed Ullua’s spear aside and plunged the ice-covered arm into Ullua’s leg.


Assyrus and Ghessa didn’t stand idle while their ally was attacked. Each of them jabbed at the mage acolyte with their iron-tipped spears. But instead of flesh, their spears rang like bells as they struck ice.


The mage acolyte’s clothes tore away to reveal a slender body coated head to toe in a thin sheen of frost. The armour rapidly spread up her neck until it covered every inch of her, leaving only her eyes exposed.


The mage acolyte grasp Assyrus’s spear and frost crystalized down its length, pinning it in place.


Seeing her spear rendered useless, Assyrus pulled the shield and club she’d looted from Sharian off her back. The mage acolyte pointed at Assyrus and flung a shard of ice, similar to what Illiel could do but with far greater speed and power.


The shard collided with the shield and stuck. More ice started crystalizing on it until I thought the mage acolyte was trying to disable Assyrus’s shield as she had her spear. But Assyrus’s shield was not just the ordinary ironwood it appeared to be. It flashed red for a moment and the ice evaporated into steam. Sharian hadn’t been keeping ordinary weapons on her, but only Assyrus had figured out how to use the enchanted weapons she’d found.


Having dealt with the incoming attack, Assyrus lashed out with her club. I saw a faint crimson glow around the head of the club as it collided with the mage acolyte’s side, cracking that icy armor.


By then, Ghessa was able to force the mage acolyte back with her spear as two of my heartwielders rushed forward to drag the wounded Ullua away from the fight.


The mage acolyte wouldn’t be put on the back foot for long though. Ghessa put just a bit too much thrust into her latest strike, and the mage acolyte grabbed ahold of the spear and closed the distance between them before Assyrus could dart in with her club.


The hostile mage acolyte raised her ice-covered hand over Ghessa’s head. This time she was ready to deal a lethal blow. Just as she was about to kill Ghessa, a white-feathered arrow sprouted from the mage acolyte’s right eye.


The mage acolyte couldn’t survive a shot like that from an ordinary arrow, let alone an iron-tipped crossbow bolt. She exploded into a fountain of teal colored light, leaving behind a gently floating soul of the same color.


“Sorry.” Sava said, cocking her crossbow back as she loaded another bolt. “I was waiting for the perfect shot.”

With the mage acolyte defeated, Assyrus, Ghessa and the rest of the unwounded spear wielders had managed to skewer three of the Corpse Collector elves.

The captain of the Corpse Collector’s was no stranger to battle. She’d badly wounded four of my heartwielder’s and two of my mage acolytes, but she realized which way the wind was blowing in this fight. Unwilling to continue fighting a losing battle, the captain reached into her pocket and tore a seemingly ordinary piece of paper free.

“You lot have got some fight in you! I’ll add that to my pitch when you’re on the auction block!” The captain cackled as she tore the strip of paper in two. Suddenly, she was enveloped in glimmering white light that illuminated the battlefield. When the light faded, she was gone.

Seeing their leader abandon them, the remaining two elves dropped their weapons and surrendered. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with prisoners so I pointed in the direction of the deep forest and told the Corpse Collector’s to run in that direction. Mac would find them later and we could pick them up once they were tired and lost.

Though the confrontation felt like it lasted hours, it had really been less than a minute before it began. Even still, we were on a time limit.

[Theo,] Mac interrupted. [Big and angry is on its way! Two minutes!]

“Grab what you can and strap it to a unicorn! We have two minutes to get out of here!” I shouted to everyone. “And throw the iron weapons down! We don’t want the shadowblade following us for them.”

While the elves looted their slain enemies, I dug through the rubble to where the bolt that had hit Kysalian had landed. After tearing through some fallen rubble and rocks, I finally found it.

I pulled it free, cradling the iron tip that glistened with the blood of a true mage. Not wanting to waste our war prizes, I collected blood from the mage acolyte my elves had killed and what I could salvage off the Stonehoof Unicorns. Surely these horns were useful for something?

The elves did as I asked, though I ended up grabbing seven bolts and three spears and pulled them back into my dimensional storage. What was left would still attract the attention of the Shadowblade to cover our rears as we retreated into the Hearthwood.

We didn’t have time to untie or free the captured elves the Corpse Collectors had brought as ransom, so we had to throw them over the unicorns we’d managed to capture and ride at speed back to Castle Mac. Sava produced a soul jar and collected the souls of the two mage acolytes Tim had brought with him.

As we left, I spotted the two prisoners running back in the direction of their camp. Though they’d surrendered, they’d decided to run to safety instead of following my orders to run deeper into the forest. That was fine by me. Moments later something big, black, and vicious appeared from the woods. I caught the outline of a shark-faced mouth and the scream of a pair of elves as they were devoured whole.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










I TOSSED THE sacks containing Nela and Yorik over my shoulders and flew with them myself. The unicorns were as fast as my flying sword over an open field, but not while weaving through a forest.

The other mage acolytes were important as well from a military standpoint, but these were the two I wouldn’t accept losing.

Behind us, the Corpse Collectors that the captain had rallied were being slaughtered by the shadowblade beast behind us. I was somewhat worried that all the iron I was feeding it recently would cause it to advance to an even higher level, though if it did that was a problem for another time.

Soon, the screams and shouts faded into the background and we approached the town of Hearthwood.

I circled the settlement, and I saw a few hands pointed to the sky in my direction. My usual landing spot was closer to the entrance to The Wanderer, but this time I decided to land closer to the center of the rapidly developing settlement. The elves below cleared out of the way as I circled my landing site and touched down.

“Victory!” I shouted, holding the two brown sacks at head height. I had to call on earth zeal to do so, and one of my girls squirmed inside the bag. I figured it was past time to let them out, now that we were safe and out of the air.

I pulled one of the bags open, revealing Yorik. She’d gotten halfway through sawing her arms free with her teeth, and when I finally opened the bag she stretched and snapped the ropes the rest of the way.

“Too tight.” Yorik groaned, cracking her back and arms as she stretched. “Would have escaped on my own, anyway.”

“Well, at the very least I saved you a long walk.” I laughed as I pulled on the strings to the second bag. The knot stayed tied, like some magical force was holding it shut.

I glanced at it under mage sight. Of course, force magic. Probably Sharian’s work. I could have pried and worked at the magic to unravel it, but there was a simpler solution.

“Anyone have a knife?” I asked the gathering crowd.

“I do!” Malla appeared, producing the smallest little ironwood pen knife I’d ever seen. It cut through the canvas bag like paper though, despite its diminutive size.

Nela’s immobilized form rolled out of the bag. She hadn’t been anywhere near as successful as Yorik at escaping, because her captor had done a far more thorough job of securing her.

Instead of just binding her hands and legs together as the Corpse Collectors had done with Yorik, Sharian had made Nela’s predicament sensual and provocative.

Firstly, I noticed that rope covered nearly half her body. And that rope was the only thing she was wearing, besides a blindfold.

Her legs were bound at the ankles, knees, and hips, then bound again ankles to thigh. Her arms were tied to her back, pushing her chest forward and ropes criss crossed around her shoulders and chest in an artful display of knot work.

“Mfff!” Nela mumbled around the rope gag in her mouth as she writhed on the ground. I noticed more than a few fading red marks on her skin.

Sharian sure knew how to tie an elf up. I wished we’d succeeded in capturing her just for that. I admired her skill as I cut the rope on Nela’s mouth. 

She licked her lips before speaking with a crackling voice. “Theo? Is that you? Where am I?”

“Lady Nela, you’re safe!”

“Lady Nela, you’re back!”

Blood rushed to Nela’s cheeks as Songstone clanswomen and a few Riverweed tribe members grabbed at her, trying to work at the ropes.

“What? How many people are out there!?“ Nela said, face aflame behind her blindfold.

I decided to save Nela from experiencing any more embarrassment and tossed the sack back over her.

“I’ll take care of her, everyone. You can talk to her later.” I said, scooping the blushing and still bound Nela up in my arms and heading towards The Wanderer.







Aboard The Wanderer, I brought Nela back to the rear of my Personal Chambers. I tossed her on the new sofa and she plopped down on the soft cushions with a small yelp. I reached behind her head and undid the knots holding her blindfold on.

Despite having been stuffed in a bag, thrown over a unicorn, then hauled over the entire Hearthwood forest, Nela’s hair and skin looked rosy and healthy.

I undid the ropes around her shoulders and Nela tossed her head. That simple motion was enough to send her hair tumbling down her shoulders, perfectly straight as if she’d spent an hour brushing it. The potions these elves used on their hair would make a killing back on earth.

I reached for the second set of ropes, binding wrapped around her chest and binding her legs.

“Wait.” Nela said, wiggling her bound hand behind her back. “I… thank you for rescuing me, Theo. We stayed behind too long, despite your warnings. Yorik wanted to leave, and only stayed because I was unwilling to go before everyone else. It was my fault we got captured.”

I sat down on the sofa, settling myself next to Nela. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze. “Well, let this be a lesson for the future then.”

“You’re right. I should learn a lesson from this. If I had done as you told me I’d have been fine.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it.” I said. “Mistakes happen.”

“No, that’s not right.” Nela shook her head. “I need to learn to listen to you more. And I think I’d learn best if you… reinforced the lesson.” She shifted as much as she was able restrained as she was. “I’m dressed for it, after all.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Oh? And how do you think I should instruct you?”

Her eyes darted up towards mine before shooting back down. “You know.”

“Know what?” I continued to play dumb, wanting her to ask.

“I want you to f… to fu…” Nela tried to say, the proud Songstone matriarch tried to say.

“Look,” I sighed, “I’ve got a lot of things to do Nela. I think I can revive Melise and I don’t want to wait a moment longer than I have to for her.”

“Fuck me! I want you to fuck me, Theo! I’ve been stupid, and I want you to pound this lesson into me with your cock!”

I chuckled. “Melise will understand.”

Besides, collecting a bit of vitality wouldn’t hurt the process, and collecting it this way was a lot more fun than draining blood.

Nela wriggled against her bonds, but the way her eyes widened and the corners of her mouth crept up, I knew she was already enjoying this. The embarrassment at begging for sex combined with the helplessness of her predicament made her cheeks blush and her lips redden.

“Now,” I said, running my hands along the small of Nela’s back, “don’t you just look like the cutest little present?”


Nela shivered in pleasure as I ran my hands against her bare skin. I ran my fingers lower, wrapping my hands around the meat of her ass and squeezing.


“So tell me Nela… what did you do wrong?” I asked the yellow haired elf.


“I d-didn’t listen to you, Theo.” Nela bit her lip and her skin grew warmer to my touch. Sunlight zeal stirred inside her body, warming the whole room with a soft light. “Y-you said I should retreat, b-but I stayed anyway. I’ve been a b-bad girl.”


Nela panted, a strange light shining in her eyes.


That was far kinkier an answer than I’d been looking for, but if this was the game Nela wanted to play then I was more than happy to fill the role she wanted of me.


“That’s right Nela. You’ve been very naughty.” And I struck her tight rear with my open palm.


Nela yelped, and the bindings connecting her ankles to her hair quivered.


“A bad enough girl,” I continued, “that you came to me for punishment.”


*Smack!*


“But don’t worry, Nela.” I ran my hand up and down her reddened ass. As I pulled my hand back, my fingers came back slick with fluid from Nela’s dripping snatch. “Under my care, I’ll make you a good girl.”


“Yes please, Theo!” Nela begged. “I want to be a good girl.”


*Smack!*


“That’s not right,” I reprimanded. “Try again.”


“Yes please… sir.” Nela said slowly.


*Smack!*


“Try again.”


“Master?”


*Smack!*


“What am I to you?” I asked Nela, prompting her for the right answer.


“P-patriarch! You’re my Patriarch. Our Patriarch!” Nela answered.


I leaned down, kissing her forehead. “That’s right. I’m the Patriarch.”


I wasn’t entirely sure what Sharian had been doing to Nela before I rescued her, but the way she’d been expertly tied up left both Nela’s mouth and her bottom perfectly exposed.


Plucking at the buttons on my tunic I pulled my shirt off, then worked my belt free. Given how Nela’s mouth was at the perfect height, I couldn’t waste this opportunity.


Like a coiled spring, my cock leaped to attention the moment it was free of its confines. My tip bounced against Nela’s chin, and she tilted her head up to look at me.


“Now then Nela,” I began, “show your Patriarch what a good girl you are with your mouth.”


Nela needed no further instruction. Her tongue fell out of her mouth and her eyes took on a glossy shimmer. She flicked at the head of my tool with the tip of her tongue. Bound as tightly as she was, she was unable to move anything beyond her tongue. So I took up the work of moving my cock for her.


I pushed against her mouth slowly, giving her the opportunity to tease my entire length with her mouth. I slipped into her edgewise until the head of my member was poking at her opposite it cheek. Back and forth I ran my cock as she pleasured me with her tongue and lips, kissing along my underside as she lapped at me.


Normally I could hold myself back from the edge, but if Nela wanted to be of use to me… I would use her to help collect vitality for Melise’s resurrection. I increased the speed of my thrusts against Nela’s warm lips until I felt my mounting pleasure.


Sava had long since taken to leaving a few spare vials in the bedroom for just such a situation. I grabbed one of those viles now and positioned them next to Nela’s lips. When I finally blew my load, I managed to catch nearly half of it in the prepared vial, with the other half coating Nela’s face and mouth.


Nela grinned like a cat that had just brought her owner a mouse. I stroked the side of her head and laughed. “I’m afraid your punishment is only just beginning, Nela. I’m no longer so easy to please.”


Far from upset, Nela purred at my words. I ran my hands over Nela’s body again to give myself a minute to recover. Tracing my fingers against every inch of her, I breathed deeply of her scent.


Ready for the next round, I flipped her over. Doing so revealed both her ass and a very damp blanket beneath it.


“Patriarch,” Nela panted, “please… put it in… hurry…”


“Why should I?” I tilted my head curiously.


“Uh…” Nela was caught off guard by the question. “Because my clan needs new members. Strong members. I sensed that you were a mage acolyte already, back when you were taking me home. Any children you sired with me now would start with a massive advantage, already bonded to a spellheart of their own.”


I leaned over Nela, until my body pressed against her back. “That’s good for the Songstone. And good for the Hearthwood clan. But if you were only concerned about the future of your clan you wouldn’t be here, tied up on my bed and begging for my cock.”


“I… I want it because… because it’s yours, Theo! I want to be yours! I want to be useful to you, and to have children with you!”


“That’s more like it.”







After wearing Nela out, I untied her and left her to sleep in the Personal Chambers, holding a brand new bottle of condensed vitality made in the process of our lovemaking.

Was every elf from the Songstone clan secretly a masochist?

As I made my way to the Resurrection Chamber, I pulled out the iron bolt that had wounded Kysalian and dipped the tip in the potion of vitality. The deep red blood soaked off the arrow head and into the condensed vitality, making a bright pink liquid. I repeated the process with the earlier bolt she’d thrown when she was getting chased by the Shadowblade. Then I added in all the blood my dimensional storage had accumulated from all the mage acolytes we’d killed from the Corpse Collector Company. We’d killed more than ten, but I only got the full portion of blood from elves I killed personally.




Five portions of mage acolyte blood. Withdraw from dimensional storage?




[Good idea, Theo.] Mac said. [That vitality will liven the blood up and give us as much as it can give.]

“That’s the idea.” I entered the Resurrection Chamber and made my way to the crimson tree jutting out of the ground. From one of its branches, Melise’s soul dangled like a plump, golden fruit.

I shattered the vial in my fist, tossing every drop on the ground. The Resurrection Tree slowly absorbed every drop of the bright pink liquid, leaving only broken glass behind, which I took back into my dimensional storage once I was sure every last speck had been taken.

The deep red veins crawling up the resurrection tree turned lighter and Melise’s soul shined brighter.




Blood accepted. Revival progress: 25%… 50%… 




The light continued to grow stronger and Melise dangled from the tree. The dangling ball of light was nearly the size of my torso, and squinting into its depths I was just barely able to make out a small humanoid form floating within. The pink glow faded as the Resurrection Tree consumed the last of the power in the true mage blood.

More than half done. I pulled out the five portions of mage acolyte blood and started pouring the rest of them on the ground. The bright pink light rekindled, pumping life into Melise with each passing moment.




80%…




Melise’s soul swelled nearly to bursting. It was now big enough that I could imagine Melise herself curled up in a ball inside that thing. As I watched, the surface grew more transparent and I could make out a body that looked like Melise.

Her hair was shorter and her body smaller and childlike, which was particularly peculiar because I’d never seen elvish children. As far as I could tell, they just popped into existence already fully grown.




99%…




Before my eyes, Melise’s body matured and grew. The glowing light started fading, leaving only Melise as I knew her, hovering in the air, suspended from the tree by veins of red and the glowing golden light that surrounded her.

I waited for Melise to open her eyes, holding my breath.

Moments later, I continued to wait.

And wait.

The wind flew out of my lungs and I sagged as I realized that I’d only had enough blood to almost revive Melise.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I groaned.

[I’m afraid not.] Mac said. [If it makes you feel better, the actual number is 99.87%. The Wanderer rounds down.]

“All I need is a tiny drop!” I turned my eyes towards the settlement beyond. Surely I could get a donation…

[I know what you’re thinking.] Mac interrupted my thoughts. [I’m afraid the instructions are very specific. It has to be the blood of your enemies.]

“I suppose that rules out using my own blood as well.” But then I thought back to that condensed sphere of vitality I’d gotten from Tim’s illusory body. I asked Mac what he thought.

[It’s a stretch.] Mac said. [But technically, that’s what his illusion was powered by. Organics use blood to fuel themselves. It might work.]

“I need to at least try.” I pulled out the ball of gossamer vitality and dropped it. It fell from my hand like a cloud falling from the sky, slowly settling onto the ground near the roots of the Resurrection Tree.

It brushed against a root, and for a moment it did nothing. As if it was hesitant and unsure, Tim’s vitality bounced along the root on the ground until suddenly the tree decided it counted as blood.




Blood accepted.




The fistful of essence vanished into the root and the Resurrection Tree started glowing again, white this time. The glowing gold light around Melise faded, and the veins of pink withered and withdrew into the tree.

Melise fell from the tree, curled into a ball. I jumped forward, catching her in my arms.




Revival progress: 100%




“Melise? Melise!” I shook her, hoping she’d open her eyes. She remained still and lifeless. “Please, Melise. Come back to me.”

Melise drew in a sharp sudden breath. Her eyes shot wide and she sat up, coughing up a lungful of rainbow-colored liquid.

“W-wha—“ Melise reached for her own throat, massaging it and frowning. “What… happened?” She croaked out.

“You died.” I said, smile on my face. “But don’t worry, you’re better now. How much do you remember?” The elves had warned me that when elves reincarnate they often lost memories, but The Wanderer was special. It could do far more than anything these elves could dream of.

“That’s right… the shadowblade! Theo, get back!” Melise jumped to her feet, belatedly noticing her nudity. “Where are we?”

“It’s all over Melise. The Shadowblade is long gone.” I wrapped my arms around her comfortingly.




Revival completed. Power overflow.




I snapped my eyes open, and the motion stirred Melise to do the same.

“What’s happening?” I asked aloud.

Melise shrugged. “Attack?” She shivered closer to me at that thought.

[Actually,] Mac shot into our minds, [the energy you’ve provided was more than enough to resurrect Melise, so the energy overflowed.]

“Is that bad?” I asked aloud.

[Bad? Hardly. If anything it’ll provide the kids a little boost towards hatching or manifesting their bodies. The energy they’re collecting by the hour is the equivalent of several years of drifting around in the outside world. This increase in power will increase that by… wow… bleach and scrub me, that’s a lot.]

“What? What is it Mac?”

[Hurry it looks like a couple of the wisps and souls are ready to manifest a body! If this process is anything like a human giving birth, I’m going to need some help cleaning up!]






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










MELISE RAN TO fetch the other girls, but she needn’t have bothered. Apparently, word had gotten around that I was trying to revive her, and the other girls had gathered to await the news.

“Melise!” Nela shouted, scrambling to straighten her clothes.

Sava peered at her through a glass lens, looking into her eyes. “You look exactly the same. Strange, usually a remanifestation involves some change in facial features.”

“And you’re still in the mage acolyte realm!” Eltiana prodded her. “How’d Theo keep you from dropping down to a heartwielder?”

“Not me, it was the tree behind me. But don’t get too excited. As far as I can tell, it only works on those precious few girls most loyal to me, and it costs a lot to pull it off. I got lucky with all these hostile mage acolytes attacking.”

Sava cocked her head. “Would it work on me, Theo?”

“Ah… that’s not something I’d really like to test. But… it’s unlikely. Mac says it only works for those The Wanderer recognizes as my followers.”

[The nursery Theo!] Mac interrupted.

“We’ve all got to head to the nursery, everybody! Something’s happening.” I shouted.

Sava’s eyes went wide and she rushed ahead. She knew the path even better than me, having visited Segolas so often.

The room was bigger than I remembered. I’d forgotten I’d upgraded it, and there was a second chamber. Previously, there’d just been a room for wisps, but now there was an entirely new room. 

Segolas’ soared around the room like a dragon among hawks, easily thirty times the size of the second biggest wisp. He was in the middle of chasing one of the other largest wisps down, a fist-sized ball of red light. Segolas pounced on the golden ball of glowing light, which fluttered around before getting sucked into Segolas. The ball bounced about, trapped in the ephemeral light that Segolas was made of after a few moments, Segolas made a burping sound and the smaller red wisp was ejected from his body.

The red wisp unsteadily shook itself before it began drifting around the room again. It only had a few moments of peace before Segolas chased it down and absorbed it again.

“Segolas likes to play rough, does he?” I asked Sava.

“Only with that one. Recognize the red wisp?” Sava replied.

I squinted at it. Red with tinges of purple… that meant a fire cultivator and judging by its size it had been a powerful one. She had probably had some poison aspects to her as well…

“Matriarch Red Serpent?” I inspected the wisp with surprise. “Why’d you put her here?”

“It took us a while to chase her down.” Eltiana answered. “She lost a lot more zeal than Yulli there, who we managed to retrieve a lot sooner. She likely won’t have many memories of her previous life without a lot of diligent cultivation.”

“Is that wise?” I asked doubtfully. “She was an enemy.”

“It’s not unheard of to capture enemies in battle, then raise them up as wisps with their old memories forgotten.” Melise explained. “Putting everything else aside, she was a very talented cultivator. We’d be foolish to throw that away.”

“Mhm.” I grumbled, still uncertain, though I trusted the girls knew more about this than I did. “You said Yulli was here too? We certainly could use a true mage of our own.”

“There she is, behind Segolas!”

I hadn’t seen the small cluster of wisps following Segolas’ oversized glowing form around, but they were there. A few green, yellow, blue, and purple wisps trailed behind but in the lead a bright ruddy-yellow wisp flitted about. It was redder than the golden sunlight-colored wisps of most elves of the Songstone line, but Yulli had been a bit more talented in fire magic than her clan’s sun magic.

Yulli was leading a small pack of followers who trailed after Segolas, like scavengers trailing a larger predator. Or, more aptly, school kids trying to gain some clout by kissing up to the most popular kid in class.

A pulse of zeal from the resurrection tree flowed into the room and scattered around, dispersing into physical particles so dense with magic that they flitted through the air, almost like wisps themselves.

The wisps all shuddered and danced in place, eager to engulf as many of these precious particles of zeal as possible. They all grew bigger and more clearly defined by the moment.

Segolas was not content to fly about and collect crumbs like the other wisps. He flew straight toward the vent in the ceiling that was dispersing these particles of zeal throughout the room.

With his bulk, he jammed himself into that vent. Moments later, he was absorbing all the particles coming into the room.

“Hey!” Eltiana complained as she nudged Sava with her elbow. “Tell your kid to leave some zeal for the other wisps! My mother’s in there.”

“Chief Wisdom too.” Assyrus added.

“Segolas,” Sava sighed. “We’re all impressed by how big and strong you’ve become, but don’t be a glutton.”

The amount of zeal getting pumped into the room was increasing by the moment, and soon a continuous column of light blazed at the vent, more zeal than even Segolas could absorb. I don’t know if he was stirred by his mother’s words or if he’d just had his fill, but he unstuck himself from the vent and started allowing zeal to pass by him again.

He notably didn’t leave the area around the vent though. I noticed with amusement that he directed most of the zeal into Yulli and those other wisps who’d taken to following him around the chamber. He nudged the zeal to the other wisps like tossing some of his scraps to his underlings.

That much was as much as Segolas’ group could handle, and soon zeal started leaking down towards the smaller wisps, despite the best efforts of Segolas and his gang of gluttons.

Matriarch Red Serpent’s wisp started pushing other wisps aside, snatching every scrap of zeal she could get. At least until it ventured too close to Segolas, at which point it was promptly swallowed up and spat to the far corner of the room.

Something changed in that moment though. Segolas seemed to hit a tipping point and suddenly began to drift down towards the center of the room. He vibrated in the air, humming like the flap of a hummingbird’s wings, but many times louder.

Segolas continued to grow brighter and brighter, and I caught a humanoid form taking shape inside the light. It reminded me of watching Melise form a new body.

When the light faded, a kid who couldn’t have been a day over eighteen was rubbing his eyes. He had deep green hair, almost brown, and the messy way it decorated his head reminded me of myself when I was younger. He was a bit more muscular than an elf, but shared their lithe physique and slender build. His ears poked out, though not as pointed as Sava’s and his eyes had a deep green tinge to them.

He blinked and looked down at his hands, flexing them uncertainly.

“Welcome to the world, son.” Sava said, leaning down as she produced a set of clean white robes and tossed them over Segolas’ shoulders.

“Ah!” He shouted. “Put me back! I’m not ready yet!” Segolas snatched at the rapidly dispersing particles of light that he’d just shed as he transformed from wisp to elf.

I chuckled. “Welcome to the real world kid.”

Segolas continued trying to snatch the dispersing particles of his wisp body, but they scattered and dispersed in his hands. Realizing it was futile, Segolas sighed.

“You did this, didn’t you, dad?” He glared at me.

“Uh… I guess so. It was for your own good though… son.” That felt absolutely bizarre. Just this morning I was having fun with my girls, and suddenly I had a fully grown adult son?

Segolas sighed. “Alright. If I have to grow up, the rest of you are coming with me! Green, red, blue, yellow, purple, orange! Get down here!”

The wisps that had been following Segolas drifted downwards and soon green, blue, yellow, orange, and purple light filled the room.

Segolas stood up, straightening his robe as he took in the room like an emperor watching over his court. He frowned and scanned the room for a rogue ball of light trying to hide behind a group of smaller wisps. Matriarch Red Serpent’s wisp.

“You can’t hide from me that easily, red.” Segolas snorted, leaping through the air with surprising grace for someone who’d never even used their legs before. He snatched Red Serpent’s soul out of the air and hauled it to the ground.

Holding the red wisp in his fist, he concentrated for a moment, conjuring forth a few small specks of vitality and pushing them into Red Serpent.

“What?” I whispered to Eltiana. “You can do that?”

“I guess your son’s a natural talent. It seems he inherited his dad’s overflowing vitality.” Eltiana sighed. “I guess the best my brother can hope for when he manifests again is third place.”

“There we go, red.” Segolas said as the red wisp in his fist started glowing with crimson light speckled with purple.

The other elves were already taking form, and I watched with interest as arms and legs appeared first as little dark spots concealed by the growing light. Those dark spots grew and soon seven elves lay sprawled on the floor, all of them fresh-faced and youthful.

I even recognized some of the faces, though they were slightly different, like portraits drawn from memory. Chief Wisdom was there with her short blue hair, but it hung loose. Her eyebrows were drawn together more in wonder than in concentration, and her nose was more rounded than pointed.

The changes were even more apparent in Yulli, who I’d known better. The sharpness in her eyes was still there, but they were wide instead of narrowed and her form was softer. This was a body that hadn’t been on the losing side of a war. She’d gained an innocent expression that she must have lost long before I’d met her.

“W-who are you?” Yulli reached up and touched Melise’s hair. “I think… I should know you…”

Melise grasped Yulli’s hand in her own. “You do. Some of your old memories should come back with time and diligent cultivation. We’ll talk then.”

“We’ve been reincarnated then?” The purple haired elf, who was presumably Eltiana’s mother asked us.

“That’s right, mother.” Eltiana replied. “You’ve been born again. I lead the Hidden Serpent tribe now.”

“I see…” The purple haired elf ran a hand through her hair and accepted one of the spare robes Sava was handing out. I noticed each of them was emblazoned with the same symbol that had been tattooed over my heart by the pocket watch I’d gotten when I’d bonded The Wanderer. A black outline of a man in a circle, arms outstretched. Sava must have gotten the symbol off me and taken it to mean something important.

It probably was important, but not even I knew in what way.

“It’s probably for the best,” Nela interjected, “if you just treat us as elders in your respective tribes. That’s how clans usually treat such resurrections. At least until memories from your past lives start returning. We got to most of you fairly quickly, so you should begin regaining memories even as heartwielders.”

Nela turned to Matriarch Red Serpent, who Segolas had wrapped an arm around. “You might never get your memories back, and it would probably be for the best if you just kept anything you learned to yourself. Your old self… sowed a lot of bad blood around here. Consider this a fresh start.”

“Don’t worry, auntie,” Segolas said, and both I and Nela blinked in surprise, “I’ll keep an eye on her. She won’t get into any trouble under my watch.”

Segolas gave Matriarch Red Serpent, now a blushing young maiden, a tight squeeze. She lowered her eyes to the floor and tucked her chin behind Segolas’ shoulder.

“No trouble from me.” She promised, and she leaned into Segolas’ embrace. The other newly manifested elves moved closer, arranging themselves around Segolas in much the same way my girls were arranged around me.

I chuckled. “To be honest, I’m more worried about you, son. Run along and explore the world for now, we’ll talk more later.”

I could tell my son needed some time to come to terms with suddenly being alive and fully conscious. I knew I needed time just to deal with the fact that I suddenly had a fully grown son with a harem of his own.

“Alright girls. Remember that lady who always came in with those biscuits?” Segolas asked his group.

“I’ve always wanted to try those!” Yulli said. “They looked delicious, but we didn’t have bodies before.”

“Then we have our mission. Find those biscuits! ” Segolas’ young group let out a little cheer and marched out of the room. “Uh… anybody know how to use this thing?” He poked the door with a finger.

Yulli stepped forward. “Open!” She commanded the door.

“Maybe you need to use zeal?” Chief Wisdom suggested. “Though none of us have a spellheart…”

“I think I remember how to pick a lock!” Eltiana’s mother said. “But… does anybody know what a lock looks like?”

My girls and I shared a laugh and Sava took pity on them, demonstrating how to turn a doorknob. I nodded to Sava as she left to guide them out of The Wanderer and have a few words with her son. “Malla’s right outside. Have her show them around town.”







“Are they always… like that when they manifest?” I asked my girls.

“Usually. Wisps accumulate memories and experiences as they exist.” Nela explained. “They can be from their previous incarnations, their ancestors, or just from any elf that happened to die nearby and not get resurrected soon enough to keep their memories to themselves. The knowledge they accumulate however is usually scattered and disorganized. It takes a few months for them to figure themselves out.“

“So how many years of experience would you say Segolas has?”

“An elf usually manifests once they’ve gathered around twenty years of experience. Even without a tribe or clan, that’s usually enough for them to hunt and survive in the forest from the moment they manifest. Elves born in cities often inherit enough memories to work basic jobs or take an apprenticeship from the day they manifest.”

I shook my head. Elves were born as fully-fledged adults, ready to work a job or fight a war from the moment they hatch. Their lack of childhood was kind of sad. I’d do my best to let Segolas have some fun before I put him to work.

“We should check out the eggs while we’re here.” Nela said.

“Eggs?” I asked.

“You don’t think we’ve been playing with you for the vitality alone, do you?” Nela asked. “This forest has more space than we have people to tame, and with enemies at the gates we need new clanswomen more than ever. We’ve all been hard at work laying eggs to make more warriors.”










We’d entered the new room I’d seen walking towards the nursery. I’d never been inside, but my girls were already intimately familiar with it. The hatchery, they called it, and it certainly looked like one. It wasn’t a room I’d purchased, but rather a side chamber the elves had constructed themselves inside The Wanderer to benefit from the secure environment high in zeal and vitality here. It seemed to have originally been a side chamber off the nursery that had been walled off.

Bright lights flowed from runic script carved into blocks of stone, and I felt deep radiant light, like the light of the sun. All the lights left the room positively toasty and an open water basin in the center kept the whole place humid.

A set of twelve eggs lined the floor of the small chamber. “Where’d all these come from?” I asked, pointing at the eggs, which presumably would hatch into wisps, that eventually would turn into elves. Zeal was still flowing into the room, increasing its potency and concentration, though not nearly to the level in the nursery. This room must have gotten what little was left over from the other chamber.

“They came from you, silly.” Melise said. “Look! Mine’s still there!” Melise gently stroked a golden yellow egg.

“Mine too.” Illiel touched an amber-tinged egg nearby.

“Have you seen Segolas’ younger sisters?” Sava said, poking her head through the door and pointing at three green eggs in the corner.

Unlike in the nursery, the increased zeal in this chamber didn’t produce any dramatic transformations. None of the eggs even broke open and hatched as we’d hoped, but the elves promised me that several of them were bound to hatch into wisps any day now.

I stared at all the eggs around me. This was my girl’s private hatchery, and all twelve of these eggs were sired by me. In the end, I decided not to think about it. This was just the Hearthwood tribe getting stronger. Though I resolved to read up on fatherhood sometime soon.







I stumbled out of the hatchery, brows still furrowed and clutching at my temples. I was so deep in thought I didn’t notice when a muscular green hand pushed my butt down into an unfamiliar chair. I found myself seated three steps above the rest of the room and overlooking a small chamber lined with red velvet and banners of the outstretched man tattoo on my chest.

“What’s going on here?” I asked them.

[Surprise! The new throne room you ordered!] Mac explained.

“We talked to Mac. He told us you had enough openings for seven followers, thanks to this room.” Sava said. “Well, Yorik and Melise have already claimed their spots. I want one, as does Eltiana, Nela, Assyrus, and Illiel.

“We were all there with the Corpse Collectors, and the Sakaku clan today. This isn’t the last we’ve seen of them. And we saw how you were able to perform a perfect revival for Melise here. That sort of thing is supposed to be beyond the reach of ordinary mortals like us, and yet you managed it.

“All of us have benefited immensely from working with you, and we’ve long since tied our fates to yours. We have children on the way and a clan depending on us. We can’t die on them, and you have a way to protect us. So… just tell us what we have to do.”

“That’s a good question. Mac?”

[You just have to have them swear themselves to you. That’s all Melise and Yorik did. Do that, and they’ll officially become followers.]

“Just swear to be my women then, I guess.” I shrugged and settled back into my throne. For such an imposing chair, it felt rather comfortable to me.

The girls looked at each other. Sava stepped forward first.

“I, Sava Greenstem, swear my life and my body to Theo the chaka. My man, my friend, and my lover.”




Accept follower Sava Greenstem?

Follower accepted.




“I, Eltiana Violet, pledge my dagger to Theo. I swear to strike down his enemies no matter where they try to hide.”




Accept follower Eltiana Violet?

Follower accepted.




“I, Nela Songstone, offer myself up to Theo of the Hearthwood. May he find me a worthy and cherished tool in his hands.”




Accept follower Nela Songstone?

Follower accepted.




“I, Assyrus Azure of the Waterbeetle tribe offer my body to Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood clan. May I be a shield to protect him and what he holds dear.”




Accept follower Assyrus Azure of the Waterbeetle tribe?

Follower accepted.




“I, Illiel… well, just Illiel I guess, offer my mind and skills to Theo, leader and just ruler of this land.”




Accept follower Illiel… well just Illiel I guess?

Follower accepted.




Nothing physical changed, but I felt something tug at my heart. Or maybe at that tattoo on my body over my heart. Like tiny strings being tied from me to each of the girls, fastening their fate to mine.

“Now, I guess I’m the leader of the Hearthwood clan in truth.” I tapped my chin. “There’s going to be trouble, and we’re not strong enough to face it. Not yet.

“Start distributing zeal crystals from my private stockpile to every heartwielder who’s demonstrated loyalty. Illiel has their names and knows who’s paid tribute from their haul in the dungeon. Let the loyal be rewarded.”

“Sava, I want you to start performing the spellheart enhancement free of charge. I know, I’ll find a way to reimburse you in the future.”

“The Myriad Hues of Flame tribe and the Ironwood tribe haven’t shown their faces, but they should know about the looming threat to our home. They swore to be a part of this Hearthwood clan, and now I finally have the clout to make them stick to their words. Call them here. No representatives, no delays, I want the tribal chiefs here in person as soon as possible.”

The Corpse Collector Company was at the gates, and they wanted to pillage and enslave my new home. With Sharian behind them, I had no doubt they’d be attacking soon. I would have to defeat them, and maybe even the Sakaku clan behind them, eventually. Then, backing them, was the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. My foes had lined themselves up like dominoes, and it was my job to build the Hearthwood clan into something that could knock them over.

I took a deep breath and prepared myself to turn this pen of kittens into a den of tigers.








The End.
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MarvinWhiteknight@gmail.com







Special thanks to the beta readers who helped me get to this point, and special thanks to the fans that have emailed me errors for correction.

I’m working on book 3 right now!

Follow me on Amazon to be notified when it’s released.

Or Subscribe to my Mailing list!

Either click the linked text above or visit: https://tinyletter.com/MarvinWhiteknight.

You’ll need to confirm you want to join my mailing list so have the email at hand.


(I promise not to spam you or sell your email.)







Last update — 12/24/2019







About Marvin Whiteknight
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Marvin Whiteknight is an avid fantasy fan and a McDonald's fry cook with delusions of grandeur. He loves reading books on Amazon in his free time and also enjoys writing about himself in the third person so that he can pretend to be a publishing company, instead of a guy living in his grandmother’s basement. He can only write while wearing a fedora and polishes his katana between every scene.




Check out his Amazon author page!

You can also read his blog for news about book 2!







Coming soon: Spellheart book 3!

Look for it Spring 2020!
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