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            The Story So Far…

          

        

      

    

    
      Theo was an ordinary guy tinkering with robots with his friends and his AI companion named Mac. One day, his curiosity got the better of him as he examined elves in a nearby establishment. He couldn't figure out how someone could create robots as lifelike as these elves.

      But it turned out these elves weren't robots at all, they were the real thing. Theo's investigations uncovered a puzzle left behind by a very strange man from another world. As a reward for solving his puzzle, the man gave Theo a ship known as The Wanderer, which took him and his friends to a distant realm called the Ten Thousand Worlds.

      Theo was separated from his friends on his arrival, and when he woke up he was alone in this strange and exotic place. He soon found out it was called the Hearthwood forest, and it was filled with elves and powerful monsters.

      With the help of a few local elven women, Theo learned to use earth and mind magic. He grew his power, and the women who helped him grew with him. Eventually, Theo united the entire Hearthwood forest into one mighty clan ruled by him, his women, and his children.

      But the Hearthwood was just one small corner of the larger realm of Deania, and before long Theo's new faction had to take part in this greater game. With his home secure, Theo went to the capital to establish the Hearthwood Clan as one of the nation's great clans, and to help repay a debt he and his family owed to Princess Tivana for coming to their aid.

      Upon hearing that it was nearly time for another orc invasion, Princess Tivana appointed Theo as her diplomat to the orcs in the hopes of securing a peace treaty. Theo arrived in orc territory, but the orcs had no intention of stopping their invasion. To them, the pilgrimage into elven lands was a religious rite that they all yearned to go through, and words alone would not stop them.

      Eventually, Theo made his way to the World of Struggle and Strife itself, the orc home world. There, he connected with the tribe of Yorik’s grandfather, the Blackgorge Tribe. After defeating the previous chief, Theo became Chief of the Blackgorge and eventually earned a meeting with the Wargod Grognak, who told Theo that while he couldn't save Deania as an elven patriarch, he might be able to do so as an orc chief.

      After returning from the World of Struggle and Strife, Theo found Deania in even worse shape than when he left it. Deania's neighbors have gathered into one great army and surrounded the capital, intent on destroying Deania. Princess Tivana is stuck in the palace controlling the barrier around the capital, helpless to do anything as these invaders ravage her country.

      But even the capital itself isn't safe. While Tivana protects Deania, a foe inside the capital itself is up to no good. Countess Frostweaver has been building a massive spire made of frozen blood in the center of the capital, and within it she's building a temple to a vampire goddess from beyond the void. No one is certain what she's up to yet, but whatever is happening won't be good.

      Meanwhile, Theo is outside the capital at the head of an army of orcs. They arrived at the elven World of Sanctuary and Serenity on their generational pilgrimage to take elves captive for their holy religious rites. But there's more than one country nearby, and Theo is intent on redirecting these orcs to the Sunspire Kingdom where he can hopefully take some pressure off Deania.
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      Across the sprawling plains and scattered mountains, a city stood among towering trees in the Deanian Queendom’s southernmost region. This was Moonbow City, and it reminded me of my home further north.

      Until recently, Moonbow City had been under the leadership of a clan of the same name. But they’d fallen to treachery from within, and now the orcs ruled their home, and the Moonbow Clan had gone from rulers to thralls.

      After ousting the first orc to claim Moonbow City and defending my title from the two who tried to take it from me, I ruled over Moonbow City as Chief Blackgorge of the Blackgorge tribe of orcs. Few elves knew the human they knew as Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, was also the leader of a band of ferocious orc warriors, but those who did knew I was preparing for war.

      The situation in Deania had grown complex. It would take a skilled strategist a day’s work to review the complex machinations of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and the six enemy nations they were using as their tool to destroy Deania. Princess Tivana, my ally and friend, had been pressed hard to keep her country together. By now, more than half a dozen powers had their hands in this game, including me.

      Against the enemy elven nations alone, she might have endured. But then, like a wolf sensing weakened prey, the orcs began their pilgrimage. Thousands were pouring north from their stronghold to the south of Deania, eager to embark on their pilgrimage to pillage elven lands and take the citizens of Deania captive. And this was only the beginning.

      But there was a way to turn this great trial into a path to victory. It was Wargod Grognak, the patron god of the orcs himself, who’d first given me the idea.

      As the patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, leader of a band of elves, I could do little to prevent Deania’s destruction. But as the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe, I could take control of the orc invaders and send them to attack our enemies.

      And that was just what I planned to do.

      I’d left most of my women back in the Hearthwood to continue supporting the royal family and the loyal citizens of our own lands and Deania. Meanwhile, Yorik, my loyal orc lover, and her family in the Blackgorge Tribe, would lead most of the orcs away from Deania to the nearby countries.

      But all of that hinged on me being able to convince these orcs to follow me instead of attacking Deania. And that was no simple task.

      “Tell us again, honored Chief Blackgorge,” The speaker was an older orc. He was only at the Bronze realm, but the others respected him and winning his favor would inspire many others to follow me. “Why attacking the Sunspire Kingdom is a better decision than continuing on to the Deanian Queendom like the strategists for this pilgrimage originally planned?”

      I tapped my fingers against the whitewood table between us. All this convincing and negotiating was difficult. This plan of mine would have been far easier if the orcs were the crazed, blood-lusted barbarians the elves believed them to be. But instead, they were a sophisticated and reasonable people. They respected my physical strength as a Silver realm body cultivator, but they weren’t about to follow me blindly without sound logic and leadership ability.

      “Well...” I sucked in a breath between my teeth. “Think of it this way. Deania’s already been stripped bare. Anyone with wealth to their name has already left. They’re either hiding behind the shields protecting the capital or they’ve fled to another country. That means the most profitable raiding targets in Deania are already gone. The small scattered clans left behind are wretched and destitute little things with nowhere to run to. They’ll fight hard for their homes, and they’ll be impossible to subdue even if you capture them.

      “In contrast, the Sunspire Kingdom is still full of riches. Its people are happy and content, feasting upon the riches their army has already plundered from Deania. And the elves there are soft, untested by war. All their fighters left for Deania, so the ones who stayed behind are those more inclined to tend to their homes or make weapons and supplies for those on the front line. From what I've heard, they already bow their heads to their tyrannical king who demands absolute obedience from his people.

      “To me, it sounds like that’s perfect kind of elf worth capturing. They’re docile, supportive, and already inclined towards obedience. To me, it seems like they’re halfway to being a willing thrall already. Their lives wouldn’t change in the slightest under orc leadership, so they would be far quicker to surrender than the free and stubborn elves of Deania. Combined with the greater rewards for wealth, they’re the obvious choice.”

      The old orc tapped his jaw with a gauntleted hand. “You make a convincing argument, Chief Blackgorge. I've been looking forward to having an elven thrall sweeping my halls again for a few years before I set her free, and I don't much care if she's from Deania or the Sunspire Kingdom. As a noble and upstanding orc, I have no prejudice against the various groups of elves. Regardless of color or origin, all make excellent thralls. I’m sure many of my brethren are of the same mind. I will speak to the other elders on your behalf.”

      “Excellent.” I grinned. “We won’t be leaving until we’ve assembled a horde of appropriate size. Scouring the Sunspire Kingdom will take many hands, so there will be plenty of time to make your case. I’ll be doing the same.”

      The old orc leader pounded his fist against his chest and bowed his head to me before leaving the governor’s estate where I was conducting these interviews.

      Steward Elirin, my assistant and the woman who ran Moonbow City in my name, entered as soon as my guest left my office.

      “Master.” Elirin began. “This is a report on the orcs entering the city. As you suspected, many of the tribes are sending their Bronze realm orcs over to our world first to establish a foothold for the lesser warriors who will follow through the Wargod’s portals.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded absentmindedly as I leafed through the pages of a book. “I’ll look through it soon.”

      Steward Elirin bowed and placed the documents on my desk. Her duties to me ended there, but she was technically my thrall in addition to being my assistant, so she lingered by the door, hesitating before doubling back to stand behind my chair and massage my tense shoulders in her hands.

      “You seem tense, master,” Steward Elirin said. “Let me help you relax.”

      I smiled as I noticed her scanning the page of the book I was reading. I wondered if Steward Elirin had risen to her position using such ploys before. An innocent massage like this one let her glean the secrets of the city’s leader.

      “You don’t have to spy like that.” I laughed and flipped the book over so she could read the cover. “This is just a little tome I dug up in the Hearthwood. It’s an elf’s interpretation of orc psychology, all the way back from one of the previous golden ages of elves. Your people were worldly then and they understood orc-kind better.”

      “What does it say?” Steward Elirin asked eagerly. “And what does it have to do with your meetings?”

      “It’s only tangentially related.” I shrugged. “I’m trying to entice as many orcs as I can to go after the elves I want them to go after. That means I need to know what motivates them. According to this book, orcs crave the submission of elves. They want to have them like someone else might want a treasured pet. Apparently, an elf can satisfy the innate orcish desire for battle and conquest just as easily as fighting a war can.

      “Orcs were originally just as warlike and barbarous as elves seem to think, but their tempers have mellowed over the generations and they’ve become increasingly civilized. This book suggests these changes were bred into their race by the elves who’ve sired no small number of their species. The author even speculates that some distant elven ancestor was engineered with this capacity. They don't think the elven ability to make orcs is a natural occurrence.”

      “Surely that’s impossible,” Steward Elirin said. “Reshaping both orcs and elves with an active hand would be the work of millennia. It would take someone with incredible power and patience beyond compare the work of a lifetime to accomplish such a feat. And by the state of that book I’d guess it was at least a few hundred years old. Meaning whoever it’s talking about would have to have begun their work thousands of years before that!”

      I chuckled. “I’m not taking the book too seriously. The important thing to note is that the author let herself be captured and taken as a thrall a dozen different times, all to study orc psychology. By the sound of things, she sired half a tribe for the sake of this book.”

      Steward Elirin snorted. “Sounds to me like the author was just too horny for her own good.”

      “Maybe.” I muttered. "Maybe not..."
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      My work continued unabated over the next few days. I did more talking, squeezing in what little cultivation I could get while supporting Steward Elirin’s efforts to reorganize and rebuild Moonbow City.

      Instituting new policies that guaranteed the fair and ethical treatment of elven prisoners was difficult, but not impossible. Already, there were elves entering Moonbow City for the sanctuary and new opportunities it provided.

      We were a hub of commerce. Some orcs arriving to Moonbow City were men and women of means, and they wanted to guarantee that they’d have loot and an elven thrall when they returned home so that they wouldn’t embarrass themselves. Such orcs were more than willing to pay a hefty sum for elven artwork, tools, and contracts of temporary servitude.

      Many of the elves were happy to provide such things. They showed up to Moonbow City with their entire clans in tow, offering what they had for the resources they needed to wait out the war as comfortably as possible. For those who couldn't afford a secret pocket world, that meant cooking meals for a wealthy and powerful orc elder. And others still thought to profit off the invasion by selling information about the hiding places of rival clans or outright offering the orcs help in capturing them in exchange for a promise of sanctuary for themselves and their families.

      Bit by bit, I slowly seduced the orcs to my way of thinking. I was powerful for a Silver realm orc. If anyone questioned that, I could just point to the two petrified statues of would-be rivals staring in horror down in the courtyard. The orcs were already inclined to follow me. All I had to do was seal the deal and draw enough of them to my cause to make their threat to Deania minimal.

      I spoke to a dozen more elders of the Bronze realm. Thanks to the ones I had won over already, and the aid of Meldrik, I was slowly but surely gaining ground. It would take me a lot of work, but these people respected me. And they were seeing things the way I wanted them to.

      After quite a bit of work, I managed to gather most of the Bronze realm elders in the city in one location. The event turned out to be much larger than I originally suspected. Many of these stone skin orcs and lower, who had planned on adventuring on their own, wanted to hear me out in person so they could decide for themselves whether they wanted to follow me.

      “Speech! Speech!” The orcs chanted from down below the balcony of the governor’s manor.

      I raised my hands to quell the roar of the crowd. These orcs were a rowdy bunch, and if I didn’t take command, they’d continue to bellow and laugh. “Hear me, one and all!” I shouted to the roaring crowd. “And know why I will lead you to glory!”

      That was finally enough to make the crowd go quiet enough to speak, though I still had to shout with all the force of my Silver realm lungs.

      “I know why you have come here!” I began. “I know what it is you seek! And I know that I can give it to you. I have an invasion plan far better than the path the strategists would have you follow. Let the fools chase after copper and bronze, while we go raiding for silver and gold!

      “Deania is already a broken country. There is no point in raiding there. The people that are left will fight you tooth and claw. The wealthiest and most valuable captives are already secure in their bunkers. In contrast, the elves of the Sunspire Kingdom are free for the taking. Follow me, and I will lead you to them.”

      The enormous crowd went silent as they considered my words. Asking them to stray from the guidelines the strategists set forth prior to the pilgrimage was unusual, but not unheard of. The strategists came up with a rough plan that a collective of many roving bands could enact while on the world of sanctuary and serenity. But it was not unheard of for orcs to gather in larger armies hoping by working together they could gain far greater rewards.

      A few roaming bands would be confined to villages and small towns at the most. But cracking the defenses of a true elven city would require a veritable army, and an orc at the Silver realm to lead it.

      “You speak some sense.” one of the Bronze realm elders shouted up to me. “But what of the ethical implications? Without us to capture, dominate, and enthrall the elves of Deania, they could be killed by their own savage cousins! That would be a tragic waste of an elven life. They do not yet know it, but they are waiting for us to come and take them as thralls so that we may save them.”

      “I hear you!” I said to the elder who had just spoken. “But think of this, we go to attack the very elves who are on their doorstep. Do you think the armies of the Sunspire kingdom and the other nations will sit around laying siege to the capital of Deania while we are raiding their own homes?”

      “You are right.” The elder said. “If we raid under your banner, we will probably preserve the elven nation of Deania. But that fact frightens me just as much. It has long been the policy of those who embark on a pilgrimage to not interfere with elven politics. They are to develop on their own until their society collapses and rebuilds itself. What you are saying would break with tradition.”

      “I argue otherwise.” I shouted back. “Our raids alone have already interfered with elven politics. Deania would’ve stood much stronger against its collective foes had we not seized control of the southern half of their nation. Even now the Deanian royal family is forced to keep a substantial portion of their military force to keep us at bay. They could have used those same forces against their elven attackers.”

      “There is a Silver realm orc in Bluefield city preparing an army of his own to sweep north.” The elder said. “Can you truly promise us more for following you than we would get following him?”

      I shook my head and raised my voice again so everyone could hear. “Other chiefs might try to invade Deania, but they are fools.” I spat on the ground and shook my head. “All the strongest elves in the region are gathered around Deania, ready to fight. Sure, capturing them might be fun, but think of what prizes are waiting to be had back at their homes?”

      Ordinarily orcs thought little of elf warriors. Most didn’t even know elves could fight. But those that had run into powerful elven spirit cultivators knew they were a dangerous force that was best avoided.

      “Think about what you want in an elf!” I shouted. “Do you want a woman who runs out of the house to fight distant wars against far-off foes, or do you want the elf who stays to keep the firepit warm and the house in order?”

      My argument pained me a bit to speak of it, since I knew how capable my own women were. But orcs had their preferences, and one reason they were so drawn to elf-kind was because they saw them as gentle and beautiful caretakers. I wanted to appeal to that image to draw the orcs to where I wanted them to go.

      Thoughtful murmurers ran through the crowd as my logic reached some of them.

      "We march with you, Chief Blackgorge!" Meldrik shouted from the front of the crowd. He waved his hands to rile the crowd, and with his prompting others took up the call.

      "March! March! March!"

      I held my hands overhead. "Then let us waste no more time here bickering. We will fight and conqueror! Follow me!"

      A few orcs faded away from the edges of the army back into Moonbow City. But for every one that left two more joined the crowd, and soon over fifty thousand orcs were cheering my name as I led the march from Moonbow City toward the Sunspire Kingdom.
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      The orcs traveled over the open field. With bags of holding, armies needed no supply caravans. While there were ordinary orcs among my horde, even the weakest of them was still a trained warrior who could run at full speed without stopping for more than a sip of water every couple of hours, and the stronger orcs didn’t even need that much.

      Their footsteps kicked up clouds of dust and crushed a path in the earth so that where wild grass and open plains once were was now a road of packed and hardened earth. Orcs preferred earth magic over other aspects, so the ground becoming flatter and smoother was not just the result of pounding feet.

      We made our way towards the mountain range that separated Deania from the Sunspire Kingdom. We skirted south of Bluefield City and made our way to a place called the Sunspire Bridge. This narrow bridge covered a vast chasm between mountains that plunged into the depths of the earth, one of the few remnants left from whatever ancient battle created the mountain range.

      “I think that’s the bridge you mentioned in the distance,” Meldrik said as he stood behind me on one of the orcish flying platforms. I told him taking my usual flying sword would be faster, but he didn’t like the lack of handrails.

      “The Sunspire Bridge,” I said. “I’m told the Sunspire Kingdom seized control over the Deanian side of the bridge months ago. The keeps on both sides should be defended by Sunspire soldiers.”

      Meldrik snorted. “You call those dainty things keeps?”

      I squinted at the sandstone towers in the distance. “They look defensible enough, though decorated.”

      “Golden lilies,” Meldrik shook his head. “It looks like they were decorating a cake when they designed it instead of defending a mountain pass.”

      “Not everything needs to be adorned with monster hides and skulls,” I chided.

      “Tell that to the men,” Meldrik grumbled. “I can hear them laughing from here.”

      The men were indeed laughing at the sight of the elven defenses, though I had more serious concerns.

      “Will they take this fight seriously? I’ve always heard most orcs raid small villages and hamlets,” I asked.

      Meldrik frowned and ran his fingers through his beard. After a moment, he nodded at my words. “They’re warriors. They’ll take things, even if it takes getting hit by a spell or two to do so. Besides that, you’ve gathered thousands together with Bronze and Silver realm orcs together can only mean we’re headed for an elven city. But I think you’re right. It would be best to get these green troops blooded early.”

      “Well then, now’s as good a chance as any,” I grinned. “I’ll crack the keeps open just enough that the elves inside can put up a good fight, but not one that will cause too many losses on our side.”

      “I expect the men will want to get a bit of taunting and bravado in before the assault,” Meldrik added. “Its tradition and helps boost morale.”

      I put my faith in Meldrik’s experience and wisdom and swung my flying sword low over the gathered horde. After a bit of internal debate, I donned the iron-studded disguise mask I’d worn while up to nefarious activities in the capital. For now, my identities as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan and the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe were separate, and I wanted to keep them that way. My armor would conceal the fact that my skin wasn’t green, and the mask, combined with a bit of mind magic, would cover for anything else.

      “Elves of the Sunspire Kingdom!” I shouted. “Surrender now, and your defeat will be swift and painless. You’ll even find it enjoyable.”

      A chorus of laughter rang out from the horde of fifty thousand orcs.

      It took the elves of the two keeps some time to respond to my provocations. With my enhanced hearing, I could hear them arguing among themselves within their tower. More than a few were prepared to lay down their weapons and give up at the mere sight of the horde before them. The two elven towers were large, but they couldn’t have more than a garrison of a hundred each. They had commanders at early true mage. Easy prey for someone at my level, though I wasn’t letting my power show.

      I raised an eyebrow when I heard a fight echoing out from the inside of the keep. The arguing elves had even come to blows in the end. I was curious to see who had won when an elf with sandy-colored hair popped her head out of a hatch at the top of the tower. She had a long cut running along her cheek that wept blood, and she wore a fierce glare on her face as she looked back at me.

      The orcs cheered when she showed her face. This was the first free elf most of these orcs had ever seen, and both male and female orcs began salivating at the sight of her.

      “I am the one hundred and thirty first daughter of the Sunspire King!” the elf declared proudly. “My father ordered me to kill anyone attempting to flee from Deania into our lands. He may have mentioned nothing about orcs, but I promise you I have my father’s magic! The very magic that let him slay the previous queen and take the throne for himself! You’d be wise to flee before me!”

      Sunspire Kingdom Royal, (Mid True Mage, Level 26)

      This young woman did not know how outmatched she was. I’d taken her father’s arm off the last time the two of us fought. Meldrik could defeat the pint-sized knockoff glaring at us by himself.

      “I assume you don’t intend to surrender?” I called back.

      “Never! My warriors will fight to the last breath!” The brave daughter of the Sunspire King spat off the keep in the direction of the orc horde that surrounded her fortifications.

      “What a feisty one!” Meldrik noted.

      “Do you think the troops will be upset if she dies?” I asked. “I know they wish to capture the elves, not slay them.”

      Meldrik stroked his beard. “It is true that waiting for a wisp to manifest again is a bit of a pain. But don’t worry, I doubt you’ll even have to kill that one up there, despite her words. In my experience, her type doesn’t last very long beyond the initial stages of bluff and bluster. Not that she’s doing that right either. Her brave words are only stirring the hungry hearts of your warriors.”

      I looked down at the horde and saw Meldrik was right again. The orcs below me, both male and female, gnashed their teeth with big smiles as they shouted lewd insults at the elf at the top of the keep.

      “Look at her pout! Wouldn’t those lips look just perfect with a gag between them!?” an orc shouted to his comrades.

      “What a foul-mouthed beauty!” Another orc yelled. “If you don’t become a thrall, we’ll put you to work penning insults for us!”

      “How about this, elfy!” A female orc bellowed. “We’ll go away if your tits are bigger than mine!” She tore open the clothes holding her muscular orc torso in place, exposing a pair of bountiful breasts, each the size of melons. The elf standing atop the keep blushed as more well-endowed orc women challenged her. The petite elf stood no chance in that kind of competition.

      “W-well. I... uh...” she stuttered, taken aback by the shouts and demands of the enemy army arrayed before her. “Take this!” She brought her palms together and closed her eyes for a moment, focusing her inner energy as she summoned large quantities of sunlight zeal. She channeled that zeal into her palms before opening them both and thrusting them in my direction.

      A beam of brilliant amber light shot out from between her palms, reminding me very much of the Songstone Clan’s Star Dragon’s Descent spell. Only this variant didn’t need a spear to cast it.

      The beam of light shot towards me like a physical projectile. I gauged the strength in the attack and took a single step forward so Meldrik was behind me. Then I put my hands on my hips and let the full strength of the spell strike my chest.

      The beam continued for a few breaths, trying to sear my flesh. I felt nothing from the attack besides realizing my Everlasting Jade Armor had become warm.

      “Finished yet?” I asked when the beam guttered out and died.

      “Impossible! That must be powerful armor!” The true mage cursed. Then she cupped her hands and channeled yet more zeal.

      I was indeed wearing powerful armor. It had been damaged during the fight with the Sunspire King, but since then the armor had repaired itself and these days it even felt stronger than it had during that battle. It was like the armor had learned from its mistakes and reinforced itself with no further effort from me.

      The true mage’s second blast of magic was aimed at my unarmored face, and I waited for this attack, just like I had the first. The beam of light struck my cheek, and I felt a warm tingle, like standing beneath the sun on a hot day. If I let her keep shooting at me for a few more hours, she might give me a light sunburn. Though that would only happen if I stopped my accelerated healing abilities.

      But no true mage could sustain a spell like this for hours. The Sunspire King’s daughter’s arms went limp after mere moments, and she collapsed to her knees in a heap, clearly spent from the power of those last two spells.

      “You’ll need to do better than that,” I said, as I flew closer on my flying sword.

      “W-what! Uh... oh no...” the true mage said as I got closer and closer to her. She collapsed backward, unable to muster the strength to get to her feet after using her most powerful offensive attack twice in a row. She scrambled backward on her hands and rear, looking at me with wide eyes until she reached the hatch to the lower floors of the keep from which she’d popped her head out. “Let me back in!” She hissed as she slammed her fist against the hatch.

      Whoever was on the other side didn’t seem eager to help their commander, because they kept the hatch locked shut. The Sunspire royal got more desperate the closer I came, and she flinched as my hand reached out towards her.

      She held her hands up protectively in front of her face, as though afraid I’d grab her by the throat and strangle her to death. Instead, my hands reached for the hatch, barring her from entering the keep.

      There was an enchantment reinforcing the door of the same design as what I used on the original version of Spell Eater to use the energy of combat to reinforce the weapon. This hatch would get stronger the more someone pounded on it, rendering it immune to being battered down. I grasped the enchantment at a glance. It was crude compared to what Argona, and I were doing in the Hearthwood these days, and breaking such a barrier took nothing more than a small exertion of zeal.

      With the defenses broken, I grabbed the wood of the door with my bare hands and crumpled it like a sheet of paper. The lock shattered as the ironwood gave way and I tossed the broken hatch aside before stepping onto the stairs below.

      On the stairs, I met a dozen elves with terrified expressions, all wearing armor that resembled that which their true mage leader wore, though their armor was less ornate and scuffed from regular use.

      “W-we surrender!” One of them said as she fell to her knees.

      “Leave that for later,” I said. “For now, give me a tour of your tower’s defenses.”

      On shaky feet, a dozen elves showed me how they were supposed to defend the keep. They had little, just an enchantment to collapse the bridge, a few magical cannons, and a ward array that helped them deflect magical projectiles.

      “They built the tower to defend against a true mage or two leading a force of mage acolytes.” The Sunspire Royal mumbled with her head hanging low. “Not a vast horde of orcs.”

      “Noted,” I said. I plucked the activation enchantment runes off the cannons and tucked them away in my Dimensional Storage before disabling the defensive wards as well. Both would only delay the inevitable. My troops needed a proper fight, but I wanted it to be a quick one. “They want to capture you alive. Try holding the stairs to the keep. The orcs are too big to go up here more than one at a time, but you could fit a pair of you. Let them march up one at a time against two of you and defend as long as you can before surrendering. Don’t worry, the orcs won’t hurt you once you surrender, but try not to kill any of them so nobody’s holding a grudge. Don't worry about holding back though. Orcs are tough, and I'll make sure they've got plenty of good healers in place.”

      Then I grabbed the true mage from the Sunspire royal family by the back of her armor's collar and tossed her over my shoulder. She was too dangerous a foe for my first wave of orc fighters, and if she had any spells left, she could kill quite a few of them.

      Enemies Defeated. +400 points.

      I rapped my knuckles against the side of the keep, shattering a large enough hole in the keep’s walls to step on my flying sword and soar back over my army, which was waiting for my signal to attack.

      “You leave anything for the troops in there?” Meldrik asked when I took my place back at his side.

      I tossed the true mage to Meldrik, who caught her and held her in his arms like he was cradling a newborn baby. Meldrik was a big orc, and his arms were the size of the petite true mage’s waist, so the true mage seemed positively dwarfed in his embrace. The true mage snuggled against Meldrik’s arms, concealing herself behind his beard as she blushed at having been so easily defeated without suffering so much as a scratch.

      “I instructed them to put up a fight,” I said, “but I don’t think it’ll be too lethal for anyone involved. I don’t want to be losing troops so soon. We need a difficult but decisive victory to set this expedition off on the right foot. Let’s send in the ordinary orcs first. I saw a lot of mage acolytes in there, and they might be feeling humbler if a dainty little elf girl like the one they’d just been mocking ended up knocking some of their teeth in."

      Meldrik grinned in approval and gave the orders.

      “Attack! Seize the tower!” Meldrik yelled as he waved his hand in the keep’s direction.

      The orcs lifted their weapons, which were blunted clubs made of bone and decorative wooden cudgels. They arranged themselves into a formation about the doors to the keep, and some of them produced a battering ram. The same enchantment that protected the hatch above defended the main doors to the keep, and the orcs pounded upon the door with their battering ram for more than a minute as they puzzled over why they weren’t breaking the doors down.

      I rolled my eyes. Had I not disabled the cannons, the battering crew would have spent the past minute taking cannon fire. Luckily, I was looking out for them. I reached out a hand and disabled the enchantment that was stumping them, just like I’d dealt with the one above. The orcs roared when the ironwood doors splintered and cracked, and they charged forward to find the elves waiting for them on the stairs in groups of two.

      “I want one of the first pair!” An orc shouted as he muscled his way to the front of the line. He had a weapon that looked like a stick with a lizard’s skull stuck on the end, and he slapped the bit of bone against his palm with a meaty thud. In his other hand, he wielded a rope net, which he twisted in his hands like he intended to cast it into a river and catch some fish.

      He threw the net over the first pair of elves. But if he thought that was all it was going to take, he’d be sorely mistaken.

      One of the mage acolytes defending the stairs used magic to conjure a gust of wind and blow the net back on top of the orc’s head. He howled as he stumbled backward off the stair, trapped by his weapon. The other orcs laughed as they tossed their kin aside, and a burly female orc stepped up onto the stairs in his place.

      She licked her lips as she planted her feet on the stairs and eyed the pair of elven mage acolytes hungrily. “Is it true elves taste like fresh berries down below?” She asked as she eyed the crotches of the pair of elves. “Because I intend to find out.”

      Her bold words earned her only embarrassment as a ray of ice magic struck her in the face, freezing her hair in place. Another bolt of ice magic froze her foot to the steps, and the orc stumbled backward until she sprawled upside down with her feet in the air and a confused expression on her face.

      A couple more orcs had to learn an embarrassing lesson before they started taking this fight seriously. Eventually, a row of orcs produced proper shields and weathered a barrage of magical attacks from the elves on the steps.

      Mage acolytes and heartwielders only had so much energy though, and once the orcs had equipped themselves to weather their spells, the elves had to burn through a lot of their zeal just to keep up the pressure needed to hold this horde of salivating orcs at bay.

      In the end, the elves ran out of energy to defend themselves, and one by one they held up their hands in surrender before I even needed to send any of the Stone Skin orcs in. I watched my son Dulik standing, hoping for his turn. Alas, he and his peers would have to wait for a greater battle than this one.

      Once the elves surrendered, the orcs fell upon them like hungry wolves upon rabbits. They bound the elves' arms and legs to their sides, and they bundled each elf neatly and efficiently, as though these orcs had practiced these knots day and night for years. Before they knew it, every elf was hauled away. They’d have a few hours before they had to decide how deeply they wanted to surrender to their captors.

      After seeing how quickly the tower on Deania’s side of the Sunspire Bridge fell, the elves in the tower’s twin on the Sunspire Kingdom’s side exited the tower of their own accord and surrendered without a fight. Their true mage commander wasn’t as brave as the one who was now sitting on Meldrik’s shoulder with a pout on her face, and she crawled across the bridge on her hands and knees before letting the orcs clamp a zeal restricting collar around her neck.

      The orcs congratulated themselves on posing such an intimidating visage, and they were soon demanding the surrendering elves answer who among the horde was the most attractive orc. Only a small fraction of my horde had gotten the chance to fight, and the actual fighting had only lasted a few minutes. Truthfully, I was disappointed the second keep surrendered, but I wasn’t about to force them to fight if they were intent on giving up.

      At the very least, I could already hear the story of the fight spreading throughout the horde, and for every orc who stormed the keep, there were ten more who knew the tale well enough that they could remember the scene as if they’d been there themselves.

      We made our way across the Sunspire Bridge, which took some time. The bridge had been designed with elves in mind, and it wasn’t built to have an army marching across it. It was nightfall when the entire horde had made it across, and the horde was already celebrating with the elves who’d agreed to become thralls.

      With so many orcs and so few elves to go around, the dozen who’d agreed to become thralls were the center of attention, and there were fights just to be part of the crowd close enough to look at them. Eventually, the brawl grew bad enough that Meldrik took charge of the situation and had all the orcs who wanted the chance to see and touch a new thrall had to form a line and take a turn.

      Many of the orcs wanted to do more than touch the bound elf thralls, but the book of the True Man and the tenants of orcish society were very clear. No orc could use a thrall until she begged for it of her own free will.

      The night turned into something of a celebration, and I let the horde spend a few hours camping, resting, and partying while I flew ahead to scout the area. I surveyed the path the horde would take as we traveled through the Sunspire Kingdom. There were several towns and villages along the path I’d outlined, and I added them to the map I had of the Sunspire Kingdom. I was glad for that because the attention of fifty thousand orcs was a little much for the dozen elves who’d agreed to become thralls.

      Battle won! +2000 points.
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      The next day we came upon the first town in our path. It was a large town, as far as settlements went, and it was built around a massive hole in the ground which led to a dungeon. Besides the dungeon, the area around the town was barren land, which meant that dungeon in the center was the whole reason for the town’s existence.

      “That means there might be a decent fighter or two here after all.” Meldrik said as I pointed out the dungeon to him. “I’ve tested myself against elven dungeons, and they’re as strong here as they are back home.”

      “I sense several true mages.” I said as I scanned every resident of the town I could lay my eyes on. “That means you and the Blackgorge Tribe elders will have to take part in this little venture as well. No wizards though, so I’ll guard the rear instead of stealing all the glory.”

      “It’s been some time since I’ve stretched my hammer arm.” Meldrik said as he plucked his weapon of choice off his belt. “Hang on to this young lady for me while I fight.”

      The Sunspire King’s daughter, who I defeated the previous day, gently climbed down from off Meldrik’s shoulder and huffed as she stood behind me with her arms crossed, refusing to look in my direction. She’d refused to become a thrall, so she was still dressed in her battered armor, though she’d been disarmed.

      She’d kept her place on Meldrik’s shoulder and had refused to get off. In fact, I thought this was the first time she’d left his side since the previous day.

      I ignored the pouty elf while Meldrik jumped off his flying platform to join the horde on the ground. The dungeon town we were attacking had no walls around it to defend it from attack. In fact, all of its defenses were positioned inside the settlement around the dungeon, carefully keeping anything monstrous from getting out.

      I agreed with Meldrik’s analysis about the town’s inhabitants. They probably relied on having strong defenders as their only form of defense. But those strong defenders wouldn’t be a match for fifty thousand orcs and the elders of the Blackgorge Tribe, especially with me there to counter any surprises they might pull.

      “To conquest and captives!” Meldrik shouted, hammer held high over his head. With those words, he led the charge towards the dungeon town.

      The inhabitants of the town had been sleeping, and their lack of sentries meant we got far closer with fifty thousand orcs than we should have ever been able to get. Eventually though, somebody sounded the alarm when they saw an orc horde approaching at a sprint towards their town and elven defenders rallied themselves for battle.

      I stood overhead, unnoticed behind a mind magic spell, as the first real fight for my horde began. The ordinary orcs attacked first, and they found their opponents in the form of elves at the zeal accumulation realm wielding spellhearts. The heartwielders could blast the orcs from a distance, but my people weren’t so overconfident now that they’d let elven spells wash over them without defenses. They raised shields and dodged ranged attacks as they approached, and soon they fell upon the heartwielders. Up close, the elves stood no chance against the monstrous strength of orc body cultivators.

      The mage acolytes jumped forward to help their heartwielder comrades, but soon found themselves confronted by Stone Skin orcs. I monitored Dulik, who pushed his way to the front of the charge. I watched him slam an ironwood cudgel against the breastplate of an armored elf, sending her crashing into a nearby building. Though he was only Stone Skin, Yorik had taught Dulik the improved version of the Blackgorge Fiendbody she and I had developed together, so he was stronger than any Stone Skin orc had a right to be.

      But his strength wasn’t the only thing that impressed me. Though the boy wielded a simple cudgel, he performed deft and delicate movements with his wrist to disarm a sword-wielding elf with a flick. An instant later he closed the distance and swept her legs out from under her as he mimicked a move I’d used on him many times on the Training Grounds.

      My boy disarmed four more elves with similar speed and grace, and the orcs following in his wake jumped on the elves left helpless from fighting him and bound their arms and legs before they could so much as cry out in shock. I knew Dulik was going to be a popular man during the next round of celebrations.

      When I was certain my son was acquitting himself well, I turned my attention to Meldrik and the Blackgorge Tribe’s other elders. As I watched, they engaged the elven true mages one by one. I kept a careful eye on each of the fights, using Quicksilver Thought to track everything simultaneously.

      Meldrik was matched against a mid true mage, which should have been an even fight. However, Meldrik seemed to be winning through skill and experience alone. All the true mage’s attacks missed, and once Meldrik closed the distance and pulled the true mage into a grapple, I knew the fight was over. In my estimation, elves held the advantage at a distance, but once things got up close and personal body cultivation and mastery of techniques meant orcs had an overwhelming advantage.

      There was one other mid true mage in the dungeon town though, and she was defeating the elder who’d praised my sexual prowess back in Moonbow City. I didn’t know the elder well, but I was fond of him from what brief encounters we’d had. He’d been a staunch supporter of Meldrik, and by extension me.

      He took a fireball to the face and sprawled backwards, reeling as he clutched his burned skin.

      “Vile orcs!” The elf true mage shouted. “Your skull will look good sitting among my collection of monster bones!” She pointed the crimson bow she wielded at the Blackgorge elder and notched another arrow. She would have let it loose a moment later and killed the Blackgorge Elder had I not cast my Gravitational Manipulation spell on her in that moment. Her grip on her weapon fumbled, and then she collapsed, pinned to the earth under the force of my spell.

      I flew over to the Blackgorge Tribe elder and uncorked a vitality potion, which I poured on his wounded face.

      “T-thank you for saving me, chief!” The Blackgorge Tribe elder said, as he came to his senses. I tossed him the rest of the vitality potion, which he drank in one gulp to heal the rest of his wounds. Then I flew over to the elven true mage, who squinted at me as though she knew there was something of interest right there above her. But she couldn’t bring her mind to wrap her head around the concept. That was the work of my mind magic. She couldn't see through my cultivation concealment ability.

      The true mage tried to struggle to her feet, but I redoubled the gravity spell pinning her to the earth. I landed next to her and pulled her hands up from where they were pressed against the ground and wrapped her wrists in a rope, which I then attached to her ankles. The Blackgorge Tribe elder had pulled himself together by now and I deactivated the gravitational manipulation spell and handed the elder both the bound elf and the zeal restricting collar I’d pulled out of my Dimensional Storage for her.

      “Here, you can do the honors.” I offered my orcish subordinate.

      “You flatter me, chief.” The orc smiled as he wrapped the collar around the true mage’s neck and gave her a fond but careful pat on the head. He accepted the bound elf like taking hold of a cat that had just tried to bite him. “I forgive you, little elf. My face still hurts, but if you’re a good girl, we’ll stop by your house and pick up that monster bone collection you seem to be so proud of before we leave. What do you say?”

      The elf tried to glare at the Blackgorge Elder, but a blush came over her face halfway as she squirmed in her bindings, as though feeling how tight they were. When she looked up at the Blackgorge Elder again, a look of anxious anticipation had replaced her glare.

      There was one other Blackgorge Tribe elder who needed help, but he was only facing an early true mage and I could tilt the balance of power in his favor simply by gluing one of his opponent’s feet to the ground to stop her from jumping around so much. He flashed me a thumbs up and a big grin as he captured his opponent, healthy and whole.

      I continued to play the part of the angel looking over my troops' shoulders a while longer, but they quickly cleared up the rest of the town. They only had a few hundred defenders, compared to my fifty thousand, so the battle didn’t last long. Meldrik and I suspected that most of this town’s battle-capable elves had already died in Deania when Princess Tivana brought the mountains down on their heads, and we were just dealing with the few who’d weaseled their way out of dying for their king.

      Battle Won! +4000 points.

      Once all the battle-capable elves were subdued, the fighting was over and the real captive-taking activities the orcs enjoyed so much began. A few of the elves in the dungeon town fled the moment they saw the size and power of the horde attacking them, and we let them run. Those that fled were unlikely to submit to becoming a thrall, so the orcs had little interest in chasing them down when there were so many townsfolk and skilled crafters for the taking.

      “Gather the elves here and line them up.” Meldrik ordered the orcs as we stood in the center of town. The orcs of my horde went from home to home in search of the town’s residents and escorted them in groups to the town square. With all the fighters already bound and in orcish hands, the town’s remaining residents surrendered without a fight and walked towards the center of town meekly.

      “You are now prisoners of the horde under the command of Chief Blackgorge!” Meldrik announced to the gathered group of elves. Their eyes roamed over the bound and gagged forms of the elves who’d tried to defend the town, now tossed over orc shoulders or slung under orc arms like they were just another piece of loot. Meldrik himself had an elf on his shoulder. The moment the battle was finished, the true mage from the keeps at the bridge fled my presence and scrambled back up on Meldrik’s shoulder.

      “You will be given an opportunity to earn your freedom through fair labor on behalf of Chief Blackgorge or service to the orc horde.” Meldrik continued. “Alternatively, the more adventurous among you may come to enjoy living among us orcs and choose to become a thrall.”

      I left Meldrik to read the elves their rights as I explored the town. I found the homes of each of the two true mages and found their personal spell collections, which I sent back to the Hearthwood to be added to our own collection.

      When I returned to the horde, the Blackgorge Elder I’d helped coaxed his new prisoner into giving up the locations of every nearby town and village. We sent raiding parties of orcs to take them as well. They’d meet back up with us at the Sunspire itself, which was our next target.

      But before then, we stayed in the dungeon town for the rest of the day. While the elves were the orc’s primary target, the orcs weren’t so cruel as to separate their new prizes from their lifetime collection of wealth and belongings. They gladly stole everything the elves they’d captured possessed. If the elves decided not to become thralls, the orcs would return their possessions to them, minus a small tax.

      The orcs who’d been lucky enough to capture an elf wanted some time getting to know their new captives. Those that didn’t have an elf to play with contented themselves with pilfering what valuables were left, or even heading into the dungeon in the center of town.

      I was like the latter group, and I plunged beneath the earth in search of monsters to hunt.

      Enemies Slain! +1000 points!

      With a hurricane of Sword Storm blades around me, I sprinted through the dungeon, slaying all in my wake. Most of my men would be disappointed at how few foes I’d left for them to fight here, but I was in search of a greater prize.

      There were a few creatures here that reminded me of the dungeons in the Hearthwood, like skeletons and vicious insects. None of them were above the mage acolyte rank though, and I cut them all to pieces with the weapons flying around and didn’t need to strike so much as a single blow myself, even when I finally encountered my first true mage monster.

      Sand-Touched Ape (Mid True Mage, Level 26)

      Status: Possessed by parasite

      At first glance, the ape appeared to be an ordinary creature. Had I not seen the status analysis of its current state I might have simply killed it and moved on. But the peculiar state of the Sand-Touched Ape piqued my curiosity.

      “Rwaaaagh!” The Sand-Touched Ape growled at me, slobbering and spitting like it was rabid. It had the sickly glazed look of something whose mind wasn’t really there, like the ape was being controlled by some other entity.

      I spotted that entity on the back of the Sand-Touched Ape’s neck.

      Greater Mind Slaver Parasite Slug (Late Mage Acolyte, Level 19)

      I’d heard of these creatures before. Mind Slaver Parasite Slugs were something Illiel used to fight back when she worked for the Cult of the Unblinking Eye as one of their low-ranking agents. She collected mind aspect spellhearts from these creatures to help her reach mage acolyte. Compared to my collection of spellhearts from the elementals of earth, water, air, and fire, my mind aspect collection was rather sparse, so I eagerly sliced the parasite off the back of the ape’s neck.

      Clarity returned to the ape’s eyes for a moment before it bellowed at me in rage and fury. Possessed or not, this dungeon creature wanted to pound me into the dungeon floor with its fists.

      “You’re welcome...” I grumbled as I waved my hand and sent a Sword Storm blade through its skull. “Ungrateful ape.”

      I collected both the ape’s corpse and the parasite’s and sent them both back to the Hearthwood for processing into useful components. I had seen little in the way of mind aspect creatures, and I hoped to find more parasites in this dungeon because I knew they’d be useful back home in the ongoing fight against the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Being able to produce mind mages in the Hearthwood would be just as good a counter to the cult’s influence as our current efforts to produce anti mind-magic pendants were.

      After scanning the surrounding caverns, I killed a few dozen more possessed creatures, which let me fill my pockets with powerful mind aspect spellhearts, along with the bodies of true mage creatures.

      With a constant trade route open to the capital, the Hearthwood’s requirements for raw materials had shot up exponentially, and even true mage monster corpses could no longer keep our crafters busy for long. Fortunately, my current skills meant clearing out true mage monsters wasn’t much harder than plucking flowers in a meadow.

      Enemies slain! +1300 points.

      Once I stopped finding any more true mage monsters, I headed down to the fourth floor of the dungeon. I sensed the amount of magical power in the walls and floor increase, and I knew what I’d come into this place for in the first place wasn’t far away.

      A massive, round boulder blocked the core room of this dungeon. Since the dungeon’s control over the zeal rendered such a mighty slab of stone immovable for elves, it was likely an impenetrable defense. But I was no elf.

      My fingers dug into the stone like I was grabbing a slab of wet clay, and I heaved the massive stone aside with the ease of someone rearranging their furniture.

      Behind the stone was a dark and damp tunnel. Stale air wafted over my head and curled around me, and I wrinkled my nose at the foul scent of it. My eyes pierced the darkness, and I walked down the hall with my guard raised. There was certain to be a powerful monster lurking near the dungeon core as its last line of defense.

      As I walked, I caught a pair of yellow eyes staring at me from the shadows. I pretended to ignore them as though I couldn’t see them in the dim light, but I saw the figure clearly. It looked like a gaunt man, but taller and with tendrils hanging from its face like a beard.

      Mindslaver Lord (Mid Wizard Realm, Level 35)

      The Mindslaver rubbed the tendrils hanging off its face together, as though it could hardly wait to prey on me. In the shadowed darkness, it couldn’t quite catch the grin creeping up my face as well. This Mindslaver Lord’s corpse would be far more useful to me than those of a few slugs.

      Two predators circled each other in the shadows. The Mindslaver thought it had the element of surprise on its side, but I was waiting and watching. I walked further down the hall, and the monster followed me on all fours, looking bestial in such a pose despite its humanoid appearance.

      Eventually I came to the core room, which housed a glowing orb of amber that pulsed with zeal and power. Mac had always put dungeon cores to use in the past, and I was certain the Hearthwood would benefit from having this one as well.

      The Mindslaver struck the instant my hand was about to touch the core. As I’d expected, it attacked me with mind magic.

      Against any of my orc soldiers, such an offense would be devastating. But I cultivated the spirit art Master of the Inner Castle. Though my mind magic was only at the mage acolyte level, it was especially strong in defense. I’d already cast Mind Trap, and when the Mindslaver’s spell struck me he found it bounced right off and shot back at him.

      The Mindslaver had mere moments to erect mental defenses against its own attack. It did so hastily, waving its arms as it weaved invisible amber strands in the air around its head.

      This monster was skilled at mind magic, and I had no illusions about being able to defeat it with my meager mental powers. But my mental offensive was the least of this monster’s worries.

      While the Mindslaver had been stalking me, I’d been stalking it with my Sword Storm blades. I sensed a moment of vulnerability from my prey and my Sword Storm blades shot forward, digging into the monster’s skin and disrupting the mental defenses it had just spent the last few heartbeats constructing.

      Without its mental defenses, the full force of its own mental attack struck the monster’s mind, and the creature howled in pain. Blood dripped from the corners of its eyes as it dropped to the ground and squirmed, pounding its fists against its temples and clawing at the skin on its head as though trying to scoop out its own brains.

      The entire process was rather gruesome, and I wanted an intact corpse. So I cupped my hands and slammed my pointed fingers against the Mindslaver’s chest, piercing with my fingers as easily as others might with a blade. Once there, I felt around for a heart or spine. I found neither, which suggested some rather curious anatomy.

      The monster clutched at my arm as I wormed around inside its chest cavity, but for a wizard it didn’t seem strong. It might as well have been a mouse trying to budge a brick wall.

      Eventually my fingers found something that felt important, and I grabbed them and tugged them out of the monster’s chest. By now I was buried arm-deep into the monster, and all my twisting and rummaging had twisted most of internal organs into knots. I pulled out a fistful of round orbs that had been buried near the monster’s abdomen and held them up to the light of the dungeon core.

      Mindslaver Lord Slain! +850 points.

      Inside the round spheres, something long and eel-like squirmed. I realized they resembled the Mindslaver Parasite Slugs I’d been hunting for the past hour. These were eggs, and the Mindslaver Lord had been laying them. Perhaps one of those parasites could eventually grow into a Mindslaver, given enough time.

      I put the Mindslaver Lord out of its misery and wrote a special note to go with the corpse. I wanted these eggs put in a Monster Den. If they matured as I hoped, then the Hearthwood would have a permanent source of mind aspect spellhearts. That alone would make this dungeon raid worthwhile.

      Then I grabbed the dungeon core and stuffed it into my Dimensional Storage as well before heading back to the surface.
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      The first wave of orc warriors I’d sent out to scour the nearby countryside returned with news of more elven villages and towns, along with several full wagons of bound captives of their own.

      When the locations of these villages and towns spread, I knew I probably couldn’t stop the orcs in my horde from going there, even if I wanted to. But this was all part of my plan, and I organized teams to pillage and take those towns and villages as well.

      As part of a small ploy to sort who was loyal from my army, from who was not, I intentionally had the Blackgorge Tribe’s elders spread the locations of all the most dangerous towns and villages first. These were the settlements with military outposts, dungeons, and powerful clans. Any orc who attacked them would be in for a rough fight, especially without me over their shoulders.

      I ordered everyone to wait until morning, when I would decide who would go where. Naturally, a few orcs thought they were clever and left the horde under cover of night to raid the settlements whose locations I’d leaked before their brothers and sisters of the horde got there. I let them leave, because most of them were headed towards certain death if they attacked in such small numbers.

      The following morning, I handed out the locations of farming villages and unprotected crafting towns that had shown a bit too much loyalty to the Sunspire King by sending off their best and brightest to die in Deania. These were prime targets for my army. The orcs at my back would cut the foundations of the Sunspire Kingdom out from underneath it by carrying off its most loyal and capable elves.

      I lost about ten thousand orcs during the night, and I imagined I wouldn’t be seeing many of them again. Thankfully, the trouble they caused in the Sunspire Kingdom would still play to my advantage, whether or not they were loyal to me. I sent another fifteen thousand off into smaller parties to raid the vulnerable targets I’d identified.

      I only had twenty-five thousand orcs at my back now, but that number was deceptive, because those that remained were mostly at Stone Skin or above. Like Deania, the Sunspire capital was bound to have powerful defenses, and there was no way I could defend every member of my horde. So I got rid of all those who I feared wouldn’t survive the true assault.

      I blooded my troops twice more against minor towns. We scored a resounding victory both times, and by now even the orcs who’d never been in a real fight in their entire lives knew how to handle themselves. Many of the elves we’d captured had opted to earn their freedom with labor, and we now had a row of carts trailing behind us, along with a whole cohort of alchemists, healers, and craftswomen, and enchanters all helping to keep the horde running.

      Quite of few of those same elf prisoners had also surrendered themselves as thralls, and they brought much joy to the orcs under my command and much blushing embarrassment to the elves following the army.

      Soon we came across a city the size of Bronzeridge. There were towers for twelve true mages in the city, and ordinarily a place like this really could hold off an army of twenty-five thousand orcs. But their true mages were all in Deania, so this city fell even faster than the dungeon town we attacked the previous day. The orcs were joyous over this great victory. By the time we were done lining up the elves in the center of the city, every member of my horde had an elf of their own.

      “Morale is at an all-time high!” Meldrik explained as he rolled his right shoulder and shifted the elven true mage sitting atop it onto his left. “I’m certain the orcs who didn’t join your army or followed another chief will curse their own stupidity when word of our success gets back to our holdings south of Deania.”

      “I hope so.” I said quietly. The more orcs I could lure out of Deania to my conquests here, the better off Tivana would be.

      After a long moment, I turned to Meldrik again. “You haven’t slept in a few days. Get some rest. Everyone should. Tomorrow, we attack the Sunspire Capital.”
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      When dawn rose the following morning, my horde was already on the march. We caught sight of the Sunspire Capital before the sun reached its highest point. Unlike the towns and villages we’d raided so far, the capital was protected by a massive Sandstone wall that stretched for leagues in either direction. It stood thirty stories tall and wide enough that two carts on the top of the walls could pass each other with plenty of room on either side.

      The tops of the walls were crowded with elves suited in armor and weapons. The Sunspire King might have left the rest of his nation unguarded, but he’d left plenty of underlings to protect his home.

      I flew high over the city, looking from afar to examine the most prominent elves as I took the measure of the forces arrayed against us. I spotted five wizards, thirty true mages, and over twenty thousand mage acolytes.

      “Thirty true mages?” Meldrik said as he stroked his beard. He ran his hands up and down the leg of the elf perched over his shoulder, and she clung to his forehead as she looked at the city in the distance. “I’m afraid we don’t have enough elders to handle all of them.” Meldrik continued.

      The elders had a much better appreciation for elven true mages now that they’d had to fight several of them. “We might get some of the captive true mages to support us. A few of them have already grown fond of us. Though I doubt any of their current caretakers would be happy about uncollaring their true mages before they’re properly trained.”

      “I’ll take care of the enemy true mages.” I assured Meldrik. “Let the elves settle into their new lives the proper way.”

      “Won’t you have your hands full with the wizards?” Meldrik asked.

      “I’ll handle them quickly. Just hold the horde back until I’m done.” I said.

      “My sisters are strong.” The elf sitting on Meldrik’s shoulder said. It took me a moment to realize she’d spoken, because she hadn’t said a word to me since the fight at the bridge. “And my father left some tricks for them. You should turn back.”

      I shook my head. “I appreciate the warning. But we’re not turning back. I can handle whatever your sisters have. Besides, I have it on good authority the palace crumbled in a mysterious accident. I bet that little accident knocked out a lot of those defenses.”

      Back when I’d fought the Sunspire King, he’d used his crown’s mysterious ability to gain a sudden surge of power, at the price of destroying his palace back home. At the time, I hadn’t thought that insignificant fact would be useful, but I hoped it would play to my advantage now.

      The elf on Meldrik’s shoulders looked at me, wide-eyed in shock. “T-that’s supposed to be a secret.”

      “I know a lot of things.” I winked.

      “You sure you can handle the wizards, the true mages, and any surprises they have all on your own?” Meldrik asked.

      “I’m sure.” I nodded.

      Meldrik looked at me in consideration for a moment, but he’d seen incredible feats of power from me before. In the end, he nodded. “We’ll be counting on you then, Chief Blackgorge.” He threw me a salute, and in return I pounded a fist to my chest over my heart and gave Meldrik a shallow nod.

      “All I ask is that you keep Dulik out of trouble. I won’t have time to monitor him until I’ve dealt with the wizards and the true mages.”

      “Of course.” Meldrik grinned. “He’s my blood, and I’ve been keeping an eye on young orcs since this beard of mine was just a few tufts of hair. I’d keep an eye on him whether you asked me or not.”

      Meldrik’s promise set my heart at ease, and I turned to face the elves of the Sunspire Kingdom.

      “Marauding horde of savages!” An elven voice rang out from the city before us. “Flee this realm immediately, and some of you may survive for a few days on the run. Otherwise, we will be certain to execute you as painfully as possible after we defeat you!”

      I raised my head to find the speaker and quickly identified her standing upon the city walls. “And who is this that speaks for the Sunspire Kingdom?”

      “I am the sixth wife of the Sunspire King, and the crowned Queen of this realm!” The elf shouted back.

      “Always hated her.” The elf sitting on Meldrik’s shoulder mumbled to Meldrik. “She had my mother poisoned and boasted about it.”

      I looked the Sunspire King’s sixth wife over. She was beautiful and adorned in jewels. She wore a fine white dress and had an austere air about her. The way she lifted her jaw and gazed down at the group of gathered orcs gave me the impression that she thought her victory was inevitable. She couldn't even imagine losing.

      “I have a counteroffer.” I shouted in reply. “You and all the city’s defenders can lay down their weapons and surrender to us. I promise you will be well treated, but we will seize this city, its people, and its assets.”

      “Ha!” The Sunspire Queen snorted. “You’ll need more than that rabble to take this city away from me! Er... I mean, away from my husband! Everyone, attack!”

      By the Queen’s side, four wizard realm elves opened fire on my people. Four powerful wizard realm spells lashed out at once, each taking a distinct form.

      One was a four pronged bolt of sickly purple lightning with a snake’s head at its tip. Another was a ball of white-hot fire the size of a wagon. A third kicked up the sand around the outskirts of the city and hardened it into sharpened glass, which hurtled down on us. The forth was a wave of watery mist that melted the walls of the city as it left the wizards hands.

      All four of these spells were both powerful and deadly, and I had mere moments to counter all of them before they tore my army of orcs to shreds.

      I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and threw it in the direction of the purple lightning. Several of my Sword Storm blades followed it. I traced the path of the fireball for a moment before springing off my back leg to jump into the air to intercept it before it got anywhere near the orcs.

      Then I cast Layered Durability over my entire horde. The last spell would be the hardest to counter. I wasn’t quite sure what it was, but I didn’t need to know what something was to use Magical Shattering.

      Spell Eater hit the purple lightning, and I arranged the iron Sword Storm blades beneath it in a line. Iron conducted electricity, so the lightning pounced on Spell Eater like an eager lover. Then it jumped to the Sword Storm blade underneath it. Then it jumped to the next, and the next, until the attack smashed onto empty open ground.

      The fireball struck me while I controlled Spell Eater and my Sword Storm blades from a distance. My Everlasting Jade armor grew warm as the fireball washed over me, and the bulk of the spell’s energy dispersed into the armor. What little of it washed over me was too weak to hold cohesion, and the fireball fell apart before it even touched the ground.

      The glass blades made from the sand outside the city rained down upon my horde, but Layered Durability acted like a thin cloth stretched over their heads. Though it wasn’t very strong spread over so great a distance, this defensive spell had enough elasticity to it that it slowed the falling projectiles down, and by the time they reached the third layer of the barrier they were falling so slowly orcs could reach up and pluck them out of the air with their bare hands.

      Once the fireball was dealt with, I cast Magical Shattering and combined it with my newly learned spell Supremacy. Then I clapped my hands together, generating tremendous kinetic energy. Magical Shattering granted that kinetic energy the power to disrupt magic, and Supremacy enhanced that effect. The force of my clap reverberated through the air and the cloud blew away like a mote of dust in the wind.

      But there had been five wizards, not four. I remembered that a moment too late. While I dealt with the other four spells, the Queen herself cast a spell of her own. I didn’t spot the attack at first, because it didn’t come from her hands or off the walls. Instead, the attack started below us.

      I sensed a deep groan beneath the earth. Had I not been so attuned to earth magic I might have missed the change, but the movements in the ley lines were unmistakable. I took half a heartbeat to examine them, but the earth zeal at my feet seemed to be flowing.

      The earth hadn’t been effected by the spell. Something underneath it had been.

      I realized what was happening a moment later.

      “Split!” I shouted as I cast a line of Stone Obelisks in the ground where I predicted the earth would soon crack. “Away from the obelisks!”

      Orcs ran at my command, and not a moment too soon. Seconds after they evacuated the area, the ground ruptured and cracked. Out of the crack hot lava bubbled up and spilled into the open air, followed by noxious clouds of scorching hot gas.

      “Burn! Be swallowed up by the fiery depths!” The Sunspire Queen cackled.

      “I don’t think so.” I clenched my jaw tight and held out either hand, stretching across the crack in the earth that was just small enough to span. The hot lava licked at my arms as I leaned over it, and I hissed in pain as molten stone splashed against my arm. Few things were hot enough to do me harm after reaching the Silver Realm, but my flesh was not yet tough enough that I wanted to go for a swim in this stuff.

      The Everlasting Jade armor around my chest stretched outwards, covering my arms and hands to protect me from further burns. I hadn’t made it do that, which was strange. It was almost like the armor had protected me of its own accord.

      Now was hardly the time to think about that mystery, though. I cast Titanic Force to amply my strength as much as possible, then heaved with my combined magical and mundane powers.

      Slowly but surely, the crack in the earth began to close. The bubbling lava was squeezed between the stones and I used informal earth magic to knit the earth together and seal the liquid stone back below the ground.

      “What!? No!” The Sunspire Queen shouted, straining with her own magic to get the magma to burst free again. She wouldn’t get through so long as I was stopping her, but I couldn’t waste too much time on the Queen alone.

      There were four other wizards already casting more offensive spells. At their sides, thirty true mages and thousands of mage acolytes prepared to do the same. Out of the corner of my eyes, I watched Meldrik watching me carefully, with Dulik at his side. My son stared at me and the multitude of attacks about to descend upon me at any moment. He had a worried look on his face, and his hand gripped his club so tightly his knuckles went white.

      I threw the kid a wink to set him at ease. Then I activated one of the spells I’d been saving.

      When I reached the wizard realm, my aura fragment had given me a spell called Might of a Giant. I’d tested the spell in private a few times and was impressed. Essentially, it allowed me to do with my aura what my aura fragment had often done on its own. I could use my aura to enlarge myself many times over.

      When I cast the spell, gray mist poured out of my skin and filled the surrounding air, swirling and taking the shape of a giant humanoid figure. I felt the world grow distant for a moment as my aura expanded and cloaked me in power. My real body rose up on currents of magic, floating within the head of what could only be described as a giant.

      I towered three hundred meters tall and leaned over the walls of the city like a titan surveying a quivering populace. My gargantuan size drew the attention of all the inhabitants, and those who weren’t terrified of the orc horde at their gates now knew that was the least of their worries.

      I swept my massive hand over the elves on the wall. The hand itself was made of aura and wouldn’t do much on its own, but I cast Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust in my empty palm. My hand swept over the top of the walls in a wide arc, and where my hand passed, the elves who’d been standing atop the walls were simply gone. My aura had absorbed even their wisps, leaving nothing behind but discarded armor and weapons.

      In my first strike, I killed one of the five wizards. I reached out with my other hands to the Sunspire Queen, but she screamed in terror and the three remaining wizards leaped to her defense. Between the four of them, they erected a spherical barrier of glowing energy.

      But that was far from enough to stop me. My aura devoured magic like a bear lapping up honey, and the barrier shattered to nothing in an instant.

      My fingers brushed against the fire aspect wizard, and she too vanished into my arm, never to be seen again.

      “Don’t just stand there, protect me!” The Queen howled. She shoved one of her remaining defenders between me and her while she dove over the wall. The lightning-wielding wizard stared in wide-eyed horror at the place where her friend had once stood, and she fell to her knees and held her hands above her head in surrender.

      I deactivated my lethal spells for a moment as she brushed against my fingers, and currents of magic carried her up my arm as iron dust buzzed around her and formed itself into a collar around her neck. I deposited her on the ground behind me while I went after the queen and the one remaining wizard.

      The city wall was in my way, so I decided to break it. My physical strength didn’t scale with my increased size, but it was easier to use my immense power when I spread the force out over a greater area. I used Titanic Force on my gigantic fist, and instead of exerting titanic forces over an area the size of my fist, that same blow was spread over meters of wall.

      My punch shattered the city walls, and they crumbled beneath me. I waded through the crumbling rubble like stepping over a pile of rocks. Suddenly, I was towering over the buildings of the city.

      To my left and right, the twenty true mages fired spells at my hulking form. I sent out my Sword Storm blades to chase them down, but otherwise ignored them. True mages were not powerful enough to do me any harm, but I feared what might happen if they turned their attention to my horde outside.

      I heard a few of them scream as I skewered a couple with my Sword Storm blades. They were panicking now as they realized how outmatched they were. Quivering and terrified, several true mages fell to their knees and trembled or jumped on flying swords to flee the city in panic. I ignored them as I chased down the Queen and the remaining wizard. Even now, they were running deeper into the city.

      Beneath my feet, elves scrambled to get out of the way of my gigantic form that waded between buildings. I deactivated the lethal effects instilled in my aura. So brushing up against me wouldn’t kill an elf.

      I waded around buildings and weaved through the streets to avoid demolishing too much of the city, but I was unaccustomed to this massive form. It was slightly wider than my normal body, and my shoulders brushed against a few towers and tall buildings, sending them crashing down into the city below.

      To set the people at ease, I shouted from within the giant. “Your city has been conquered. Surrender yourselves to the horde outside the walls and you will not be harmed.”

      Despite my efforts to cause as little damage as possible, the city screamed in terror as I pursued their Queen. I wasn’t sure how many took my advice and how many were simply trying to run from me, but I did see elves fleeing the city with all haste. Many of the heartwielder guards who’d been standing on the walls were now ushering people out of the gates.

      The Queen continued to flee, and I continued to pursue. She was heading to a large and ornate building in the center of the city. A barrier flickered over it and the Queen disappeared as soon as she passed through the barrier.

      I examined the structure as I approached. It towered over everything else, with golden walls that rose high into the sky and a massive shining dome over the top. Before it rose a golden pillar that towered so high it vanished behind the clouds above us. That could only be the country’s namesake Sunspire and the surrounding building had to be the royal palace.

      I reached out to touch it, and the flickering barrier shattered as my aura touched it. The image of the spire and the ornate golden palace vanished, replaced by piles of rubble. The Sunspire royal family had been hiding the destruction of their palace behind an illusion of enchantment.

      “There’s no use hiding from me.” I said, shouting down into the ruins. “Come out.”

      “I have another idea.” The Sunspire Queen emerged from the ruined debris of the palace with a brown disk of enchanted bronze. I narrowed my eyes at the device. I’d seen one of these before. Tim, from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, had used some of these to create sorcerer-level golems that could fight off both Princess Tivana and the Shadowblade Beast.

      In a flash of motion, I thrust my massive hand towards the disk. I might have made it in time if I’d been in my normal body, but this giant monstrosity was a bit slower to move. By the time I nearly had the disk in my grasp, it was already bubbling over with molten lava.

      The lava spilled out of the disk in thick rivers, conjured from nowhere, and the volume of the liquid stone grew by the moment.

      I knew what was coming, and I watched the enchanted device activate under mage sight. Argona had been studying a broken one of these disks, along with the Planetary Defense Golem in the Hearthwood. Her work in golem creation and manufacturing was remarkable and her desire for ever more knowledge on the subject was insatiable.

      At my current level, I could examine the delicate manipulations of zeal and interwoven enchantments as they activated. I used my mind spellheart to record the changes exactly so I could describe the entire process to Argona in detail when I next saw her back in the Hearthwood.

      The lava golem roared in pain at the moment of its birth. For the briefest flash, it registered as an elemental. Then the control mechanism took control and turned it into a golem.

      Lava Golem (Early Sorcerer Realm, Level 40)

      It had a massive torso, like a potbellied man, and a pair of burning red arms that swung low the ground past the knees of its short and stubby legs. Despite the golem’s realm, I wasn’t afraid of it. A true sorcerer would have spells and techniques in their arsenal. This lava golem had only its powerful body. A powerful body didn’t frighten me though, because I had one of those too.

      “Attack him!” The Sunspire Queen yelled from the ground. The golem heeded her orders and rumbled forward. Its giant body stood only slightly smaller than my own enormous form, and the two of us loomed over the Sunspire Capital like titans over a city of ants.

      The lava golem swung its hand at me like a wrecking ball, and a glob of molten magma flew from its fingertips towards me. I was going to dodge the projectile. But there were many elves at the heartwielder of mage acolyte rank in the city, and they would die in droves from the sheer heat of this ball of lava. So instead I reached out my hand and caught the ball of lava in one hand.

      My aura wrapped around the physical blob surrounding it. If the lava hadn’t had so much earth aspect zeal in it I might have had trouble keeping it aloft, given the gaseous nature of my body. But it did, and my aura extinguished any lingering magical effects on the ball. The lava quickly cooled into a massive obsidian stone, which I hurled back at the lava golem.

      The stone sank into the lava golem’s flesh like a rock sinking into the sand. It caused a few scant ripples before fading away and melting back into the lava golem’s body.

      I realized this thing would take a good punch or two to take down, so that’s what I planned to give it.

      I dived towards the lava golem, and it lumbered towards me. It reached out to me with its arms spread wide, heedless of the buildings, its fingers carved holes in as it ran towards me.

      Just when we were about to make contact, I dived low. The golem was too slow to respond, and I reached out with an arm before turning my tumble into a roll. I reached out and grabbed one of the golem’s legs to pull its footing out from underneath it. Then I completed my roll and jumped to my feet to attack it from behind.

      The golem tried to clamber to its feet, but I planted a foot on its back.

      “How curious. A golem of this level has quite a complex control mechanism. It seems Argona’s theories weren’t too far off.” I said as I examined the struggling lava golem beneath my foot.

      Suddenly, the golem twisted. All of its joints popped around, and its arms and legs reversed positions. The back of its head became its face and its arms and legs had joints on its other side.

      I hastily pulled my leg back an instant before it wrapped around my foot. This creature had a liquid body, and it was going to use that to its advantage.

      The golem swung its arms at me again, and this time the appendage extended as it soared through the air. I ducked low beneath the arm so that it passed over my head. The lava in the limb stretched thin as it extended to twice its ordinary length as the lava golem grappled for my head.

      I twisted around the limb and lashed out with Magical Shattering. My palm connected with the golem’s arm, and the arm froze in position. The lava the arm was made out of was mundane, but the forces holding it together were entirely magical. When Magical Shattering broke those forces, the lava became subject to the force of gravity and tumbled to the city streets.

      Even after being cut off from the golem, the lava was still hot and incredibly dangerous. I had to lead this thing outside the city and away from my orc horde before I dealt with it.

      I turned and ducked between a pair of buildings, then wove between several more. The lava golem pursued me, and the Sunspire Queen hopped on a flying sword to stay close to the golem. She probably had some sort of control device on her and was worried about getting out of range. The one remaining wizard steered the Sunspire Queen’s flying sword, but those two wizards were of little consequence compared to the golem itself.

      The golem continued to cause chaos, and it killed a hundred times the number of elves as it stomped across the city, as I did when I cleared the walls. The Sunspire Queen cackled madly as her monstrous Goliath left carnage in its wake, not shedding a tear for the screams of her people as they were burned alive.

      “There will be nothing left of your city at this rate!” I shouted at her.

      “Bah, this was the old queen’s city, that foolish witch. I always wanted to tear it down and rebuild it, anyway!” The Queen snarled.

      “Well I’m afraid I want the city intact.” I said, as we neared the outer walls. I shattered these walls just like I had before, and they collapsed to rubble with a single punch.

      I ran out onto the empty open sands beyond the city, and the golem pursued me. Once we were far enough from the city, I turned to face it. It was time to see how much of a beating this thing could really take.

      “Finished running?” The Queen taunted me.

      “No, but I’m finished playing.” I said as I sank onto my back leg. I remembered the countless hours I’d spent on the Training Grounds with Assyrus and Yorik, learning to grapple and throw a punch.

      My muscles remembered the well-honed motions, and I made some minor adjustments for my larger, bulkier form. I took in a shallow breath, flexing my magical might and by letting zeal flow through my meridians. The zeal particles in my World Titan Fiendbody flared to life. I utilized all my most physically destructive spells and techniques, chaining them together one after another.

      Fists of Stone.

      Embrittling Palm.

      Five Fierce Furious Fists.

      Magical Shattering.

      Titanic Force.

      Corrosive Touch.

      Return to Dust.

      Might of a Giant.

      Unbreakable.

      Supremacy.

      Zeal gushed out of me in vast rivers as I activated and maintained so many abilities simultaneously. The sand beneath my feet hardened like it was turning to stone, and the air took on a heavy stillness.

      Then I threw my punch. It began in the bottom of my heel, grew in strength as it traveled up my leg, and blossomed into a devastating blow as it traveled up my back.

      I felt the wave of force move into my arm, where it grew more powerful still. Magic twisted and churned in the air, and a terrible shrill crack sounded through the air as the speed of my flying fist hit the speed of sound and then exceeded it.

      I closed my eyes as Bodily Supremacy informed me of the level of force I was exerting at this moment. I held my free hand up to shield my real body just as the blow landed.

      The rush of air as my fist approached blew the lava golem's body apart, spraying molten stone in all directions. Then my fist itself came into contact with the golem.

      Boom!

      The world quaked around me, and I heard a thousand panes of glass shatter in the city behind me. When I opened my eyes, the golem was gone.

      In the distance, a glowing red cloud rained down lava in tiny droplets from the sky. By the time they hit the ground, they cooled into spheres of obsidian that bounced off the stones on the ground and shattered into little flakes.

      I stared at the ground before me and saw a deep chasm in the ground starting at my feet. It was as wide as three orcs with their arms stretched out, and only got wider the further I looked into the distance. Cracks ran through the ground where the lava golem had stood, and each of them spread for a hundred meters in every direction.

      Behind me, the outer walls of the city collapsed. The base of the Sunspire that gave the country its name tipped over and toppled on top of the palace. Many of the taller buildings swayed back and forth, in danger of tipping over at any moment. I calmed the pulses of aftershock running through the ground. Had I done all that with one punch?

      The Sunspire Queen stared at me with wide eyes, clutching the core piece of the bronze plate she’d used to summon the lava golem.

      Enemies defeated! +6000 points!
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      While the Sunspire Queen stared at me, the wizard controlling her flying sword came to a sudden and unexpected decision. The wizard took one look at me, then looked at her queen. An instant later, the wizard punched her own queen in the head. Whatever magic the wizard had used with the punch knocked the queen unconscious, because she flopped over the flying sword.

      Then the wizard plucked the enchanted bronze device that had controlled the golem and held it up in the air for me to see.

      “You said we wouldn’t be harmed if we surrendered?” the wizard asked.

      “I’m a man of my word,” I said. Then I pulled two zeal-suppressing collars out of my Dimensional Storage. The iron in them meant I could control them like flying swords, and I levitated the pair of them up to the wizard and the Sunspire Queen. “Put one of those on your queen, then land. After that, I want you to put the other collar on yourself. Wait outside the city. If an orc finds you, tell them you’re waiting for either Meldrik or Chief Blackgorge.”

      The elf accepted both collars and landed on the ground. I kept half an eye on her until she’d locked the second collar around her own throat.

      Fortunately, she’d mostly heeded my advice to land first, because once the collar was on, she lost her ability to control her zeal. She fell the last meter or so and planted her face in the sand. Besides the blow to her pride, she was unharmed. I chuckled and made my way back to the orc horde, who stared up at my gigantic form in shocked adoration.

      Dulik was the first to speak. “Chief Blackgorge is invincible!”

      “Chief Blackgorge! Chief Blackgorge!” The other orcs chanted. Soon my name became a battle cry as the horde poured into the broken city. Without their wizards and true mages, the mage acolytes and heartwielders found themselves outnumbered and outmatched.

      The broken walls helped the orcs far more than the elves. The rubble proved no obstacle to the orcs as they jumped and leaped over debris as the elves scrambled over on their hands and knees.

      The fighting began at full scale then, but the Sunspire Kingdom elves defended their city half-heartedly. One by one, unit commanders gave the signal for their warriors to drop their weapons and give up the fight.

      Elves dropped to their knees, and the orcs rushed forward to claim their prizes just as eagerly as they’d rushed into the city while chanting my name. They bound and bundled the elves like prized treasures, winning this battle under my banner.

      Battle Won! +8000 points

      I knew I wanted to head to the Sunspire Kingdom’s private spell library. To do so, I had to release my Might of a Giant ability, and I shrunk back down to normal size.

      My normal body drew considerably less attention and also caused considerably less destruction as I entered the library. Rows and rows of books greeted me, and it was clear the Sunspire Kingdom had as long and as proud a history as Deania did. I sent all the books to the Hearthwood through my Dimensional Storage, with a note for Mac to make room because this was just the start.

      My information told me there were two great clans in the Sunspire Kingdom, and I quickly found both their estates after meeting up with Meldrik. The elf riding his shoulders was feeling rather helpful after seeing the Sunspire Queen brought low, and she pointed Meldrik towards the homes that would contain elves of high status and wealth.

      “This is where your father’s second wife’s younger sister lives?” Meldrik asked.

      “Yes,” the elf on his shoulders confirmed. “She’s the palace’s treasurer. If you get her, you can get the keys to the royal treasury. There will be cultivation supplies aplenty there. I’m not sure how much will be useful to orcs, but you should take it. I’d also like to pick up my belongings. My room is in that direction.”

      I certainly liked the sound of that, so I kicked open the door to say hello to the elf inside. She flinched back as the wooden barrier that separated her from the chaos of the crumbling city outside shattered to pieces.

      “Hello there,” I said in my most friendly voice. “I heard you can lend us a hand.”

      “Uh... w-who... what?” The elf crawled backward on her hands and knees, scrambling to get away from me.

      “It’s okay, Treasurer. Meldrik here won’t hurt you,” the true mage sitting on Meldrik’s shoulder gave the orc she was riding a pat. I noticed she didn’t meet my eyes, nor did she say anything about me not hurting the treasurer. She quickly explained what was happening to the other elf, and after a bit of hushed discussion, she was riding Meldrik’s other shoulder as we headed towards the ruins of the palace.

      I tossed the rubble aside with superhuman strength and quickly found a buried chamber under the treasurer’s direction. The treasurer hopped down and pressed her hand against the underground chamber. That activated a hidden enchantment that made the lock click open. We descended the stairs to the Sunspire Kingdom’s treasure room, and I lit a few light potions to illuminate the path.

      Gold was among the least of the treasures to be found in the Sunspire treasure chamber. Decorative tapestries lined the walls, and each had depictions of elves wielding powerful spells, accompanied by descriptions written in the script of the Sixth Golden Age. I pulled those into my Dimensional Storage first.

      There were several chests in the corner, locked, despite being in a room that had already been quite secure. I snapped the locks open with my fingers and found the chests were full of zeal crystals. We would also appreciate those back in the Hearthwood.

      There were powerful plants aplenty, kept in special boxes I’d seen Sava use before. I couldn’t pretend to know what the plants were or did, and I didn’t intend to spend the points to analyze them when I could just take everything. Yellow-tailed Shadow Willow. Eternal Slumber Lillies. Phantom Poison Flowers. There were many plants with strange names neatly tucked away. They had to be special if the Sunspire Kingdom was saving them like this, and I happily took them for my own uses. In my mind’s eye, I could already see Sava salivating over them and tucking them away before any of our kids could put their hands on them.

      There were a few spells and spirit arts in manuals, which I also sent to the Hearthwood. There were plenty of spellhearts of varying sizes and degrees of power shoved in trays and boxes along the walls.

      I picked up a large black stone the size of my fist. It was a monstrously sized death spellheart that could only have come from an undead that had made its way all the way to the wizard realm. This must have been all the energy in its entire body, perfectly crystallized and condensed through some unknown means.

      Clearly, it was an incredibly valuable specimen, and it was displayed on a shelf separated from the others. I asked the treasurer who’d entered the chamber what it was.

      My fingers touched upon it, and I heard an ancient feminine voice echo through my mind.

      [Trapped... pain... must escape... what’s this, I sense?]

      [Yes... yes... speak to me more... let me bond... I can grant you... great power...]

      Each breath seemed to tax the entity inside the spellheart.

      I rolled my eyes at the offers of power. Few things came without a price, and I’d heard many stories of elves finding a powerful artifact only to have some ancient spirit seize their body from them upon using the artifact.

      So I did the smart thing and ignored the whispering spirit.

      “Curious,” I muttered. “A lingering spirit art left behind by this death spellheart’s previous owner?”

      “I couldn’t tell you. We inherited it from the previous royal family. The prisoner might know though...” She shrugged, and I waved her off. This much death zeal would be valuable to the necromancers north of the Hearthwood, and I could trade it with them for just about anything.

      [You hear... you must hear... strong hands... strong body... human hands? Curious... curious...]

      The stone felt good in my hands though, and it reminded me of the little spellheart I’d clung to so eagerly when I’d first come to this world. I’d always wanted to bind a death spellheart, but I hadn’t managed it at a time.

      At that thought, the massive death spellheart in my hands thrummed at my touch. It lapped and licked at me, and its power seeped into my skin. It was almost eager to bond with me, but I clucked my tongue and pushed the power aside with my aura.

      [Yes! Power can be yours... great death power... become a wizard in the blink of an eye! Just let me in...]

      The spirit in the stone seemed to have no intention of waiting for me to let it do anything. I felt death zeal shoot out of the stone like a probe, reaching into my hand. I crushed the probing power with my own, like squashing an insect.

      [Arrghhhh!]

      The spirit howled in pain.

      Whatever this thing was, it wanted out. If it thought it could use my body to get out though, it had another thing coming. My aura would eat it alive, and that was only if my World Titan Fiendbody let it in.

      [Power can be yours!] The spirit insisted.

      “Shut up,” I muttered under my breath. Then I pulled the massive death aspect spellheart into my Dimensional Storage. If nothing else, I’d be able to sell this thing to Xoreda and her circle of necromancers north of the Hearthwood. Maybe Xoreda could use it to make another one of those massive wizard-realm Undead Abominations she was so proud of.

      After tucking away the massive death aspect spellheart, I collected all the gold in the chamber.

      Something nibbled at the corner of my mind, and I realized it was what the treasurer had mumbled at the end of her explanation.

      “You mentioned something about a prisoner?” I asked. “Where are the prisons? I’m sure the orcs will be happy to capture the elves there as well, and I’d rather they not grab unsavory types,” I stroked my chin in thought. “Though... orc methodology is quite good at keeping elves in line. I’m sure it's tough to be a criminal if you can’t do much as move a muscle.”

      “Most of our criminals here in the capital are sold into slavery and exported, so we don’t keep a prison,” The treasurer explained. “Just a small holding cell for the guards to keep those they intend to release in a few days. The prisoner I was talking about has some rather unique circumstances. She’s a sorcerer. Or rather, she was.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Was a sorcerer? What happened to her?”

      “Well... the Sunspire King used his incredible power to make the impossible reality. He was having trouble reaching the Sorcerer Realm, but he knew the previous queen’s daughter, the crown princess, had reached that realm with amazing speed and incredible foundations. Our king took that power for himself using the might of his magic crown.”

      “Ah...” I muttered. “I did not know his crown was so powerful. To take someone else’s cultivation...” I shook my head in wonder. He lost his palace during his fight with me. How much would reaching the sorcerer realm in such a way cost him?

      “The old princess has been held in captivity ever since.” The treasurer continued. “Some people speculate that the Sunspire King had to keep her alive because if she died his powers would fade away. Others think that he’s keeping her hoping he can use her to reach the demigod realm somehow. Whatever the case may be, she’s been a prisoner for years.”

      “Take me to her,” I said.

      The treasurer led us to a buried passage, which I also cleared with earth magic just like the passage into the treasury. She’d clearly walked this path before, to follow the lines of broken rubble so easily.

      “Did you make this trip often?” Meldrik asked her.

      “Occasionally. My sister said I was feeling overly sentimental, but I couldn’t help but feel bad for the poor girl. Locked away cold and alone for years, tortured and tormented by the people who killed her family.” The treasurer shivered. “Even if the people who killed her family were my sister’s family... I just had to comfort her every now and again, for all the good it did.”

      “You sound like a good person,” I said. “If only your king and queen were like you.”

      “Don’t worry. Meldrik will protect you.” The true mage on Meldrik’s shoulder said comfortingly.

      The prison was built underneath the palace, buried even deeper than the treasury was. It was clear the Sunspire King felt that keeping this prisoner locked away was an even greater priority than protecting his family’s material goods, though I was certain the Sunspire King kept all the most valuable items his nation had in his personal bag of holding.

      Eventually, we uncovered a low archway. It was built to be short, even by elven standards. The elf on Meldrik’s shoulders had to climb down, and Meldrik and I needed to stoop low to keep our heads from hitting the ceiling in the entryway.

      The passage widened not long after that, though, and soon we were descending a set of stairs that ended with a single chamber.

      “She’s in there.” The treasurer explained. “Don’t worry, she can’t hurt you. She’s quite secure.”

      The door was locked, but I snapped the mechanism inside with a twist of my hand, and the door opened to a dark and damp chamber. Water trickled down a central pillar and accumulated in a puddle in the center of the room. Tools of torment sat in the chamber like decorations waiting to be used. There were hot irons, coffins filled with spikes, wooden tools barbed with iron tips, and snippers just large enough to fit a finger into all sat on trays before us. There was blood on many of those tools, clearly left behind from the last time they’d been used.

      A massive cauldron of water sat bubbling away, heated by some hidden enchantment. Near it, there was a rack meant for painfully stretching victims by their arms and legs. Death zeal filled the air, and I felt a tinge of despair lingering on every breath. Nearby, a corpse hung upside down on the walls, decorating the room in a grim display. Her hair dangling until it touched the ground. There were iron nails driven into her ankles, suspending her to the wall. It looked like a painful way to die. Only a monster could keep a place like this under their home.

      When the treasurer had said torture, I’d expected the erotic torment that elves were fond of. But nothing in this room was built to get answers or demand obedience. It was made to cause pain and misery, pure and simple.

      “What is this place?” I said in a low and hushed whisper.

      “...Rumor is, the Sunspire King designed many of these machines himself.” The treasurer explained.

      At her words, I realized why I recognized so many of these devices. They were items inspired by earth’s history, and that was something only a fellow human would know. My nails dug into my palms and I promised that one day soon I’d free the world of the Sunspire King permanently.

      “Where is the princess?” I asked the treasurer as I searched the room. A quiet indignant fury grew in my heart the longer I stared at the well-worn implements of suffering.

      The treasurer lifted her hand and pointed to the corpse on the wall.

      It was then that I realized the corpse was no corpse at all. The battered and abused elf on the wall was still alive, though by the looks of her death would have been preferable to her continued existence.

      I approached the wall slowly, as though coming up to her too fast would snuff her life out like a candle in a storm.

      Sunspire Prisoner (Mid Sorcerer Realm, Level 46)

      Status: Reduced to Late Mage Acolyte level of power. Heavily wounded.

      Affected by numerous harmful hexes and curses.

      I surveyed the damage. She was missing a few fingers and one eye. But Sava’s vitality potions had gotten more potent as I’d grown more powerful, so regenerating such wounds wasn’t an issue. She had scars around her remaining fingers and toes, suggesting that someone had cut them off at either and grown back. The scars themselves were a sign that a low-grade healing potion had been used to repair them. Sava’s products wouldn’t leave such marks.

      Her zeal was a bigger issue. I didn’t know what could reduce a mid sorcerer to the late mage acolyte realm. I could cure all physical deformities without even going back to the Hearthwood, but healing the elf of her magical ailments would be a more arduous task. I hadn’t even freed my son from the curse afflicting him.

      Still, I couldn’t allow this elf to suffer when I had the power to help her. The iron nails needed to go. The elf’s aura was still in her, but what little of it remained was locked in constant battle with the iron impaled in her flesh. I grabbed the heads of the nails and tugged them free, one at a time.

      The elf fell into my arms with a dull thump. Her skeletal frame felt light as a feather. I used my aura to extract any traces of iron left behind. The nails had started to rust, so there were quite a few traces left. When the iron was out of her, I pulled a vitality potion out of my Dimensional Storage.

      She was unconscious, but I could feel her breathing in and out ever so lightly as she sagged against my arms. I pressed the vial of the vitality potion against her lips and drizzled in healing liquid one tiny sip at a time.

      Her hair was messy and matted against her scalp. It had been torn ragged several times, and she hadn’t had a proper haircut in what must have been years. Still, I could get the dust out with my earth magic, and her hair fell into silken sheets after running my fingers through them a few times.

      “How barbaric.” Meldrik shook his head and adjusted the leather strap around his waist, holding his hammer belt up.

      I agreed with him as I tended to the prisoner. Her skin healed before my eyes, which unfortunately made the damage to her body seem even worse. What had looked like a slightly mottled tan under a layer of grime turned out to be pale skin covered in so many bruises that she looked purple all over. I drizzled another sip full of healing potion into the elf’s mouth.

      I inspected her flesh and shook my head at the amount of pain she must have been in. As I lifted her hand, I felt it quiver and slip out of my hands to pull tight to her chest. The elf curled up on herself without opening her eyes.

      I reached out to her face and noticed a flush of color that wasn’t there before. She seemed healthier, though that wasn’t saying much when describing someone who’d looked like a corpse mere moments ago.

      The sound left her lips, and the words spoken were so faint I could just barely make them out.

      “...no....can’t...nothing more... to give...” she whispered in a voice full of pain.

      I held the prisoner up. “Shh. Nobody will hurt you anymore. I’m going to take you away from this place and give you to someone who can help you. How does that sound?”

      Normally, I would want her approval before taking her away. But I took one glance around the room and knew nobody would want to stay here.

      The elf in my arms fell silent once again, but she curled up against me as she did so, and I brushed my finger against her cheek. It wasn’t until then that I realized she was completely naked. There was no sign of any clothing for her anywhere around the room, and I imagined she had worn little of anything since being locked away down here.

      “She must be cold,” I said, as the princess tightened herself into a ball. I sent a special request back to the Hearthwood, and I soon received a blanket. I wrapped the elf up in a warm bundle and tucked her away. Then I carried her out of the ruins of the palace under my arm.

      I cleared the debris to find orcs from my horde poking over it. The city’s elves had been their first target, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t steal everything that wasn’t nailed down too.

      “Chief Blackgorge is here!” One orc shouted when I emerged with Meldrik and the other two elves riding on either of his shoulders.

      “I see you all have the city well in hand.” I laughed as I saw a few orcs gingerly cradling newly captured elves.

      “Ah, chief, I see you captured a thrall as well!” The orc gestured to the prisoner bundled up under my arm.

      “This one? No, she was a prisoner, I just want to see her somewhere safe.” I explained as I held the bundled princess close to my chest.

      “Ah, you’re taking in a stray? From an abusive home, no less? How noble of you, chief.” The orc bowed deeply, and his respect for me rose to new levels.

      “It’s not quite like that,” I chuckled. But my horde had already come to their own conclusions.

      I ran into Dulik not long after, and he wasn’t alone. A dozen Stone Skin orcs followed him, and most of them were hanging on his every word as he led them through the city.

      “Is your father really the one who single-handedly stormed the city?” One asked.

      “That was my father!” Dulik said proudly.

      One of the group following Dulik carried an expression of doubt on his face.

      “Are we sure this guy is the son of Chief Blackgorge?” He asked.

      “He is,” I shouted as I passed. “Leading a little raid, Dulik?” I asked as I placed a hand on my son’s shoulders.

      The jaw of the doubtful orc dropped wide at my approach.

      “Oh, just a little scavenging trip. The Stone Marrow orcs already have all the soldiers well in hand. We’re scouring the city for any heartwielders trying to hide. It won’t be safe for them to stay here after we leave. And there might be some valuables we’d hate to see abandoned here.”

      I jerked my head behind me. “See that ruin behind me? That’s the royal palace. A couple of people have already found it. The royal quarters were located over there before they collapsed. You might find something nice in there.”

      Dulik and his group of followers ran off, and I headed to the center of the city to reconvene with the Blackgorge Tribe’s elders and prepare the horde for its next mission.
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      After meeting with the Blackgorge Tribe elders, I celebrated with the horde well into the night. A few hunting parties came back with plenty of food, and orcs who’d been raiding the nearby towns and villages returned in small clusters with their prizes in tow. Soon I had forty thousand orcs again.

      A few bedraggled survivors from those who deserted my horde made their way back into the fold after losing a battle against the well-defended towns and villages they thought they could take. I let my underlings deal with disciplining them for dereliction of duty.

      To my surprise, orcs continued to funnel in past my original number. Bands of orcs who’d never been part of my band in the first place had been trickling in, hoping to join up with me.

      “So, why do you want to fight by my side?” I asked, curiously. “You’re a Bronze Marrow orc. That’s strong enough to lead a minor tribe and take a war party through Deania under your command.”

      “Aye.” The Bronze Marrow orc agreed. “I was doing just that. But tales of your many victories have stirred the hearts of me and mine. My tribe would like to follow your lead if you’ll let us. We swore no oaths to the Blackgorge Tribe in the past, but we can now.”

      The orc seemed genuine, and it certainly wouldn’t hurt to have more orcs at the Bronze realm under my command. After a bit more talk, the Bronze Marrow orc swore an oath upon his honor and manhood that he would follow my orders in letter and spirit. I appreciated the first oath, though I didn’t need the second.

      And so my horde grew from fifty thousand to sixty thousand. Then to seventy, and eighty. By the time the feasting was winding down and orcs were proudly displaying new elven thralls, my horde was nearly a hundred thousand orcs strong.

      The newcomers listened intently to the stories of those who’d been at my side since the beginning, and I could see they stared enviously at the war prizes their fellow orcs had collected.

      Meanwhile, many of the orcs in my horde were intent on getting as many of the newly captured elves to submit to thrallhood as possible. They’d set up a massive festival throughout the city filled with food and other sources of entertainment. In the town square, there were all sorts of lists and fliers where orcs boasted of their accomplishments and offered their personal protection to any interested elf.

      If one of the captured prisoners found an orc that caught their eye, they would meet and speak so the pair would have some time to see if they got along.

      The entire system reminded me of speed-dating, and it ensured the elves were placed with orc masters they were happy with. It seemed like an excellent development, so I watched the proceedings happily. Dulik ended up with a group of three elves, all fawning over him.

      “Ladies, please. I only wanted one thrall, and even then just because I want my fellow orcs to respect me.” Dulik laughed sheepishly as he ran his fingers along the back of his head.

      “Oh, please, sir Dulik? We promise we’ll be good. And we can help you sharpen your weapons and keep track of your loot.” One elf batted her eyelashes at Dulik.

      “Before we agree,” another elf said, “it’s true that you’re half chaka, right? That means your... you know... is filled with vitality and power?”

      Dulik grinned. “Well... I did a few tests with an elf in the Rakaren Queendom. It turns out I am quite handy to have around for an elf looking to cultivate quickly. But if you want my help in that manner, you’ll have to earn it!”

      In the end, the three elves convinced Dulik to take all of them on as thralls, at least until they made an advancement.

      I tended to the prisoner I rescued beneath the palace a little longer. Removing the iron nails had done a lot for her, and the vitality potions had helped her body begin the recovery process. Though she was only currently as strong as a mage acolyte, her body had once been at the sorcerer realm and so the pathways for zeal to flow through her body were strong and developed. I expected she would make a full physical recovery, but I couldn’t say the same for the mental trauma her experience might have left behind.

      “...no...can’t...won’t...” she muttered in a restless sleep. I threw another blanket over her as she tossed and turned. I would have liked to transport her to the Hearthwood and get her to the Medical Bay, but my Pocket World was still open in the capital to send supplies to and from the Hearthwood. I’d need to transport this one home myself if she was going to get there, and we had another job to do.
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      The Ancient Tree Temple was the nation between the Rakaren Queendom and the Sunspire Kingdom. Though calling it a nation was a bit of a misnomer. In reality, it was a loosely organized theocracy in what otherwise was a chaotic jungle.

      As we traveled north, the sand and barren dirt of the Sunspire Kingdom became grass, then turned to trees shortly after. The trees grew thicker and the foliage more wild-looking until I was reminded of the deepest untamed northern regions of the Hearthwood.

      “I heard the elves here are as wild and untamed as savage beasts,” Meldrik said as he marched beside me. “And the male elves who are part of the Ancient Tree Temple’s fertility shrines ensure they have as large a population of elves as most of the other nations on the continent put together.”

      “It seems you know more about this place than I do,” I said to Meldrik.

      “Aye. It’s always been a favored pilgrimage ground. Orcs love it more than Deania, although Deania has both more land and more wealth. Well... did, before recent times. There’s nothing quite like taming a wild and feral elf. Ah, the feeling of pride of knowing the cute little thing dressed as a maid and cooking your breakfast was once a savage creature that tore apart wild pigs with nothing but her fingers and ate them raw...” Meldrik chuckled fondly. “Many orcs think the wildness breeds true in the elf’s orc descendants, even after the elf herself has already been tamed.”

      “That sounds like... quite the challenge.” I chuckled. The thought of an elf tearing a monster limb from limb with her bare hands didn’t excite me as much as is it did my orc companions. Nor did the thought of trying to stuff such an elf into a maid outfit.

      “Of course, experience tells us the opposite is true. Orcs born from elven wisps are usually more civilized and level headed. They’re not as quick to anger or as hungry for violence. Many even perfer to craft or build. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, mind you. Orc civilization has grown by leaps and bounds over these past few thousand years because there are so many such orcs among our kind.”

      My horde was even more excited about this conquest than they had been heading into the Sunspire Kingdom. I’d been afraid the spoils of war would soften my troops and they wouldn’t want to fight anymore, but the orcs had grown even more hungry for elves and loot.

      There was no hiding a horde of a hundred thousand as we entered the forest. We stomped and trampled our way into the Ancient Tree Temple's lands, scaring away every monster that lurked in the shadows hoping to snack on an unwary traveler. We’d run into plenty of giant wolves and a strange species of winged tigers, but the troops had dealt with all of them before I even needed to intervene.

      We made our way deeper into the forest, and the trees grew denser as we traveled. Soon they were as thick around as those in the Hearthwood, though they didn’t feel as ancient. The road we’d been following narrowed to a tiny dirt path. The elves of the Ancient Tree Temple were nowhere near as diligent at building infrastructure as their southern neighbors. The path we followed was more like a winding game trail than something built to facilitate travel.

      Eventually, I ignored the paths entirely. There was no way an army of this size could fit across them, and they took so many turns the front of the line nearly bumped into the rear several times. Eventually, I ordered everyone to march in a straight line and hack aside anything in the way. At first, I had a thousand orcs with machetes standing in front cutting a path. That proved to be a slow and arduous process.

      Then some elves we captured offered to lend a hand. The orcs cared little for nature zeal. Though powerful with spells and alchemy, it was less potent for body cultivation than earth or the other aspects. But there were many elves well-versed in the art, especially in a relatively barren land like the Sunspire Kingdom. Without the use of nature zeal, their nation wouldn’t have been able to grow enough crops to feed their population. As such, they traded extensively with the Ancient Tree Temple for nature spellhearts.

      We devised a peculiar contraption on the march where a thrall would ride on a marching orc’s chest. This way, the elf could be kept bound like the orcs insisted any good thrall should be, but their zeal-inhibiting collars could be temporarily removed. Using several thousand nature-aspect mage acolytes from our recent conquests, we pushed the jungle back as we marched.

      Our pace doubled, and we would soon be upon the first stronghold of the Ancient Tree Temple.

      In a nation such as this, there was no capital to target, but I’d identified the seats of power for the major forces I’d seen back in Deania. If I could remove the groups leading the invasion, I would leave the Ancient Tree Temple leaderless, like a snake without a head.

      “Chief,” One of the Blackgorge elders began. “We’re nearly upon the first elven city. The home of the Blue Tree Clan is just where you said it would be.”

      “How do their forces look?”

      “Not nearly half as strong as the elves you faced at the Sunspire Capital.” The Blackgorge elder grinned. “By Grognak, I suspect we could handle this bunch ourselves if you wanted to rest and tend to your new thrall a while.”

      I clapped my underling on the shoulder. “And miss out on all the fun? You will not talk me out of fighting that easily.”

      The Blackgorge elder laughed. “Ha! You’re right. The other Bronze realm orcs talked me into making the offer to you, though. They’re afraid you won’t leave any honor left for them to win.”

      “Tell you what, I won’t turn into a giant this time. You and the other elders are welcome to race me to their treasury.” I chuckled.

      The Blue Tree Clan turned out to be unprepared for an attack. All their most powerful warriors were away, and they lacked anything approaching the level of power they’d need to fend me off. After a quick scan, I realized they had two true mages within their walls. The rest must have been in Deania.

      The two true mages came out to meet us on flying swords. Their settlement had no walls or organized defenses of any sort, nor were its defenders trained for group combat. They simply tried to rush us at once, although they were faced with overwhelming odds.

      “These two are the strongest elves you’ll find in the Blue Tree Clan,” I said to Meldrik and the Bronze realm orcs huddled around me. “The rest are only mage acolytes.”

      “Then we bag these two now and ask them what’s in their pantry. Hopefully, they had a successful hunt or two recently, because all this marching has gotten me rather hungry. I haven’t walked this much in years.”

      As Meldrik suggested, the moment the pair of true mages showed themselves, my Bronze realm orcs grabbed them both. In a matter of moments, the two true mages were blinking in surprise as a pair of collars were wrapped around their necks, and their arms and legs were trussed up behind them.

      “I-I’ll tear your hearts out!” One of the true mages yelled, still howling her battle cry. “I’ll rip — wait... my magic! Wait, my hands too! How? When?”

      The elf turned from wild and furious to docile and confused in the blink of an eye. She didn’t even realize she’d been defeated until she tried to cast a spell and found she couldn’t. When the spell didn’t work, she reached for her sword, only to find herself already disarmed. An instant later her hands were bound as well. After that realization, she tried to run away, but my orcs had swiftly bound her ankles together too and tied them to her wrists.

      “You did your best.” I rubbed the captured true mage’s head with my hand. “Now, if you don’t mind, where is your spell library?”

      “And do you have anything to eat?” Meldrik added.

      And so we conquered the Blue Tree Clan in the blink of an eye. It happened so quickly that most of my horde didn’t even have the chance to fight. I eased their disappointment by sending them off to deal with smaller clans. With our numbers, we could clear out most of this region in a day.

      I didn’t plan to take all the elves who lived here away. The orcs would eventually release those who were intent on not becoming thralls. But the mere act of seizing control over the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple's most powerful clans would sap away at their leader’s attack on the capital. Sooner or later, my actions would force those wizards and sorcerers to return home.
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      Battle won! +10000 points!
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      We took down another dozen clans of similar size to the Blue Tree Clan over the next few days. There was little they could do to stop us with only a handful of true mages left after all their most powerful members went to Deania. I broke the horde up into several smaller groups to fan out over the region before regrouping for the biggest challenge. Back in Deania, I’d met a pair of sisters at the sorcerer realm. Their names were Teilinith and Feilineth, and they ruled over the Ancient Tree Temple, a clan of tree-worshiping elves so powerful and old they gave the entire region its name.

      The Ancient Tree Temple was located deep in the forests of the region. I summoned all the parties I’d spread out and called them back to the main army as we marched on to the temple. Meldrik and I flew ahead of the horde to examine the temple’s defenses before we came upon it. Like the capital of the Sunspire Kingdom, it had wizards staying behind to defend and govern the region, but not as many as I’d faced before.

      “Only two wizards this time. It looks like the Sunspire Kingdom was the better defended of the nations on Deania’s western border.” I said.

      “Mhm... another easy fight, you think?” Meldrik asked me. “You’d best watch out. Too many easy fights and you’ll go soft.”

      “I’ll be careful, Meldrik.” I chuckled. “So the plan is that I take out the two wizards, then I’ll start hunting down the true mages. I’ll try not to use my Sword Storm blades to avoid killing any of them. You and the elders can target a few for capture while I keep them busy. After that, we send in the rest of the horde to clean up.”

      It was a simple plan and one that had proven successful several times now. There was no reason to believe it wouldn’t work again.

      The horde approached. Like the clans we’d faced before, this temple had no walls or towers to defend it. There was only the temple itself and the buildings that supported it, none of which had any clear military functions built into their design.

      The temple was tall, part pyramid and part obelisk, built into the shape of a hexagon. It stood higher than the massively towering trees, which meant there must have been over a hundred floors. Each floor was slightly smaller than the one below it, making the entire thing look like a massive six-sided staircase.

      The two wizards were standing at the top of the tower. I looked at them both a second time to make sure I had missed nothing.

      Ancient Tree Temple Priestess (Late Wizard, Level 38)

      Ancient Tree Temple Groundskeeper (Mid Wizard, Level 35)

      The two of them were strong, as far as wizards went. Technically, both of them had cultivated further than I had myself. But level classifications were not a complete analysis of combat strength. Between the World Titan Fiendbody at the Silver Realm and my unique aura fragment at the wizard realm myself, I had complete confidence in my ability to deal with both of these wizards.

      I used Unearthly Movement and popped out of the ground at the base of the temple. There were a few mage acolytes and true mages reacting to my sudden intrusion, but I ignored them.

      “The orc invaders are attacking the temple! Secure the area!” An elf shouted.

      “One of them is already inside the temple grounds, look!” Another yelled, no doubt pointing at me.

      The temple was built from many levels, each like a step built for a giant and as tall as three elves. But I bounded up each of them in a series of mighty leaps like I had springs on the backs of my legs.

      In mere moments, I was at the top of the temple. There was no door here for me, but I kicked in a piece of wall and entered for myself. I entered through the impromptu door and found both wizards blinking at me in surprise as they held each other in a tight embrace.

      The priestess was on top of the groundskeeper. Just a moment ago she’d been straddling the other elf’s face as they both lay in the center of the room surrounded by ceremonial candles. That both of them were naked while they did this cast no doubt on the nature of the activities they’d been engaged in mere moments ago.

      “T-this is a religious ceremony!” The priestess said as she pulled herself off from her seat upon the groundskeeper’s face. “I swear!”

      “...Right... my apologies for the poor timing,” I said. “But I’m here to conqueror this temple of yours. Tell you what, I have a pair of collars for the two of you. Put them on and I’m sure the orcs outside will be happy to have the two of you keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “The orcs that have been trampling all over the woods?” The priestess, covering her mouth in surprise. “They’re here? Oh no, this is terrible timing. Please tell them to go away.”

      I’d come in here ready for a fight, but I suddenly found launching spells or throwing punches rather difficult. These two wizards hadn’t made a single aggressive move against me, and their naked state was sapping my battle-lust. I was perfectly willing to punch a woman in a fight, but punching a naked woman enjoying the pleasures of the flesh? I know I certainly wouldn’t be happy to be attacked during such activities.

      “I’m afraid I’m not going to go away. Nor will the orc horde outside your temple gates go away.” I said. “If your leaders hadn’t led an invasion into Deania, I might feel differently. But they did, so their temple has to pay the price.”

      “You’re Chief Blackgorge, aren’t you?” The groundskeeper on the ground said as the elf sitting on her finally let her get some air.

      “That’s me,” I said. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of me.”

      “You’re nearly as famous as the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.” The groundskeeper said.

      “You need to leave. Now.” The priestess said as she stood up. “We’re supposed to watch the temple and make sure no trouble comes up while the high priestess is away. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye is having a very important meeting right now.”

      My blood ran cold at the name of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. I knew they’d have a presence in the Ancient Tree Temple since they ultimately orchestrated the war against Deania. But to hear they had people in the temple now lit a fire in my belly.

      “Now isn’t that a pleasant surprise?” I chuckled darkly. “I’m eager to hear what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye is up to. In the meantime, I have to insist that the two of you put these zeal suppressing collars on before I leave.”

      The groundskeeper looked between me and the pair of collars I produced from my Dimensional Storage, blushing furiously the entire time. “If half of what they say about you is true, then we stand no chance in a fight. Just... say you took us down in battle, please.”

      Enemies defeated! +1000 points.

      Both the priestess and the groundskeeper accepted a collar. They took turns placing them around each other’s necks. With the two of them safely secured, I went to go find out what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was up to.

      The two wizards gave me directions through the temple. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was hosting a meeting. Naturally, I was extremely curious to see who they tricked into joining up with their next set of schemes. Perhaps the cult was sending yet another nation to fight Deania on their behalf.

      I felt my smoldering anger grow at that thought. When I neared the door where the two wizards told me the Cult of the Unblinking Eye was having their meeting, I kicked down the door and entered with a scowl.

      A pair of hooded elves in brown robes greeted me. Between them, a human male sat in a chair before a coffee table. He’d been in hushed discussion with the entity sitting across from him until my sudden entrance.

      “I don’t know you.” The human male said. “But this is my assignment. Go play with James and his bunch in Deania instead of interrupting this important deal with the Satyr King.”

      I examined both the human and the entity sitting across from him.

      Human Unblinking Eye Cultist (Early Wizard, Level 31)

      Satyr Ambassador (Level Unknown)

      Note: You have not discovered any information about the World of Woods and Wild’s magic.

      I noted both elf bodyguards were wizards, but I also saw they had the same dazed and distant look in their eyes that Tim’s mind-controlled minions had. They didn’t even look like they were aware of their surroundings.

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m not here on cult business.” I said. “I’m here on orc business.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” The Satyr ambassador snorted. “You humans don’t even have your own house in order and you wish to enter an alliance with my king?”

      Any sort of alliance between the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and anyone else would mean trouble for me and Deania, so I had no intention of letting this discussion continue any longer, whatever it had been about.

      The human glanced at his elf bodyguards before waving his hand in my direction. “Don’t just stand there, kill him!”

      The two wizards closed on me with doll-like mechanical movements. One of them prepared a wind-aspect spell while the other manipulated the earth under my feet.

      The latter was entirely outclassed when it came to casting earth aspect spells. She tried to work her spell, but I flooded the area beneath my feet with my earth zeal, wiping away her spell like washing away a drop of water with a bucket.

      I produced another pair of zeal restricting collars from my Dimensional Storage and held one of them out in my hand as the wind-wielder prepared to cast her spell. I slipped to the side just as a burst of wind shredded the wall behind where I’d been standing a moment before.

      I closed the distance between me and her in an instant. She tried to prepare another wind aspect spell, but I used Magical Shattering and punched the nascent cloud of energy with my fist, shattering it completely. Then I slipped the restrictive collar around her neck and cut her magic short. The elf continued to attempt casting her spell. In her dazed state she didn’t even realize I had cut off her power, and simply continued holding up her hands and thrusting them in my direction.

      The earth aspect wizard followed soon after. She pointed at the stone floor and a spike rose from the ground. She swung her hand in my direction as she tried to fling the spike at me, but I cast Gravitational Control to bring both elf and projectile to heel. The stone spike clattered to the ground, and the elf collapsed with her face pressed against the stone. I snapped the collar shut around her a moment later.

      I turned to the human and the satyr. “By all means, don’t let my intrusion halt your discussion. Do keep talking about whatever it was you were up to.”

      The human cultist took a step back after realizing how quickly I’d taken care of his pair of elf bodyguards. “You’re one of the sleepers. You’ve got some sort of special thing, don’t you? What is it, a device that negates zeal? A ring to hide your true cultivation level? I assure you, the cult will pay you handsomely if you sell it to us.”

      As the human cultist spoke, I watched the amber strands of mind magic around him stir. He did his best to look casual and keep his gestures non-threatening, but he was preparing to attack me with mind magic.

      But I never would have entered a room filled with cult members without first activating some defense against them. I had Mind Trap already cast and active. The moment the cultist let his spell loose, it bounced right off of me and was deflected into his mind.

      “Argh!” He howled as he clutched at his temples. He bled from his ears and eyes, which was a clear sign whatever he’d been trying to do to me had been designed with lethal intent.

      “I could use a cooperative prisoner from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye,” I said to him as he clutched his head. “So do try to be cooperative.”

      I would have said more, but I sensed movement behind me. The Satyr ambassador wasn’t content to sit still. He rose to his feet and reached for a weapon slung over the back of his chair. He drew it in one smooth motion, revealing a long slender blade made of something that could have been a distant relative of elven ironwood.

      I drew Spell Eater, tempering myself with caution. I didn’t know what this Satyr could do, but I wanted to find out.

      The Satyr swung his blade at me experimentally and I ducked to the side with Spell Eater. His sword swung past me harmlessly and I darted in to stick my point against the Satyr’s throat. Judging by his earlier swing, he’d be too slow to dodge a lunge powered by the World Titan Fiendbody. He’d need to do something if he didn’t want to lose his life to Spell Eater’s tip.

      Just as my weapon was about to cut his throat open, the Satyr’s body faded from sight. He shifted backward, just like I’d seen Sava do on occasion, though his familiarity with the ability reminded me more of Princess Tivana.

      “Spatial magic?” I muttered aloud, not expecting an answer. "What kind of zeal do you cultivate?"

      But the Satyr heard my utterance and replied with a sneer. “You think we satyrs have time to waste gathering energy ourselves? Don’t be ridiculous. We’re centuries ahead of the primitive elves or orcs. Our Sacred Groves do all the cultivating we need on our behalf, leaving us free to enjoy the pleasures of life.”

      “How interesting,” I replied. “Not needing to cultivate does sound rather interesting. Would you care to show me how?”

      The Satyr scoffed. “I don’t think so. But I’ll give you the honor of experiencing the power I’ve grown in my grove.”

      The Satyr pressed his hands together, and a clear viscous fluid leaked out from between his fingers like sap from a tree. The fluid struck the ground and immediately a mighty tremor ran through the building beneath my feet. A chasm opened up beneath me, threatening to swallow me whole.

      “You’ll need to do better than that!” I said, as I jumped sideways and rolled out of harm’s way. An instant later, tendrils shot out of the crevice. Something had been lurking in wait in the room below. The tendril was made of roots as thick around as my arm but was no doubt enhanced with magic to possess incredible strength. One of them shot forward and wrapped around my leg with incredible speed.

      But it would take more than a plant to bind me. I brought Spell Eater around and severed the vine wrapping around my ankle with a single swing. Then I cast Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust using my free hand and grabbed the severed stump. My magic traveled up the vine like poison. The plant rapidly blackened and browned at my touch. It tried to pull away to save itself, but I hauled on the appendage I’d grasped.

      With a mighty heave, I pulled the ball of roots out from the crevasse it had been hiding in. It looked like a ball of roots, but it squirmed and sprouted many insect-like eyes that stared at me before the creature flung all its tendril-shaped appendages in my direction.

      That only accelerated its demise. I let my two death-touch spells run through my body and each tendril that touched me withered and died in an instant. But the Satyr didn’t waste the time his plant bought him. He was preparing another surprise for me.

      Two flowers had sprouted at either of the Satyr’s ankles. The Satyr himself held a knife in his hands. He’d recently split open both of his palms with that knife and let blood drip off his fingers onto the flowers to either side.

      The flowers, which had previously been white, were now stained a crimson red with the Satyr’s blood. They grew with incredible speed until both flowers were the height of a man. The Satyr grabbed one of the two disabled elf bodyguards and tossed her to his new creations. The flowers sprouted teeth inside their pedals and tore into the elf’s flesh. She was still trying to figure out why her magic wasn’t working when her body dissolved into motes of white light which were then sucked into the carnivorous flowers that killed her. The flowers grew larger and more powerful, and their petals soon had teeth the size of my arm. When their transformation was nearly finished, they lunged at me with their newly formed jaws.

      I pivoted and threw the root ball monster at one plant. Then I took Spell Eater and severed the stem of the other in one swing.

      “Impossible! You’re only a wizard, how can you... is that orcish body cultivation as well?” The Satyr squinted at me as golden light emanated from his eyes.

      “I’m disappointed.” I chuckled. “With your air of superiority, I thought this Sacred Grove magic would be more impressive.”

      The Satyr opened his mouth, but what came out of it was not words. A swarm of bees flew out of him like he’d opened a portal in his mouth to a massive hive. They quickly filled the room, flying so thick and so dense around me that I couldn’t see the walls or my enemy.

      They tried to sting me, and I was shocked to find some of them getting through despite my World Titan Fiendbody. I put a stop to that by casting Unbreakable and summoning my Everlasting Jade armor. Between the two of them, the bees could do nothing but obscure my vision.

      The surviving carnivorous flower lunged at me from the shadows. Whatever method is used to see wasn’t affected by the swarm buzzing around me. It latched onto my head, sucking me into his tooth-lined maw.

      That was uncomfortable, to say the least. I gave up any notions of holding back to see what Satyr magic could do. I was ending this right now.

      I cast Might of a Giant, and my aura poured out of me with it. My expanding size swallowed the flower and most of the cloud of bees. I pulled my Sword Storm blades out of my Dimensional Storage and sent them flying in a spiral around me as I tugged the plant off my head.

      I felt a blade strike against my armored chest several times, only to bounce off harmlessly. Once I had my face clear of the flower bulb, I saw the Satyr stabbing me with his sword. I grabbed him by the throat and my combination of death touch spells withered his flesh just as easily as they had his plant monster.

      I lifted him off his feet and ran Spell Eater through his heart. There was plenty of zeal in his body, despite not cultivating after the manner of orcs or elves. He struggled to tear my weapon-free as it siphoned away both his life and power.

      Then I dealt with the bees. I cast Titanic Force and clapped my hands together. The shock wave that resulted rang through the air and knocked many of the bees to the ground. Then I spread my aura further from my body and began siphoning the zeal out of the bees, even as my weapon pulled it out of their master.

      Moments passed and the buzzing of the swarm went quiet as bees died one after another. The Satyr on the ground gasped his last breath, and his swarm dispersed out the windows, no longer under his control.

      Enemies Slain! +2300 points.

      I glanced around for the Unblinking Eye cultist, but he was gone. He must have slipped away during the fighting. One of the two elf bodyguards was still alive, so I picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder.

      I ran my hands up and down the Satyr’s corpse, looking for a bag of holding, and quickly found a small leather pouch. Inside, I found a vast quantity of plants and plant materials, some exotic animal bones, what looked like a honeycomb, and a few books on gardening. The books weren’t intended for the kind of gardening I was accustomed to, because they carried advice like ‘don’t let the plant bite you’. Based on the number of carnivorous plants the Satyr had thrown at me, I wasn’t surprised this was his area of interest.

      I’d have Mac scan the books to find any information about Sacred Grove magic, and I sent the Satyr’s corpse back to the Hearthwood for examination as well. His body was dissolving into motes of white light, just like elven or orcish remains. It was slower than the former but faster than the latter, so I suspected Sacred Grove magic invested some zeal into the flesh, but not as much as orc body cultivation.

      I swept the rest of the temple for anyone in the wizard realm. My fight had not been quiet and elves all over had realized there was an intruder on the upper levels of the temple. The temple’s true mages trickled in, but that proved to be a mistake on their part.

      “There’s the intruder!” The leader of a group of true mages said. “Where are the Priestess and the Groundskeeper? He’s a wizard, and we’ll need their help to deal with him!”

      “I’m afraid it's far too late for that,” I said as I gestured to the pair of wizards in charge of the temple. They sat on the floor behind me, collared and naked. They waved to their true mage underling, and I tossed her a zeal suppressing collar. “Put that on for me and sit over there.”

      The true mage pouted, but she knew when she was completely outmatched. Morosely, she put on the collar and sat down with the wizards without a fight. I took care of nearly half the true mages in the temple in this manner before they realized what was happening. Then the elves reorganized into a large group and attempted to break free of the orcs encircling the perimeter of the temple.

      That was when Meldrik and the other Bronze realm elders of the Blackgorge Tribe got to have their fun, and they quickly defeated all the remaining true mages. Once that was done, the rest of the orc horde streamed forth to subdue the remaining populace in and around the temple.

      When the two sorcerers from the Ancient Tree Temple next received news from home, they’d learn orcs were sleeping in their beds and eating their food. I wasn’t sure how strong a hold the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had on them, but if anything could draw them away from besieging the capital, this could.

      Battle won! +8000 points.
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      After defeating the Ancient Tree Temple, conquering the rest of the nation proved rather straightforward. I merely sent out groups of orcs to subjugate cities and towns, and they returned with loot and elves in tow. As chief, a large cut of that loot was mine, as were the new elves, if any caught my interest.

      None did, to the relief of my horde. Many of them had feared I’d take every elf the horde captured for myself if my proclivities with the Whitewood Clan were anything to judge by. I wasn’t about to rob my warriors of their willing prizes, and they were grateful for that.

      The festivities continued as the orcs convinced ever more elves that they’d be better off becoming thralls and joining them than eking out a continued existence in this lawless land. The orcs could make a persuasive argument to the elves, especially the weak among them. They promised any elf who swore themselves to thralldom would never be hurt or hungry and would be loved throughout their experience.

      But I didn’t need to make any such promises myself to have elves throwing themselves at my feet. I lounged in what I knew had been the private chambers of one of the high priestesses as yet another elf presented herself to me, hoping I’d claim her.

      “Now, tell me why you want to be my thrall,” I sighed.

      “Well, I could serve you well! And I heard it can be temporary if you wish to leave after a few years, so I was thinking I could collect a little vitality and--“

      “That’s about what I figured.” I waved my hand. “Sorry, I have my hands full as it is.” I jerked my thumb back to the far corner of the room. The prisoner we’d recovered from underneath the Sunspire Palace was still asleep and swaddled in blankets. But she looked far healthier than ever.

      The mind-controlled Unblinking Eye Cultist was there too, staring at the wall, completely unmoving. I could have gotten rid of her, but I didn’t feel comfortable handing her over to anyone in her current state. Her male handler had long since escaped, and we'd found no sign of him anywhere.

      I hadn’t heard her speak, and under the effects of mind magic, she couldn’t consent to anything. That meant the orcs couldn’t honorably make her into a thrall, so nobody was interested in her.

      I also had the Priestess and Groundskeeper I captured. I’d promised to keep the two of them together, so I was hanging onto them for now. They were too powerful to leave behind in the Ancient Tree Temple, so I certainly couldn’t just let them go.

      “But... I want to be a thrall!” The elf true mage pouted, shocked that I’d refused her offer.

      “Chief Blackgorge’s favor is not easy to win,” Meldrik explained as he entered the room. “You must be the tenth captive to proposition him like this today. Now, please wait outside, as I have important things to discuss with the chief.”

      The elf hung her head and walked out the bedroom door. The orc guards standing outside closed the doors behind her. Meldrik glanced at the pile of elves I had in the far corner, wondering how much he could say in their presence.

      “Go ahead. None of them are leaving the horde anytime soon.” I waved him to continue.

      “Very well then. We have nearly as much control over the region as the Ancient Tree Temple did when their two sorcerers were here. Perhaps more, considering all the most powerful matriarchs and leaders of every clan worth mentioning are still in Deania. As you said, there is no one to oppose us.” Meldrik explained. “The problem is, this land is vast, and many elves are living among the trees. We keep finding settlements in areas we were certain we’d already searched. It will take some time before the elves are truly subjugated. On top of that, we have several groups wishing to return to the Sunspire Kingdom. There were cities and towns we skipped over to make our way here so hastily. We are losing people that way, but other orcs join our horde by the day as well as they give up on fighting in Deania to follow the famous Chief Blackgorge...”

      “In your estimation, how long would it take to take care of the two nations completely?”

      “At least a month or two,” Meldrik said. “At that point, most of the elves will have made their choices and many of the orcs will wish to settle down for a while and begin training their new thralls.”

      “That’s too long,” I said as I tapped my chin. “We haven’t even touched the Auqualian Trade Union yet, and I’m not sure how much longer the Circle of Necromancers can hold out against the Lifekeeper Sanctum and the Golden Sword Sect. Last I’d heard, the necromancers had lost several of their border fortresses.”

      Meldrik shrugged. “I don’t pretend to understand or involve myself in elven politics, except to the extent that it tells me where and when to raid. Most orcs are the same. Your popularity is at an all-time high among orcs these days, thanks to the string of victories. But if you pull them away now, you might lose some of the favor you’ve gained.”

      I suddenly had an idea. “I’ve heard you say that more orcs were showing up to join our merry band? Tell me, if I left, could you hold the horde together?”

      Meldrik ran his fingers through his beard. “With your name and the other Blackgorge Tribe elders to support me? I suppose so. I’m managing most of the raids now already. So long as we don’t have to fight a big battle or attack anywhere new, I could keep things going the way they are.”

      “Then that’s what you’ll have to do.” I stood up abruptly. “There’s no reason I can only have one horde. If I need to go somewhere else, I’ll just gather a second one and strike there. Send the word out that I’m rallying a second horde at Moonbow City. Any orc who wants glory, honor, and elves, should meet me there.”

      “At once, chief. I wish I could be here and at your side at the same time. I think you’ll find keeping a horde in line on your own rather difficult.”

      “I expect I would.” Meldrik was right. I was powerful and an excellent strategist, but when it came to keeping the orcs satisfied and in line, I’d been reliant on Meldrik. But luckily, he wasn’t the only orc I could depend on. “Yorik should be just north of here in the Rakaren Queendom. I’ll pick her up, then double back to Moonbow City.”

      “Aye. A good choice, Chief.” Meldrik said at the mention of his granddaughter. “Yorik has a fiery spirit. She might be a woman, but she won the respect of plenty of men. Back when she raided at my side, she took as many elf thralls as I did! Alas, orc women don't have quite as many uses for elves as orc men, so she just traded her prizes off. But she’ll manage your horde as well as I would, and truth be told, I feel a bit better about leaving your side knowing she’ll replace me.”

      Meldrik and I shared a few parting words. I promised I’d be taking the mind-controlled elf cultist and the prisoner we’d recovered north with me so I could drop them both off in the Hearthwood for medical treatment. Meldrik promised to take care of the Priestess and the Groundskeeper for me.

      With no further farewells, Meldrik threw me a salute, and I returned it. Then I hopped on my flying sword and headed north to the Rakaren Queendom.
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      This was the first time I’d gotten to see the Rakaren Queendom, either before or after its subjugation under the authority of the Hearthwood Clan. Since this country was technically mine, I figured I should at least fly over it once.

      The dense forests of the Ancient Tree Temple turned into rugged mountainous, terrain as I crossed the border. The ground was hard and filled with sturdy trees. I detected the presence of several true mage monsters, though I didn’t have the time to harvest them for points. I had the unblinking eye cultist thrown over one shoulder and the bundled prisoner from beneath the palace over the other. With both my hands full, I wasn’t in the mood for battle.

      This unwelcoming landscape was probably what Deania looked like before Sam and Dean rearranged the mountains, redirected the rivers, and made the country safe for the elves, who now called it home. It was no wonder the Rakaren Queen had been so hungry for a piece of Deania.

      I came across a sizable settlement filled with mage acolytes and heartwielders. They cowered in fear when I descended from above. I removed the intimidating set of bone armor I'd been wearing over my jade armor as Chief Blackgorge and donned more casual clothes that anyone from the Hearthwood would recognize me in.

      “Please, no trouble!” One mage acolyte begged once she recognized the power of my cultivation. “We’ll give you food, money, whatever you wish for. Just know that this town is under the protection of the Hearthwood Clan before doing anything rash.”

      “Don’t be so frightened.” I chided. “As it happens, I am a member of the Hearthwood Clan. Who’s in charge of this town?”

      “That would be Lady Comela Songstone, of the Hearthwood Clan,” the mage acolyte said. “She’s a powerful warrior and the daughter of the Hearthwood Clan’s famous patriarch! If you speak with her, make sure you mind your manners!” Then she remembered how frightened of me she'd been mere moments ago. "...Please," she added before scampering away.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I chuckled as I flew in the direction the mage acolyte directed me. I soon came across a keep on a large hill in the center of the region. It was made out of living wood as many of the erected buildings in the Hearthwood were grown. This was clearly the work of a member of the Riverweed Tribe.

      I flew overhead and was spotted. Several mage acolytes from the Hearthwood Clan who I didn’t recognize flew out to greet me, but leading them was my daughter.

      “Comela!” I held my arms out in greetings. “Look at you, hard at work governing towns and cities!”

      Comela blushed, especially when she had to duck below the swinging rears of the two elves I had over either of my shoulders. “Yes, father, I’m managing this region until we can put a trusted local in charge. My sisters Lyrela, Tanela, Aminel, and Jatese are all in the Rakaren Capital getting Jatese’s pet princess crowned queen.”

      “I’m headed back home to drop these two off,” I explained as I hefted the two elves in either arm. “Both of them desperately need medical aid. I hope Illiel’s made some progress with Kysalian’s master Sharakan Sakaku.”

      “You’ll have to ask Pelise. After that shipment of mind aspect spellhearts you sent back, she’s taken up mind magic. She thinks it will be a worthy addition to her spirit healing abilities.” Comela explained. “If anyone could fix what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye does to their victims, it’s her.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” I grinned as I wrapped my arm around my daughter. I flew us down to her keep as we talked, and Comela was grateful to speak with me in private. I didn’t want to embarrass her too much in front of her troops.

      “As nice as it would be to catch up with you, Comela, you’ve got work to do and so do I. I need to know where Yorik is. I’ll need her help soon.” I said once I was seated in my daughter’s office.

      “I can take you there.” Comela offered. “Things in these parts practically run themselves. Jatese’s training program has worked wonders, and all the local true mages are loyal to the Hearthwood. Soon I’ll be able to return home and prepare for my breakthrough to true mage.”

      “You’ve contributed enough to the family for an aura fragment when the time comes,” I promised Comela. Her eyes lit up as my words guaranteed her hopes. “Don’t look too shocked. I’ve killed a lot of true mages and monsters at that level, and I only have so many children.”

      “Thank you, father!” Comela gave me a warm embrace, and I passed her a few trinkets I’d picked up in my travels.

      “Here’s a few pills and potions meant to help a mage acolyte prepare to bind an aura fragment,” I told my daughter. “I picked up a couple of aura fragments from wizards of the Sunspire Kingdom. They should be compatible with your spirit art. Look through the list and see what you like.”

      The aura fragments from those wizards were the best of the best, meant for the Sunspire Queen and her most capable and well-connected wizards. Getting one of those fragments would put my daughter on the same level as heirs to royal families all over the continent.

      Comela was practically jumping up and down giddy and excited as she looked over the list. Her eyes were glued to the piece of paper with such intensity I had to remind her to tell me where Yorik was. She gave me directions, and I took off again toward the Rakaren Capital.

      The capital of the Rakaren Queendom reminded me of Moonbow City in size and scale. It wasn’t as impressive as the capital of Deania, but it was a sizable city. To most elves, it was no doubt an impressive settlement. After conquering the Ancient Tree Temple and the Sunspire, I was no longer so easily impressed.

      The architecture of the city was mostly stone. They were fond of earth magic here in the Rakaren Queendom, which won them some credit in my book. The buildings had pointed roofs to shed snow at these higher altitudes, and the city itself was nestled in a valley created by several nearby mountains.

      At first glance, I saw the streets were packed with people, and I didn’t realize why until I heard my daughters were coronating that princess I captured into the new queen of the land. Truthfully, the queen would just be a puppet my daughter Jatese controlled, but this would be far easier than an armed conquest or occupation. The fact was that nearly every true mage in the country had either been killed, imprisoned, or been subject to the same strict training regimen Jatese had put their new queen through. That meant that the nation’s remaining nobility were as good as ours.

      That last fact became obvious when I landed my flying sword. Jatese held a crown on a pillow, and the princess she was crowning knelt at her feet as Jatese stroked her head like petting a cat. The Rakaren princess wore a fine dress worthy of a royal, though she also had an ornate golden choker around her throat that reminded me of the collars the orcs liked to place on their elven thralls.

      I spotted Yorik among the guests of honor, and I descended on my flying sword to land next to her.

      My entrance caught a fair bit of attention. Yorik was very close to the stage upon which the princess was being crowned, most of the people of the capital watched me touch down.

      “Don’t let me interrupt anything,” I said when Jatese shot me a beaming smile. I waved her to continue, but Jatese beckoned me forward onto the stage.

      “What an honor this is for the Rakaren people! My father, the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan himself, is here to give your new queen her crown!” Jatese said as she stood to the side of the princess and held up the crown.

      “I see you’ve made quite a bit of progress here,” I said softly to Jatese. “The credit is yours though, are you sure you want me to do the crowning?”

      “Don’t be silly, daddy!” Jatese said. “I’m only a mage acolyte. Your name is the one I remind everyone of to keep them in line.” Then she turned to the kneeling princess. “Tell my daddy how grateful you are that he spared your life and gave it to me.”

      “Thank you for giving me to mistress Jatese!” The Rakaren princess said. “She’s been very good to me. She’s uncovered parts of me I never knew existed, and I’ve become a better person and a better queen because of her.”

      Jatese flashed the princess a beaming smile. “Now tell him how grateful you are that he’s letting you wear this crown.”

      “Thank you, Patriarch Theo, for letting me rule over the Rakaren Queendom!” The princess said, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear.

      Seeing how earnest Jatese and the princess were, I knew I had to play my part as well. I handed the two elves I was carrying off to Yorik, who accepted them with a raised eyebrow. Then I approached the kneeling princess once again and plucked the crown off the pillow in Jatese’s hands.

      I raised my voice so I could be heard throughout the entire city. “Are you prepared for the burdens of queenship?”

      Jatese patted the Rakaren Princess on the shoulder and nodded.

      “I am.” The Rakaren Princess answered.

      “Do you swear to govern justly, upholding the law with integrity?” I asked.

      “I swear.” The Rakaren Princess agreed, this time without prompting.

      “Will you deal with other nations in good faith, and heed the excellent advice of my daughter, me, and the rest of my family?” I asked.

      “I will!” The Rakaren Princess swore.

      “Then I now crown you the Queen of Rakaren,” I said as I placed the crown on the princess’ head. She rose to her feet, and Jatese wrapped her hand around the new queen’s waist as they both waved to the crowd.

      Applause rang throughout the streets, especially when members of the Hearthwood Clan started distributing food. It doubled in volume when the Queen declared this day a holiday and tripled when Jatese and my other daughters nearby announced several public works projects, funded by Hearthwood, which would provide clean water, food, and labor for the capital’s populace.

      I returned to Yorik’s side, and she handed the two elves back to me with a grin. “Taking thralls?” She asked.

      “I’m merely taking two unfortunate elves back to the Hearthwood for healing!” I protested. “No thralls for me. Well... a few elves built a house and help me out from time to time as assistants, but that hardly counts.”

      “They... help you?” Yorik raised an eyebrow.

      “In a manner of speaking...” I replied, not wanting to talk about my personal activities with my children not far away. “I think they mostly feel like they owe me a favor for saving their clan. Either that or they want to latch on to the chief of a powerful tribe of orcs.”

      Yorik let out a muffled laugh. And she clapped me on the back, reminding me much of her grandfather.

      “What of Dulik? He has thralls too?” Yorik asked eagerly. “How many? Where is he?”

      “He fought well,” I promised Yorik. “It took him some time to start acting like an orc, but they respect him now. He’s at his grandfather’s side. I didn’t ask how many thralls he’d taken, but I saw him with an elf or two.”

      Yorik snorted. “If he’s like his father, they will come to him. Now, let’s join them. I am not needed here, and wish to fight with your horde.”

      “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said as I shifted the pair of elves over my shoulders to pull Yorik into a warm embrace. “I need you. I’m starting a second horde in Moonbow City. I need to lead them east while Meldrik manages the horde in the west. But to manage a horde, I needed Meldrik’s help. However, I can’t have him help me in the east while he’s in the west.”

      “You want me as your second?” Yorik asked in surprise.

      “Who else?” I grinned and planted a kiss on Yorik’s cheek.

      “My hammer is yours,” Yorik said, lifting her weapon to the air and moving to take a knee.

      I helped her up. “I know a better way you can prove your loyalty to me, though you’ve done it a few times already. But first, we need to drop these two off in the Hearthwood.”

      We didn’t spend any more time in the Rakaren Capital, and I bid my children farewell now that it looked like they had everything well in hand.

      Yorik clung tight behind me while I flew on my flying sword with the two elves on either of my shoulders. Traveling like this was slower than using ley lines, but I’d found a better flying sword among the Sunspire Queen’s things, which had increased my flight speed significantly.

      We headed east and soon spotted a familiar green forest filled with ancient trees. The Hearthwood was just ahead of us, and we caught sight of Castle Mac.

      [Look who’s home!] Mac said as the first to welcome me. [And I’m glad you are. The city of Hearthwood has doubled in size yet again in your absence!]

      Looking down at the settlement beneath me, I saw that Mac was right. In the blink of an eye, the Hearthwood had gone from a tiny band of survivors from several unified tribes on the verge of extermination to a booming metropolis under the helm of a clan as great as any Deania had to offer.

      The towering trees sported a dense network of bridges leading to various shops and homes. Beneath them, buildings rose into the air in great towers, filled with the city’s populace and their workspace.

      At the base of the trees were many shops selling all manner of goods, and trade was bustling even at such strange hours. The roads leading into the city were packed with carts as heartwielder and mage acolyte merchants hauled people and goods into and out of the Hearthwood.

      Among the new buildings, I spotted large mechanized creatures that would have looked more at home on my old world back on Earth. They had bodies of plastic and carbon fiber.

      Their form varied with their function, but many sported multiple limbs as they hauled large items around or pushed them into place. They were concentrated around the Shipyard, where an absolutely gargantuan rocket poked out of the ground.

      The shipyard extended several floors beneath the earth, so as to have the nosecone sticking up nearly as high as the tip of Castle Mac meant that the part of the rocket that would eventually enter orbit was big enough to house a hundred elves permanently. I’d have to ask Argona what she and Mac were up to.

      I landed atop Castle Mac’s highest peak. Yorik happily jumped off my flying sword, looking a little nauseous from the long trip by air.

      “Please take these two elves and drop them off in the medical bay,” I said, as Yorik headed into the castle. “If my daughter Pelise is there, tell her one is afflicted with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s mind magic. The other has physical and mental trauma from being imprisoned for years.”

      Yorik took the two elves off my hands, and Mac updated me on current events.

      [As I mentioned, the Hearthwood has expanded. Several new batches of wisps manifested their bodies, and the new schools are proving quite useful in giving the manifested elves time to make sense of the memories they inherited upon manifesting. Not all of them inherited employable trades, and the new golems we’ve been making using the Automated Fabrication Station have nearly eliminated our need for unskilled labor. The extra education helps new elves find fulfilling and profitable work for themselves.]

      “I’m glad to hear the schools are working out. And it looks like the roads I envisioned are built as well. Was that a railway I saw on the flight over here?” I asked.

      [It certainly was! The heartwielders and mage acolytes are enjoying not needing to walk to Wood’s Edge. Perhaps when the war is over, we can extend it all the way to Bronzeridge, or maybe even to Deania's capital! Jatese has already put in a request to build one for her heading into the Rakaren Capital. She’s been coming back and forth frequently.]

      “That sounds exciting. What of the council? How have they been doing?”

      [It’s tripled in size, as of late. We had to scale everything up now that the population has grown. Illiel and your children have expanded the Hearthwood’s internal bureaucracy. It’s a good thing you expanded the Hearthwood Clan’s main family as much as you did recently because we need all of your children to manage our expanding assets. The true mage families in the Rakaren Queendom are very eager to offer any sons they have to your daughters hoping they can help make your first grandchildren and establish branch families in the Hearthwood Clan.]

      “Ha! I’m too young to be a grandfather.” I chuckled to myself. Really, I couldn’t even believe I was already a father. “And any young man hoping to woo one of my daughters better be the finest young man on the planet if he wants to get within ten kilometers of one of my children.”

      [I’m afraid that’s not your call to make.] Mac laughed. [In fact, it seems like many of your daughters share your... proclivities.]

      I raised an eyebrow. “And what exactly are my proclivities?”

      [You seem to take great pride in surrounding yourself with a group of capable women. You didn’t think only your sons inherited that trait, did you?]

      I held up my hands, though Mac couldn’t see the gesture. “Let’s just leave that thought there. As far as I’m concerned, all my daughters are capable young women who are completely innocent and pure.”

      Mac giggled like a schoolgirl, and I pouted while I leaned against the wall of my castle.

      “Just show me what’s new with The Wanderer, I’ve got points to spend and rooms to upgrade before I head back to Moonbow City,” I grumbled.

      Total points: 38300

      A menu appeared before my eyes, organized and curated by Mac. I’d unlocked quite a few new rooms and assets in my adventures, and there were several that would be very pertinent to my current needs. I selected each of them for more information before I committed points to them.
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        * * *

      

      NEW ROOMS AVAILABLE FOR THE WANDERER

      Celestial Map

      This three-dimensional map charts the movements of the Ten Thousand Worlds, allowing users to view the locations of planets in both the past and future.

      Cost: 3000 points.

      Enchantment Core

      This chamber was enabled upon examining the Ancient Statue of Alasir, the Scripter. It enables the controller to create their own custom language for structuring enchantments. Enchanted objects will function so long as they are within range of The Wanderer or its owner.

      Cost: 4000 points and one dungeon core.

      Oracle Matrix

      This chamber houses items that resonate with changes in time and fate, allowing the user to catch glimpses of the future.

      Cost: 5000 points.

      Pool of Reflection

      This area of introspection and meditation can help provide the user with hints to answers difficult concepts related to their understanding of magic and power.

      Cost: 4000 points.

      Waters of Clarity

      This small pool allows those who are not followers or the owner of The Wanderer to benefit from the effects of the Pool of Reflection by consuming some of the water that accumulates in the pool.

      Note: Requires Pool of Reflection.

      Cost: 2000 points.

      Chamber of Tranquility

      This room soothes the minds of those afflicted by terrible thoughts and ideas. Spending time here slowly improves mental state.

      Cost: 2500 points.

      Trans-Reality Oculus

      This observation post allows the user to identify locations ordinarily outside of traditional time and space and peer in on them.

      Cost: 4000 points.

      Weight Training Chamber

      Body Cultivators require unique conditions and items to strengthen their physical bodies. This chamber provides weights and equipment of sufficient strength to allow even the strongest body cultivators to continue their physical exercises.

      Cost: 1000 points.

      “We’ll definitely need the Celestial Map if Argona keeps placing satellites in orbit at the rate she seems inclined to,” I said as I looked over the highlighted options. “And I have run into the problem of my enchantments weakening over on the World of Struggle and Strife. I wonder if we could design an easier system than what the elves have. Their lengthy formal descriptions could be broken down into something more modular and reliable.”

      [The Oracle Matrix came about after I scanned that book you had me look at, Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecy.] Mac explained. [Sava’s used the knowledge to acquire property in the Deanian Queendom that the book of prophecy suggests will be valuable in the future. I helped her analyze the data.]

      The Trans-Reality Oculus also seemed invaluable to me. I’d found myself in an extra-dimensional space when fighting the Time Weaver Spider that had been wearing Sam’s skin. I didn’t like the fact that they could look in on me and I couldn’t look in on them. This would even the playing field while helping me scout for Sam and Dean wherever they were.

      “This Pool of Reflection seems useful,” I said as I read through the description. “Figuring out my aura is the bottleneck for me. If I’m reading this right, the pool can help me with that?”

      [To an extent.] Mac said. [It won’t answer the questions for you. You’re already making remarkable progress on your own in unlocking the secrets of your aura. Ordinarily, I’d suggest saving the points for my cleaning drone or car wash. Maybe get that summoning chamber instead and see if there are any mystic or cosmic maid services we can dial in. But your women will enter the wizard realm themselves, and they’ll need the pool if they’re to keep up with you. And knowing how much you dote on those children of yours, you’ll want something to help them as well. The Waters of Clarity should be useful to Comela upon reaching true mage.]

      “You’re right. I care about them a lot.” I murmured. My mind went to my children and my brow scrunched together when I read the description for the Chamber of Tranquility. “Wait... this... Mac, were you holding this back on me?”

      [I know what you’re thinking.] Mac said. [It appeared when Yorik brought that elf bundled in blankets into the Medical Bay. The Wanderer clearly meant it for her, but based on the description there’s no reason it shouldn’t work on Sharakan Sakaku or the other mind-controlled victims of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.]

      “Mac...” I insisted. “Segolas.”

      Mac paused for a long moment, letting me stew in my thoughts.

      [I don’t know, Theo] Mac said. [The Wanderer gave me no sign it would work on him, though it also hasn’t said it won’t work on him. It not popping up the day he was cursed suggests the former though, so I wouldn’t get your hopes up too high.]

      “Or maybe,” my hands curled into fists, “The Wanderer held this back on me! Maybe it knew a way to cure my son and wasn’t willing to hand it over until now!”

      [The Wanderer has no reason to do such a thing.] Mac said. [At least, I don’t think she does...]

      I took a deep breath, calming myself. I was thinking irrationally. Getting mad at the ship wouldn’t help. I had access to the room now, and I would use it to heal my son, if it could help him at all. That was all that mattered.

      “You’re right, Mac.” I took a deep breath. “Alright. Let's get these things constructed. The last option too, the weight room. Tell Comela she has permission to drink from the Waters of Clarity as soon as they’re built. Prioritize the Room of Tranquility though.”

      [There is one minor matter to consider.] Mac added. [We won’t be able to add all these rooms without upgrading the Mana Generator.]

      I flipped through the invisible menu before my eyes. “That’s not a problem. It’s only a thousand points by the looks of it. Upgrade it twice. Maybe that will boost the passive point generation into something noticeable. In the meantime, I’d like to schedule a few upgrades.”

      [Darn. I was hoping you were saving the rest of your points for my carwash.] Mac sighed.

      “I want upgrades for the Scanner, Teleportation Array, and Pocket World. All those are seeing heavy use right now.”

      [Hmm... besides increasing its area dramatically... ah, I see. From what I’m reading it should let you open it up from a second entrance, which means you’ll be able to use it to gain access to the Hearthwood as you did before, but you won’t have to close the portal to the capital to do so.]

      “That’s the plan.” I agreed.

      Mana Generator now upgrading to level 4 (-1000 points)

      Mana Generator now upgrading to level 5 (-2000 points)

      Energy generation capabilities will increase. More rooms and features can be supported.

      Now constructing Celestial Map. (-3000 points.)

      Constructing Enchantment Core. (-4000 points and one dungeon core.)

      Constructing Oracle Matrix. (-5000 points.)

      Constructing Pool of Reflection. (-4000 points.)

      Constructing Waters of Clarity. (-2000 points.)

      Constructing Chamber of Tranquility (-2500 points.)

      Constructing Trans-Reality Oculus (-4000 points.)

      Constructing Weight Training Chamber (-1000 points)

      Scanner now upgrading to level 7 (-800 points)

      Scanning range will be increased dramatically.

      Teleportation Array now upgrading to level 4 (-1500 points)

      You can now teleport to further locations or nearby locations using less energy.

      Pocket World now upgrading to level 2 (-5000 points)

      Your pocket world can now be opened from two locations. Its size has been increased dramatically. It can now support a small population of simple life forms, and the passage of time can be enabled even when the world is closed.

      [I would like to put in a few requests on behalf of the Hearthwood. No, not for maid services, cleaning drones, or car washes. We need additional Monster Dens. My dungeon, as tidy as it is, is vastly overcrowded with adventurers and dungeon delvers by now. I require additional Monster Dens dedicated to making more creatures for them to fight.]

      “The dungeon is the livelihood of no small number of my children, and the goods the monsters produce. Consider it done. How many Monster Dens do you need?”

      Purchase 8 Monster Dens for 250 points each? (Cost: 2000 points)

      [Finally, if you look closely, we’ve reconstructed the Town Walls you originally designed and scaled them up at a greater distance to form a border for the entire city. I need you to spend a few points to complete them and integrate them as part of The Wanderer.] Mac said.

      Purchase City Walls?

      Existing City Walls detected. Integrate for 500 points? Purchase confirmed. Walls now integrating.

      “If that’s everything,” I said to Mac once we were finished allocating resources, “I’m going to head to the Cultivation Chamber. I’d like to spend some time to see how far I am from reaching Silver Marrow.”

      I descended on Castle Mac, and on my way, I pulled Dean’s Orb out of my Dimensional Storage. I toyed with it in my hand for a moment. I’d never really had time to examine the thing because I’d been so hasty to tuck it away the moment I pulled it out to avoid attracting the attention of the Shadowblade Beast and the Sky Touching Kilobeast.

      And now, suddenly, those monsters didn’t seem so scary anymore. I realized I was in my courtyard, near to where the disruption of space from creating the Dimensional Storage had first fractured Dean’s Pocket World, which contained all the monsters who had once been part of the Devilbeast Wilds.

      Once the Trans-Reality Oculus was finished, I’d be able to look in on them, whether or not they were in a different space.

      I curled my hand into a fist and cast Magical Shattering and Titan Force. With a thunderous crack, my fist shattered the empty air. A spiderweb of white tears appeared at the point of impact where I’d broken the spatial barrier holding the extra-dimensional space together.

      I pushed at the crack with my fingers, breaking the barrier down and opening a tiny hole to look into the world beyond. What appeared before me was a twisted and corrupted version of the Hearthwood forest, filled with powerful and frightening creatures. The pocket world didn’t seem to have as much zeal as before. Opening the nexus seals had switched the flow of energy from this pocket world into the real Hearthwood forest. The monsters were doubtlessly unhappy about that.

      But they were about to be even less happy. I held up Dean’s Orb and felt around for the connections forged from the soul fragments within. Like a parasite, I latched onto those lines of energy and drank deeply, absorbing their zeal and power in a gushing torrent that would have left most magical creatures so overflowing with zeal they’d explode.

      But my body and aura were both greedy and hungry. They wanted to eat and devour all zeal. I felt something deep and primordial well up inside me, just like I had when I was grasping some deeper aspect of my aura.

      I embraced the feeling, as I had before. The concepts of the mid-wizard realm were heavier, deeper, and more intimately connected to my aura’s nature than those I’d discovered.

      The concept gawked at me as I drank from the power of the orb. Something on the other side of the pocket world caught notice of me and the gap in its realm. It looked like a massive slug, sickly and pale. It lunged for the tiny gap the size of my fist with a gooey appendage.

      Despite being many times larger than the gap, the gooey appendage seeped through the hole I’d made like water, flowing through into the Hearthwood a little at a time. Left undisturbed, the entire creature might crawl through this way.

      I reached out and pinched the thing between my thumb and forefinger. I cast Return to Dust, and the bonds within its flesh dissolved. The fluid coating its skin like a membrane turned chalky and dry. The flesh beneath it cracked and peeled. In seconds, it was crumbling to a pile of dust at my feet.

      The monster squirmed and writhed, but I kept the spell active as I focused on what I was feeling. This hunger and desire...

      But then the gap closed, and the feeling faded. I felt like I’d nearly touched on the next level of my wizard cultivation. Now the opportunity had slipped through my fingers. I sighed, knowing I’d missed my chance.

      The exercise wasn’t completely wasted though. I gained a lot of zeal just now. Counting what Soul Eater had pillaged for me from my recent victories in the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple, I had a lot of power to refine and integrate with my cultivation.

      So I headed to the Cultivation Chamber to get to work.
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      I exited the Cultivation Chamber after what must have been several days under time dilation. I spent that time practicing my spells and integrating all the zeal I’d gathered. I felt closer to the Silver Marrow realm of the World Titan Fiendbody, but my body cultivation art was truly a difficult one.

      With that squared away, I checked in on Segolas, who was already in the Chamber of Tranquility. It was a quaint white room with plants growing around it, and it reminded me of the gardens I’d purchased that Melise liked so much. Last I’d looked at them, Salica, one of my children by Sava, had been testing the new plants we discovered in there.

      I bumped into Sava just outside the door. She must have been coming to check on our son as well.

      “Theo!” Sava said excitedly. “When somebody said they were moving Segolas, I knew you had to have figured something out.”

      I wrapped my arm around Sava’s shoulder comfortingly. “I’m trying something else. But I don’t want you to put too much faith in this. Mac wasn’t sure it would work.”

      “I know...” Sava said sadly. “But... we’ve already tried so many things! One of them has to work, eventually.”

      “It will,” I assured her. “We’ll fix him. If this room doesn’t heal him, then we’ll try something else. I might even be strong enough to open the Personal Chambers again and pound some answers out of Tim if it comes to it. Though I’d like to wait until I’m certain he won’t slip away.”

      Sava bit her lip, and I noticed she was holding something in her hand. I opened her fingers and found a tiny green vial.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Oh, it’s a potion. It was my latest hope for curing Segolas.” Sava shrugged.

      “Did you try it yet?”

      Sava’s face had a disappointed cast to it, so I knew it hadn’t worked either.

      “It’s not a potion for him. It was supposed to be for me.” Sava said. “Remember when you found that Immortal Sightgrass in that new garden room you bought?”

      “You pried that out of Salica’s hands?” I chuckled.

      Sava rolled her eyes. “When I saw our daughter had an ingredient like that, I simply had to know where it came from. Anyhow, she was trying to concoct a potion that would transform the user’s magical perception from mage sight to something more. The records call it immortal sight, or sometimes spirit sight. Supposedly, this spirit sight is part of what gives immortals an understanding of zeal far beyond what we fleshly beings can grasp.”

      I nodded along, suddenly understanding Sava’s plan. “You wanted to give yourself spirit sight so you could see what was wrong with Segolas and use that information to make a cure.”

      “Yes... but it didn’t work.” Sava sighed. “I washed one eye with it and felt nothing but the sting of failure. And plant juice. I suspect my cultivation isn’t high enough to activate spirit sight, even temporarily.”

      “Let me try,” I said as I plucked the potion from Sava’s hands. “I activated mage sight early. Perhaps I can do the same with spirit sight.”

      Upon Sava’s instruction, I poured the vial of potion into a small bowl and splashed the strange liquid on my face.

      “You’re right,” I said, as I blinked furiously. “This stuff really does sting.”

      My eyes hurt, and I was feeling stupid as I washed my eyes and face clean with a mixture Sava had made for that exact purpose.

      I was soon thinking hurt was an understatement as I clutched at my face. A pulse ran through my head from front to back, and my vision went blurry.

      “Ugh... was it this bad for you?” I asked Sava.

      “No, there was just a brief sting.” Sava clutched at my arm. “Let's get you to the Medical Bay and have Mac look at you.”

      Sava was sounding nervous as she guided me by the arm. I laughed her off and reminded her I’d felt far worse after a rough fight. This pain was only half as bad as having a hole in my chest and having my heart torn out.

      Even without seeing, I should have been able to feel the currents of zeal around me. But somehow they felt fuzzy and indistinct.

      “You might have some sort of adverse reaction,” Sava said. “I’ll... I’ll go to the Alchemist’s Laboratory. In the meantime, let me get you some healing talismans.”

      “Don’t bother, Sava. I’m already feeling better." That was an overstatement. I wasn't feeling better so much as no longer feeling worse.

      But then just as suddenly as the pain came, it vanished completely. I was lying on the bench in the Medical Bay when my vision returned to me.

      The hazy fuzziness disappeared as my eyes went into focus again. Soon I could spot a fly on the other side of the Hearthwood, just like I could before.

      But the sharpness and clarity continued to increase. I squinted and stared as I watched a fly rubbing its front legs together schemishly as it stared at a pile of ripe fruits a merchant was carting into the Hearthwood.

      The merchant saw the fly as soon as I did, and she waved her hand to shoo it away. As she flicked her wrist, the spellheart dangling on a pendant around her neck lit up with power. The power entered the merchant and flew out her finger in a tiny little burst that generated a small gust of wind.

      This was no incredible feat of magic. It was one of the simplest works of zeal any elf of the wind aspect could accomplish. I traced the path of the zeal through her meridians, coiling around her center at the base of her stomach, then rising back up in time with her breathing to find its way down her arm and out her pointed fingers, where it generated a tiny breeze as the air zeal from the merchant stirred the natural air zeal around it with the lingering intent of the merchant who cast the spell.

      I had never witnessed magic in such detail before. I could observe the merchant’s actions in such depth it was almost like I was casting the spell itself. Every particle of zeal was clear and vivid in my mind, and its every twist and turn seemed natural. By now, I knew zeal was an expression of some higher force, and as I peered closer at the zeal around me I detected patterns shared between different aspects that I’d never witnessed before.

      It took little zeal to cast such an insignificant spell. There was more than enough air in the Medical Bay to try it myself. I didn’t have an air spellheart, but I could coax a few particles of zeal towards me with nothing but a thought. They spun and danced according to my will, and when I breathed in they flew into my lungs with the gulp of air. From there, they made their way through my body and became subject to my will.

      I pointed my finger, just as the heartwielder had. At my gesture, a gentle breeze ruffled the clothes on the hem of Sava’s dress. I’d copied a spell of a different aspect just by seeing it once. It was a simple spell, to be certain, but all I’d needed to do was look.

      I refocused my eyes to my immediate surroundings inside the Medical Bay. There was zeal here, too. In my hands and flesh, it coiled in on itself, like a spring ready to release. The particles and channels in my body formed elaborate patterns, and I witnessed those patterns in a way I’d only felt when deep in meditation.

      I looked at Sava, who was cloaked in flowing lines of green with traces of silver. Nature zeal, with just a dash of the space aspect from her little accident when she was ascending to mage acolyte. She looked at my wide eyes with a frightened expression. She hadn’t noticed me cast air magic as she fretted over me.

      “Theo!” Sava yelled. “What happened? You look dazed and confused! Focus on me!”

      I dropped my wondrous expression and laughed as I pushed Sava’s arms away and sat up on the examination bed.

      “Nothing is wrong, Sava. It worked! You’re a genius!” I grinned and kissed my woman on the cheek.

      Feeling herself so close pressed against me was a familiar sensation. My hands found their way down to her waist of their own accord.

      “I’m a genius?” Sava repeated in pleasant surprise. She blushed at my praise. “Well... I...”

      “Come on,” I said as I pulled away. “We have to go see our son.”

      Sava and I skipped back to the Chamber of Tranquility, where Segolas, the princess we rescued from the Sunspire Kingdom, the mind-controlled wizard, and Sharakan, the wizard realm matriarch of the Sakaku Clan, all rested with dazed and distant looks in their eyes. Pelise was there. She was my first daughter by Melise and had taken after her mother in spirit healing.

      Recently, she’d picked up a mind spellheart as well to help cure Sharakan and her brother.

      “Father! Matriarch Sava!” Pelise stood and ran to our side.

      Sava placed an affectionate hand on Pelise’s shoulder. “There’s no need for formality with me, Pelise.”

      “How are the patients?” I asked Pelise.

      “They’re fine,” Pelise said. “I was just getting them settled in. I was hoping if I cultivated mind magic near them, I could strip away the mind zeal that’s causing them problems and thus free these women of the spells they are afflicted by. I don’t know if it’s working, though. For Segolas, I don’t have the faintest clue how to help.”

      Previously, my understanding of their afflictions was only skin deep. If a spell existed inside their body, like in the form of the hex afflicting my son, or the mind magic afflicting these women, I was like a blindfolded surgeon. I could try to fix things, but there was no guarantee I wouldn’t make things worse.

      But that had changed thanks to Sava’s potion. According to her, the immortal sightgrass was only supposed to bestow these powers upon me temporarily, but I had a feeling this change would not go away.

      “Let me look at them,” I said as I examined my son and the elves one at a time.

      I pointed to the prisoner we rescued beneath the Sunspire Kingdom. “This one doesn’t need magic. Just somewhere safe, and perhaps someone to comfort her.”

      I looked at Sharakan, who seemed pale and ghostly, with her black hair framing her body. She reminded me of her daughter Sharian. Last I saw Sharian, she was in Nela’s quarters massaging Nela’s tired shoulders.

      The two Sakaku Clan elves were related, though I’d heard Sharakan had been an honorable and dependable elf when she’d been whole. The corruption and takeover of the Sakaku Clan had been the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s first step in their invasion. Defending the northern regions of Deania would certainly be a lot easier if it wasn’t just the Hearthwood Clan holding the line.

      But I would set things right. By examining Sharakan with the newly rescued elf I’d picked up in the Ancient Tree Temple, I quickly realized that Sharakan had far less stray mind zeal coiled around her head than the other elf. Both of them had mind spells in them, and the natural amber tendrils that dangled in the air around their minds were tied together and reshaped in unusual ways.

      Looking at the spells, it almost looked like knots were tying them in place. Perhaps those were what kept the spell from disintegrating.

      Based on the tattered state of the spells around Sharakan, I guessed the spells needed occasional maintenance to sustain. That was good news for her because it meant if we kept her away from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye for long enough, then she might recover naturally. But that could take decades, maybe even centuries, depending on how the long spell lasted.

      But maybe I could speed that process along. I plucked at the knots of magic, like tugging at a string. I poked and prodded them with mind magic of my own until I felt the knots loosen a little. Working at them like this was the extent of my abilities. Sharakan’s mind had been ensnared by a sorcerer-level mind mage. I was an exceptionally strong mage acolyte of the mind aspect, but I would likely need to wait until I collected a mind-aspect aura before trying to take on Archreaver Tim’s mind magic head-on.

      Loosening the spell a little would have to do for now. My delicate manipulations of zeal let the ends of the amber strands dangle free in the air, and more mind magic was coming off them and dispersing into the air, faster than the spell could gather from whatever zeal Sharakan’s empty mind generated. Perhaps Pelise’s methodology really would work with these changes.

      Helping the elf I rescued in the Ancient Tree Temple was both easier and more difficult. It was easier in that the spell had only been cast by a wizard instead of a sorcerer, so the mind zeal wrapped around the wizard’s mind lacked the quality of Tim’s spell. But it was harder because the magic was fresh and unworn. It had been well-maintained until I’d stolen this elf from her captor.

      After getting a bit of practice, I turned myself to my true subject of interest. My son Segolas.

      His affliction was an order of magnitude more complex than those plaguing the elves. At the core of his condition was the Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death, a rather cruel and horrific hex that Segolas wouldn’t have even been able to cast if he wasn’t so damnably gifted.

      Unfortunately, he’d been just as overconfident as he’d been talented. He thought he could take on a sorcerer with his spell, but he was wrong. Archreaver Tim reflected the spell right back at him, and the mind zeal mixed with the evil hex, forming something new and completely unbreakable. The whole point of the Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death was to create a spell that would make the cursed elf suffer from lifetime to lifetime until the end of their existence.

      But there had to be a way to remove the hex, separating out Segolas, his soul, memories, and everything that made him himself.

      The delicate pattern of zeal hovering around Segolas’ body appeared before me with greater clarity than it ever had before. Beyond that, I could see the zeal vanish beneath his skin and watched as it linked with his brain, his heart, and the dantian where he’d implanted that death spellheart he’d been diligently cultivating before his accident.

      I stretched out my hand, running my fingers through the parts of the spell outside of his body. I could break these strands in any number of ways. Magical Shattering would let me crush them with my fingers. My aura could devour the magic outright. I could simply siphon the zeal away.

      But I could have always done that. I didn’t because I feared what might happen. With a magical hex like this, I’d be more likely to snuff out his existence than cure him. But at least now I had a chance at understanding the problems plaguing him.

      “Get me a notebook, please,” I asked Pelise.

      “No need.” Sava interrupted. She reached into her bag of holding and withdrew the pad of papers and brush she carried with her. “Just tell me what you see.”

      I looked Segolas over from head to toe, examining every facet of magic that made up his body. I had Sava and Pelise record my observations in exacting detail. Recording so much information about such a complex spell took up many pages of notes. After all, this spell was not a static thing. Zeal flowed through and from it like a heartbeat on a parasite. If anything, this hex seemed to be just as alive as Segolas himself was.

      “There are a few avenues I could pursue that might help unravel the spell.” I said after our examination was as comprehensive as I could make it. “A few of these strands of mind zeal look like they might come loose with a bit of prodding.”

      I worked as I spoke. Strands of mind zeal came loose one after another, and I felt like I was poking at a bowl of noodles with a stick a meter long. I could see what I needed to do, but I lacked the dexterity to do it.

      Eventually, I realized I’d done all I could with mind zeal, and I told Sava as much.

      “What about this mass of death zeal here?” Sava asked. “If you could uncoil it somehow, you’d have access to what we suspect to be the hex’s self-maintenance features. If we could remove or disable that area our chances of defeating the hex completely would improve significantly.”

      “I’d need to have death zeal of my own for that,” I said, as I shook my head. But then I realized that wasn’t true. I had cast a simple air spell just by taking in air zeal and making it my own. I could do the same with death, at least enough to nudge the spell around my son any way I wanted.

      So I took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh air of the Chamber of Tranquility, and along with it a lungful of death zeal from what leaked out of my son’s curse.

      Death zeal did not spill out as easily as mind zeal. It lingered and festered instead of drifting away. It took me several breaths to take in enough ambient zeal to even attempt to work with death zeal.

      The zeal was resistant to me, as death zeal had always been. But my will was far stronger now, and such a minuscule quantity of zeal couldn’t hope to oppose me. Soon it was mine to command.

      “What are you doing, father?” Pelise asked me as I focused on the zeal I’d just taken in and made it my own.

      “Casting my first spell as a necromancer,” I said as I let the death zeal flow out of my fingertips. It wasn’t any structured spell, just a little nudge like that gust of wind I’d made earlier. This burst of zeal caused no physical change in my surroundings, but it did influence the death zeal around my son, nudging and twisting it a little.

      “You’re... using death zeal? Did you take a third spellheart while you were away?” Sava asked.

      “Father’s a necromancer too now?” Pelise asked in wonder.

      “No, I just took in a little death zeal a moment ago and used it.” I shrugged. “It’s not a hard trick.”

      “Wow.” Pelise gasped. “I did not know you could cast spells without even needing a spellheart of that aspect! That’s incredible! I have so much more to learn!”

      Sava rubbed her chin in thought. She must have picked that motion up from me. “Apparently I have a lot left to learn as well.”

      I rubbed Sava on the shoulder fondly. “I didn’t figure out how to do it until you gave me that potion of yours. So I suppose you deserve some of the credit.” I blew Sava a kiss, and the beaming smile she sent in reply suggested the gesture would have led to a lot more than a kiss had my daughter and son not been present with us.

      I took several more breaths to nudge the death zeal hovering around Segolas again, but I soon became frustrated at how slow and inefficient this was.

      “I suppose I should be grateful Segolas’ body gives off so little death zeal.” I sighed. “It means he’s living, though not healthy. That curse of his is stingy though.”

      “We could go visit the dragon corpse,” Sava suggested. “There should be plenty of death zeal there.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure Xoreda and her bunch drained all they could the last time they were here. It will take some time for the chamber to become filled with death zeal again. No, I have a better source closer to hand.” I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew the massive wizard-realm death aspect spellheart I picked up in the treasury of the Sunspire Kingdom.

      “What is that?” Pelise gasped, crawling backward with the weight of the malevolent spirit lurking within the massive spellheart.

      “It’s a powerful death spellheart,” I explained. “I know it didn’t come from anything nice, considering the feeling it's giving off to me even after death. So you girls should steer clear of it, especially if it starts whispering in your head.”

      “Is it dangerous?” Sava asked. "Or rather, is it dangerous enough for me to scrap it for parts?" Her fingers were creeping closer, and she looked like she wanted to hold the massive spellheart in her own hands, where it would no doubt become fodder for some half-baked experiment.

      “Probably,” I said. “But I imagine I can peel a little power away from it and use it for my own purposes.”

      [Power...] The spirit inside the stone wasted no time repeating her earlier offer.

      “That was exactly what I pulled you out for,” I muttered. I stretched out my hand and tapped on the top of the spellheart. My tap projected a tiny bit of earth zeal into the stone, which interfered with the spellheart’s internal structure. A massive amount of death zeal spilled out of the stone and into the surrounding air.

      The evil tempting spirit inside the spellheart screamed in pain, and I siphoned off the power it released and took it into my lungs, where I made the power my own.

      One breath of air with so much death zeal in it gave me more than huffing the few scant particles available in this room. I quickly put the power to work performing the operation I had determined would expose the hex’s self-maintenance features. With great difficulty, I could uncoil the mass of death zeal.

      Truthfully, working with the zeal I’d stolen from the spirit in the stone was even easier than using mind zeal from my spirit art. The power I’d taken had been at the wizard realm, and it behaved itself like a well-trained dog, ready to fetch and chase at the slightest command.

      [Why... you so... mean...] The evil spirit said to me, sounding much like a pouting child all of a sudden. How curious. I’d never had a monster attempt to gain my sympathy before.

      “I have something that might help,” Sava said as she reached into her bag of holding. She withdrew a shriveled round eye from her pouch, and I recognized it as the mutant rat eye I’d retrieved with Melise on our trip through the dungeon.

      “That little thing!” I said as I remembered where it had come from. “Did you find a use for it?”

      “I did,” Sava said. “It should increase your control over death zeal, especially now that it’s been soaked in a few potions meant to enhance its abilities. Just hang onto it.”

      I touched the shriveled eye. It felt cold, wet, and clammy on my skin. Despite the disturbing sensation, I kept my fingers wrapped around it and found my control over death zeal was enhanced. The zeal I’d stolen jumped even more readily at my command, and it flowed through my body as though I cultivated death zeal instead of just imitating someone who did.

      “A remarkable creation. Thank you, Sava.” I nodded in appreciation at the unexpected gift.

      “It was originally going to be a gift from us to Segolas.” Sava sighed. “It would have been if my first potion had worked.”

      I planted a kiss on Sava’s cheek, though that was as much attention as I could spare from the task at hand. “I promise we’ll have something even better for him when he’s healthy again.”

      Sava nodded and put her faith in me. I completed as much of the procedure as I could. Uncovering the self-maintenance functions of the spell gave me an entirely new layer of features to observe, and Sava carefully recorded everything in great detail.

      “I’m going to need to do some research on this sort of design. I’ll find everything there is to know on hex self-maintenance mechanisms.” Sava said.

      “That would be the wisest move.” I agreed. “As nice as it would be to get our son back sooner, we need to do this carefully and intelligently. If nothing else, the work we did today to disrupt the spell will increase its decay rate. I’ll search the clan libraries for any information that could be relevant.”

      “The only question, in that case, is whether Segolas will outlive the spell,” Pelise said. “As a mage acolyte, he should be able to live for about a hundred and fifty years. The spell might decay or it might carry over into his wisp and manifest again when he makes a new body. There’s no telling what might happen with it then.”

      “A hundred and fifty years is a long time to suffer.” I sighed. “I don’t plan to let that happen.”

      When I’d done all I could for my son, I left him to Sava and Pelise’s care. I tucked the giant death spellheart back into my Dimensional Storage, much to its protests, along with the mutant rat eye Sava had given me.

      “Mac,” I whispered aloud, “Found anything relevant to Segolas’ condition in the clan libraries?”

      [I was wondering when you’d ask that.] Mac sighed. [You know, I got a bit excited at the thought of you trying to sift through a mountain of books on your own. It was an amusing thought. But yes, I discovered a few passages that might be useful. I’m compiling a special volume now. I’ll send a copy to Sava and one to you. I’ll drop it off in your Dimensional Storage.]

      “Thank you,” I said. “Is Yorik ready to leave?”

      [Ready? I think not. But she’s willing to put up with a fear of flying if it means she gets to help you lead an orc horde.]

      “Perfect. Tell her to meet me at the top of Castle Mac. We’re leaving now.”
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      My newly acquired spirit sight did not fade over the next few days, and I slowly began to realize that the potion Sava created meant for temporary enhancement had instead unlocked a permanent change within me.

      She theorized that this was something my body had been ready for all along, and I just needed the chance to use it to make the change permanent. It wasn't so much as a groundbreaking achievement as a restoration of an advantage I'd had when I first started cultivating.

      I unlocked mage sight long before true mage, granting me an advantage in learning magic over elves of the equivalent level. I'd lost that advantage after reaching true mage myself, but now my human origins had tilted the scales in my favor once again. I would have to leverage this new ability to enhance both my body and spirit cultivation with even greater speed.

      The flight to Moonbow City was smooth and easy, though Yorik didn’t agree with that sentiment. Her face was greener than usual by the time we landed, and we stopped outside the city and entered on foot so she could steady herself before entering.

      Yorik snorted at the trees spread around the city walls and the buildings sprawling among their branches. “Elves living in trees.”

      “The previous governor of the city was having walls constructed,” I said as I pointed to the walls hidden behind the trees. “I’ve continued those efforts, so this place is a bit more defensible than your average elf city."

      “Should cut down these trees too,” Yorik said. “Otherwise, you can knock one over and scale the walls with the trunk. Or build ladders and towers.”

      Yorik carefully picked apart the city’s defenses as we approached, and I made careful note of her good ideas.

      I changed into what I usually wore when appearing as Chief Blackgorge, then straightened my back and replaced my usual friendly smile with a proud and fierce glare. The orcs seemed to respect that more. Then we entered Moonbow City.

      “Chief Blackgorge has returned!” An orc shouted. Soon that cry was taken up throughout the city.

      I expected it to be mostly deserted after Meldrik and I took fifty thousand orcs out of the city west to the Sunspire Kingdom. But the city was more packed than ever. There were orcs by the thousands lining the streets, and the elven populace seemed to have doubled as well.

      The elves were keeping the city running, while the orcs celebrated and rejoiced over their pilgrimage and the successful raids.

      Most of the elves were naked as they worked cooking food and making potions for the orcs to buy, and both male and female orcs took full advantage of the elves’ naked states to touch and grab however they pleased. For their part, the elves moaned in delight every time rough orcish hands ran over their bare skin, or when an orcish customer groped a handful of elven rear shortly after paying for their lunch.

      There were also many elves reserved for an orc’s personal use on display. They clung tight to their orcish master’s side, either decorated in revealing outfits of leather or naked beside a leashed collar. I even saw one elf wearing what looked like rabbit ears while her master wore a wolf pelt over his head.

      “My kind of city!” Yorik grinned as she gazed at our surroundings.

      “I’m glad you like it,” I said. “Because it belongs to the Blackgorge Tribe, and that means it belongs to us.”

      Yorik wrapped her arms around my shoulders and gave me a wet, warm kiss.

      “Ay!” an orc woman interrupted our moment of intimacy. “You’re getting it on with Chief Blackgorge!”

      “And?” Yorik growled as she pulled away from me.

      “That was our plan!” The orc woman protested. “You’ll have to get in line or fight us!”

      Sure enough, behind the orc woman were three other female orcs. Several were topless, but they all wore weapons on their hips. By their fierce and hungry glares, it seemed like they wanted to eat me instead of getting it on with me. But orcish mating rituals were just as much a battle for dominance as they were passionate lovemaking.

      As I watched, the orc women cracked their knuckles while glaring at me, as though they couldn’t wait to pounce.

      “Sorry, ladies.” I chuckled. “But Yorik has been at my side for a long time now. You’re not cutting in front of her.”

      But Yorik didn’t need my help to get rid of these orc women. She answered their demands with her fist. The orcess who’d just spoken went flying into a nearby building as Yorik’s hand collided with her jaw.

      The others scrambled to take up defensive postures, but Yorik grabbed one by the arm and tossed her into the other. Then she head-butted the last one. In moments, all the orc women challengers landed in a helpless heap.

      They rubbed their heads and stared up at Yorik with newfound respect in their eyes.

      Yorik snorted when they didn’t stand back up to keep fighting. “You need to train more.” She said as she looked down at them. Then Yorik wrapped her arms back around my shoulders and gave me another deep and passionate kiss, in full view of her defeated would-be rivals.

      I gave Yorik’s firm rear a squeeze and flashed the defeated orcs a wink. “Better luck next time, ladies.” Then I led Yorik back to the governor’s residence.

      On our way there, we saw further evidence of the massive increase in the city’s population. If anything, there were three times as many orcs now as there were when I’d left the city last. I looked around the residential districts and realized many of them had recent additions of new floors up above, meaning the city had been expanding upward to accommodate the increased population.

      “Plenty of new warriors to fight for you,” Yorik said.

      “I suppose Meldrik’s messages have gotten through already. Either that or tales of my recent victories have been spreading.”

      I examined the elves around the city and noticed many of them had the hair and complexions I’d seen in the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple. They must have made their way here to the open portals in Moonbow City after being captured in battle. I wondered how many of the orcs present here today had fought by my side already.

      I knew the orcs were fond of bartering and swapping captured elves in the hopes that an elf might find an orc she would become a thrall for, so I wondered how many of these elves made their way here after being traded through a dozen trainers or more.

      Eventually, we made it to the center of the city, where the governor’s residence was. The Blackgorge Tribe was managing the city from there with the help of the Moonbow Clan, who’d ruled the city in their own name before their matriarch surrendered her clan to the orcs.

      We were greeted by a pair of Moonbow Clan elves. They were dressed in the plain brown robes I’d seen many elves in the Blackgorge Tribe wear after living among orcs for several generations, so this pair had probably already been trained all the way to the rank of concubine.

      “Greetings, Master Blackgorge.” The Moonbow elves greeted me. I sensed both of them were peak true mages and had probably been influential figures before the orc takeover.

      “Greetings to the two of you. Who from the Blackgorge Tribe is running the city in my absence?”

      “That would be the third elder, Meldrik’s second.” The elf replied. “He’s in the governor’s residence now.”

      Yorik and I met with the orc managing the city on behalf of the Blackgorge Tribe, and he greeted both of us warmly.

      “Chief! And Yorik! We’ve expected your arrival ever since receiving word from Meldrik that you wanted to start a second horde.” He glanced at Yorik. “Our chief is certainly an ambitious man. He wants to start a second horde while the first one hasn’t even finished raiding and plundering yet.”

      “There are more battles to be won, and more lands to seize,” I said. “I hardly plan to sit around and wait for Stone Skin orcs to sack every minor village and town. Not while there are cities and countries to take!”

      “Tales of your bravery and power have already spread far and wide. Most chiefs who assemble a horde only ever raid those villages and towns you can’t be bothered with. Many a chief now doubts their own courage thanks to you. Very few chiefs are left to attack our original target of Deania with how many of our brothers and sisters in arms you’ve directed towards the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple.”

      I felt a smirk climb the side of my face. “You noticed that? I suppose the fact that I have a stake in Deania isn’t a very well-kept secret.”

      “There are some rumors that you possess a clan of elves.” The elder nodded. “Some see it as a conflict of interest. But for most, your strength gives you the right to do as you please. And if you’re willing to conqueror some lands and not others, that is a choice you have the power to make.”

      Yorik and I saw the elder had the city well in hand. There was much to do for both of us, so we divided up the tasks at hand.

      Yorik would begin organizing the orcs in the city to see who was really coming with us, recruit more orcs, and have them ready to march on the Auqualian Trade Union. I could admit that Yorik was more suited to that job than I was, and I had more practical concerns for the horde.

      The Auqualian Trade Union was made of a series of islands just south of the Myriad Monsters Sea. Getting to those islands would require going over water. While orcs could swim quite far and fast, they couldn’t do so while carrying a couple dozen bound elf captives and a mountain of loot and weapons.

      Bags of holding would compensate for some of that, and a fair number of the orcs could fly. But not all of them. We needed boats or at least rafts that we could row to the various islands.

      So that’s what I set to work doing. There was plenty of wood around Moonbow City, and just about every tree was straight and tall. With the help of the skilled craftswomen of the Moonbow and the Whitewood Clan, I’d have a fleet of working ships in mere days.

      “Wearing clothes again feels strange, master.” Yavilla Whitewood complained after I pulled a brown cloak over her and her sister.

      “You’ll have to bear with it until we get back to the manor,” I chuckled. “You and your clan belong to me, and I don’t want any other man cast covetous eyes upon what is mine. Now, please help me with these plans.”

      I unfurled a scroll containing a drawing of a boat. The keel was one large log, and the hull was made of wood shaped into an arc. I’d seen the Riverweed Tribe grow wood in such a shape before, and I was hoping the Whitewood Clan could do the same but on a larger scale.

      “That should be easy enough,” Yavilla confirmed. She turned to her sister, Tavilla, who also looked over the plans. The two Whitewood True mages made a few alterations to my drawings before we settled on our final design, and then the elves went to work.

      “Aren’t you ladies going to help everyone else build the ships?” I asked the two of them when they made no motion to leave my side after giving the orders to begin.

      “Only if that’s what our master wants from us.” Yavilla Whitewood purred. She leaned in and whispered in my ear, “We patched that hole you made in the ceiling last time.”

      I could feel myself hardening as the two elf thralls rubbed themselves against me. “I hope you reinforced the ceiling, too. Otherwise, I might make a few new holes tonight.”

      Yavilla continued to whisper into my ear all the things she wanted me to do to her. I felt my cock grow harder, and it took longer than I’d like to admit, realizing that Tavilla had wormed her hand inside my pants and started stroking my manhood as her sister whispered in my ear.

      Between the two of them, I could hardly contain myself, public space or not. I reached behind Yavilla and tore a hole in the robe covering her butt.

      Yavilla squirmed as I grabbed her by the legs, then bent over and waved her newly exposed tush in my direction. Somehow, that little gap before me exposing her upper lips despite her clothes was more arousing to me than her earlier total nudity.

      I ran my fingers against her slit and my fingers came away dripping wet. Clearly, Yavilla had been arousing herself just as much as me with her whispered words.

      “Suck on my fingers,” I commanded Tavilla as I presented my newly dampened digits.

      Tavilla slurped her sister’s juices off my fingers, lubricating them to plunge deeper into her sister as she did so.

      Yavilla bit her lip as her sister stroked me and sucked on my hand. I smiled down at her as I placed a hand on the back of her neck and pushed Yavilla down against my lap. Then I pulled my fingers out of Tavilla’s mouth and rubbed them against Yavilla’s slit, teasing at her entrance before plunging inward.

      Yavilla moaned as I fingered her, and several elves looked up at the noise. The Whitewood Clan elves blushed at the sight of me turning their matriarch into a panting mess in public like this.

      Elves weren’t the only ones to notice what I was doing. I caught the eye of two orc guards, one male, and one female. The male threw me a big thumbs up and a massive grin. The female let one of her fingers slide under her leather skirt, scratching a sudden itch between her legs, no doubt. I wasn’t sure if she was imagining me doing this to her or herself, doing this to the elf in my lap, but I suspected she’d be pleased with either opportunity.

      “Oh, heavenly ancestors!” Yavilla moaned as I fingered her.

      I felt my own arousal growing as Tavilla went to her knees and unbuttoned my pants. In moments, she had my cock in her mouth and began sucking.

      Yavilla’s thighs quivered and squirmed, and I felt a tremor travel up her spine as she reached her climax. She panted and moaned, soon reaching the apex of her pleasure.

      I clicked my tongue in disappointment. Even after my previous training sessions, Yavilla was still cumming far too quickly. I liked to tease my women far longer than this, but this horny little Whitewood matriarch was so sensitive it was hard to remind myself to pull back in time. Based on her incredible sensitivity, I almost suspected she’d orgasmed earlier, just from our foreplay.

      “Ahem...” One of the Whitewood Clan mage acolytes shifted from leg to leg as she got my attention. I noticed her cheeks were flushed, and she stared at the ground in front of me instead of meeting my gaze. “Master Blackgorge... the spells are set, and the trees will grow the way we want them. Do you mind if we... uhm.... retire to the manor now?”

      “Getting envious of your matriarch here, are you?” I asked the blushing elf.

      I’d merely expected her to keep blushing, but to my surprise, a smile broke out on her face.

      “...Yes sir.”

      I lifted her chin and smiled back at her. “I don’t spend nearly enough time with you girls.”

      We made our way back into Moonbow City, and the Moonbow Clanswomen cast envious glances back at the Whitewood Clanswomen who moved together in a group towards the Whitewood estate.
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      I returned to find this little home away from home exactly as I left it. It was clean and smelled of freshly cut timber. The Whitewood elves waiting by the door took my coat but kept holding their hands out until I gave them my shirt as well. Then the Whitewood elves discarded the plain robes they wore to expose their naked bodies in this private place once again.

      I appreciated the sight of it, and I threw Tavilla over my shoulder. Yavilla must have gotten jealous because she jumped up onto my other shoulder to join her sister. Then we headed to the same upper bedroom where I’d previously enjoyed the attentions of the Whitewood Clan.

      With both my hands full, I kicked the door open, prepared to throw both the elves I was carrying down onto the closest approximation of a bed and ravage these two until they stopped acting so damn sexy.

      Except when I kicked the door open, I found someone already inside waiting for me.

      Yorik stood in the center of the chamber with her hands on her hips.

      “You said you didn’t take any thralls?” Yorik snorted as she glanced at the Whitewood matriarchs over my shoulders and the horde of naked elves behind me.

      “Ah... well...” I chuckled awkwardly as I glanced at the elves crowded around me with adoring expressions on their faces. “Maybe one or two.”

      Yorik beckoned us all forward, and we stepped through the doorway.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we have a little company tonight, Yorik,” I said as I gestured to the gathering crowd. Even now, elves were trickling through in small groups.

      Yorik laughed and shook her head. “You’re not using thralls right.” Then a gleam shone through her eyes. “Let me show you.”

      An instant later every elf was strapped down to a device built for that intent. The Whitewood Clan had been busy replicating my designs in my absence, and now there were enough of them for every member of the Whitewood Clan.

      Even I was scarcely sure what had happened. Yorik had taken control of the elves of the Whitewood Clan so swiftly I would have guessed she’d been training them daily for years.

      “Some elves live to obey,” Yorik said as she cracked a whip against her palm. “You are those kinds of elves.”

      “Yes, miss Yorik.” Yavilla agreed.

      Yorik’s short raptor hide crop shot out in the blink of an eye and left a thin red welt against the true mage’s naked backside.

      “Whikkar Yorik to you, thrall,” Yorik commanded.

      “Yes, whikkar,” Yavilla repeated in a much meeker voice.

      “You will learn discipline.” Yorik continued as she stalked back and forth across the room. “You will learn to serve.”

      “Wow, Yorik.” I chuckled. “You’re really getting into this.”

      “Shhh... soon these elves will be proper thralls. Watch and see.” Yorik promised me.

      “Seeing you keeping the Whitewood Clan in line is hot,” I said to her. “And those two on the wooden horse over there? Yavilla and Tavilla? Those two Whitewood matriarchs spent the whole day getting me all hot and horny.”

      Yorik glanced over to the two matriarchs and cracked her whip. “I see no matriarchs. Only thralls. But they may come down to fix what they’ve done to the chief.”

      Yorik led me over to a mighty wooden chair. It was hewn from a solid block of wood, with a base and back thick as tree trunks on their own. It was sculpted into the image of a throne and sat on a dais towards the back of the room.

      Yorik pushed me down into the chair, and I sprawled comfortably in its embrace. The wood was spongy, almost like cushions had been grown from the wood itself.

      “Approach!” Yorik commanded Yavilla and Tavilla.

      The two matriarchs-turned-thralls got off their wooden horse when one of the few free Whitewood elves came over and unbound their hands and feet. They were about to walk towards me when Yorik’s whip cracked again, expertly twisting around behind the two of them to strike each elf on the rear.

      “Crawl,” Yorik commanded with a fierce glare. “And put some collars on them! Thralls without collars are not truly powerless and at our mercy.”

      The Whitewood elves were no danger to me, and truthfully their magic was rather helpful, so I didn’t stand by the more traditional aspects of elvish training that required newly captured thralls to wear zeal suppressing collars at all times. Yorik, however, seemed to want to do things the official way.

      Before long, we had enough thrall outfits to get most of the clan bound in place. Yorik quickly took away Yavilla and Tavilla’s ability to move on anything but their knees and elbows, and the two slowly made their way across the room.

      “Now free the chief’s cock.” Yorik commanded, smacking her crop against her palm as she did so.

      This was one activity I was particularly eager to see. I was still wearing my pants, and the two Whitewood matriarchs didn’t have use of their hands or legs. Even their mouths had a pair of delicate-looking pink gags in them. Besides wriggling a bit at my feet, I wasn’t sure what they could do.

      Yavilla and Tavilla tried to catch the hem of my pants on their elbows and pin them down that way, but they had a lot of trouble with that. They scratched and pawed at me by the minute, and Yorik could sense my growing eagerness to move on to something a little more pleasurable.

      “Shh... this is important.” Yorik insisted as the elves continued to struggle. As a consolation, she reached her own hand into my pants and stroked my already rock-hard shaft. I ran my hand along Yorik’s back and let her skimpy top clatter to the ground so I could see and feel those plump green breasts of hers.

      That satiated my desires for a while longer, and Yorik started calling down more Whitewood Clan elves to help their matriarchs pull my pants down. Soon, the entire Whitewood Clan was dedicated to the sole task of uncovering my cock, all of them crawling about on their knees and elbows as they did so.

      They worked together as a team, forming steps into a pyramid that they slowly ascended one at a time. By crawling on each other’s backs they eventually made it up to my throne and into my lap, which let a few of them nudge the buttons holding my pants up.

      I took a moment to admire the Whitewood Clan’s teamwork. If they weren’t as close as sisters before, they certainly would be after today. Not even Yorik’s troops could coordinate so effectively.

      Eventually, and against all odds, my button came loose and Tavilla could get enough of a grip on the hem of my pants with her elbow that she could slowly work them down my legs.

      “Mffff!” The Whitewood Clan elves all let out gagged cheers, and even Yorik let out a pleased noise.

      The Whitewood Clan was very disappointed to learn I was wearing underwear underneath my pants. I may have shifted my weight a bit to make things easier on them, but eventually, they got those down too. Soon Yavilla was bouncing on her elbows as she glanced between my erect cock and Yorik’s approving nod.

      Yorik reached down and tugged at the strap behind Yavilla’s head, undoing the gag and letting it fall to the ground. “Good.”

      “D-do I suck it now?” Yavilla asked eagerly, thinking she already had this part all figured out.

      “No,” Yorik said. “She does.” Yorik pointed at Tavilla. “She got the pants down.”

      I reached over and undid Tavilla’s gag. Then I scooped the elf up in my arms to pull her into my lap. That was far faster than waiting for her to climb a staircase made out of her clanswomen on their hands and knees.

      Without a word, Tavilla lapped at my prodigious length. I had to shift her around to give her a good angle, and in her bound state, she couldn’t hope to get her tongue around the whole thing. If I put her at my tip, she couldn’t move her head far enough to lick more than a hand’s length down my shaft.

      In the end, I seated her across one of the throne’s armrests and let her lap at the side of my cock while I held Yorik’s hand.

      “What about me?” Yavilla asked needfully. Yorik snorted, then spread her legs and gestured to her own lower body garments, a loincloth of leather and animal teeth.

      In the end, Yorik’s primitive clothes proved to be far easier to remove without the use of hands. Yavilla led her clan to victory, and Yorik rewarded her by spreading her legs and letting the elf lick her whikkar’s womanhood.

      I had a second chair brought up for Yorik and pulled her beside me as we were pleasured by the pair of elven matriarchs. The rest of their clan amused us by performing sensual acts on each other in our direction.

      “Now this is how an orc chief should relax,” I said, as I reclined in my chair. Yorik leaned against me, cracking her whip against the floor so that the sound would make the elves jump a little.

      “Do that thing with your tongue,” I instructed a pair before us. “Yes, that one. Lick her nipples just like that. Perfection.”

      Yorik snapped her whip against the floor again. But the elves didn’t need any prompting. Yorik planted a kiss on my cheek, and I tugged her closer to my side.

      “Good find.” Yorik congratulated me as she rested her heels on the back of a kneeling Whitewood Clan elf. “Good thralls.”

      “To be honest, I was feeling a bit bad about accepting them as thralls for a while,” I chuckled. “It just doesn’t seem like something the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan would do.”

      “It is something Chief Blackgorge would do,” Yorik said with a toothy grin.

      We did a few comparisons together and compared the oral skills of Yavilla and Tavilla. I passed Tavilla, who was sprawled over my legs, over to Yorik. She gave me Yavilla out from between her thighs.

      Yavilla finally had her chance to slurp at my shaft, and I had to note she did so with more gusto but less skill than her sister. I said as much to Yorik.

      “This one uses her lips more.” Yorik gestured to Tavilla, who was lapping at Yorik’s womanhood.

      “Interesting,” I said. “I’m not sure I noticed that. Mind if we switch back a bit?”

      And so Yorik and I traded elves back and forth for a while. Before long, we were including the other members of the Whitewood Clan from around the room to put their oral skills to the test as well.

      Yorik and I were true connoisseurs, but we could only be satisfied by elvish lips and tongues for so long. Yorik expressed some curiosity about what it was like to penetrate an elf with my cock, and how an elvish pussy differed from her own orcish womanhood.

      After a bit of consideration, I realized the only way to give Yorik an accurate description was to try both and describe the process as it was happening.

      “This one clenches down on my shaft whenever I tickle her,” I said as I held Yavilla up in the air by the leather straps binding her in place. To illustrate my point, I tickled Yavilla’s bare stomach, and she let out a short giggle.

      I stuck my shaft inside her and brushed my fingers against Yavilla’s stomach again. Sure enough, I felt her inner walls squeeze down around me and I threw back my head to enjoy the pleasure.

      “Can I try?” Yorik suggested. I held Yavilla up for Yorik to toy with, and Yorik tickled the elf’s stomach with both hands, sending her squirming and giggling with her lower lips wrapped around my cock.

      “That’s the stuff...” I groaned as I could feel myself inching closer to climax.

      “Now do me.” Yorik turned her chair towards me and spread her legs apart. She was wet and dripping from having her pussy constantly licked by the Whitewood elves.

      “Want to see if you’re ticklish as well?” I asked Yorik with a sly grin. Then I stood up from my throne and grabbed Yorik’s ankles. I pulled her forward, so she slid down in her chair and lined her up to receive my manhood.

      Any foreplay would have been pointless now that we’d been surrounded by sex for what must have been hours. I slid my cock between Yorik’s lower lips and plunged deep inside her.

      She drew me in from the inside, gobbling down my length all the way to the hilt. The elves could just barely take my full size, but Yorik had no problems with it. If anything, she could handle a cock of even greater length and girth.

      So I directed blood to flow to my groin and pool in the hot pulsing member there. I reinforced my flesh with flowing currents of zeal and felt myself expand.

      Yorik sensed what I was doing, and her own inner walls clenched down around me, squeezing my cock back down to its normal size.

      She was stronger than I expected, and I had to funnel more magical power in to keep myself growing. In the end, my body was stronger than hers, and my cock quickly filled her up inside.

      “Now then, let us see if you’re the same as Yavilla when I do this!” I tickled Yorik between her thighs, and her legs wrapped around me tighter.

      Yorik squirmed, but I didn’t feel her get any tighter. In all fairness, her grip on my cock already felt like bands of steel, and a wooden dildo sitting where my cock was would have long since been reduced to a bundle of splinters. Luckily for Yorik, I was made of tougher stuff.

      I shifted my weight forward and back, slowly starting to thrust in and out of Yorik as I searched her body for sensitive regions. Under her breasts? The small of her back? Beneath her chin?

      Eventually, I got an un-orcish squeak out of her, and I quickly began probing further in the hopes of getting more.

      Soon Yorik could contain herself no longer, and she was squealing and moaning just like Yavilla had been moments before.

      With so much licking, sucking, and teasing, my cock had been ready to burst for hours. I felt the beginnings of an orgasm in Yorik as well, so I timed myself to release with her.

      Yorik bit her lip as she wrapped around my cock, gripping the arms of her chair to steady herself. We reached our climax simultaneously, and Yorik let out a long pleasured moan as my seed poured from my cock in thick inky pools.

      My cum sprayed forth, inflating Yorik’s womb with its intensity and pressure. The Whitewood elves at my shins perked up at the sound. This was just the sort of climax that had taken out the roof the last time I was here, but luckily Yorik was here to save the manor.

      When I judged Yorik could take no more, I pulled myself out of her. My cock continued to spray seed in all directions, and I gripped it like holding a hose as I directed it around the room. By now the pressure of the explosion had eased somewhat, and I decreased that pressure still by increasing the amount of volume I allowed to flow forth from the tip of my cock.

      When the forces were weak enough that I deemed them safe, I pointed my cock at the eager Whitewood elves crawling along on their elbows and knees and sprayed them all down with a healthy fountain of cum.

      The Whitewood elves jumped for joy at the special treat that would help them cultivate. Their whole clan would be more useful to me the stronger they got, so I was happy to help them with as much of this particular cultivation aid as they needed.

      Yavilla crawled over to one of her mage acolytes and eagerly began lapping the cum off of the mage acolyte’s hindquarters. Meanwhile, several more Whitewood elves approached their matriarch to do the same.

      The Whitewood Clan cleaned each other with amazing speed and efficiency, and soon they were doing the same with the rest of the room. They polished the chamber clean with their tongues, which Yorik noted was an advanced technique not many thralls had mastered.

      “I suppose I’m better at some aspects of thrall training than others,” I chuckled as I patted Yorik’s inflated stomach. I sat back on my throne to let the Whitewood matriarchs clean me as well. Tavilla and Yavilla crawled between Yorik’s spread thighs to lap my cum out of her dripping womb. I held Yorik’s hand and the two of us hashed out the details of my invasion plans for disabling the Auqualian Trade Union while our thralls prepared us for a second round.
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      The ships were ready in the blink of an eye. Between all the planning, construction, and bedroom activities, I got a bit of cultivation done. I could feel myself approaching the mid-wizard realm. I knew I’d breakthrough this time if only I had another bout of inspiration. I searched for the feelings I had the last time I’d tried and failed, but couldn’t conjure them up again.

      I was getting closer to Silver Marrow as well, though that was an arduous process, too. I didn’t want to initiate the delicate manipulations of zeal required to break through to the next level of the World Titan Fiendbody just yet, but that time would come soon.

      Yorik had all the orcs she’d gathered for my second horde to meet us just outside the city, where the Whitewood and Moonbow Clans had constructed the ships we would use to cross the Myriad Monsters Sea.

      “To the west of here lies a series of islands,” I shouted to the gathering crowd of orcs, “where elves grow fat and wealthy managing trade lanes and selling spellhearts from the powerful monsters in the surrounding sea. They rely on those same fearsome beasts for their own protection, and an outside force has not attacked their islands in a thousand years!”

      I knew I had captured the orc’s attention with that pronouncement. An unassailable series of island fortresses? A nation of arrogant and wealthy elves who thought they couldn’t be attacked? Teaching such lofty and proud elf women to embrace orcish conquerors stirred the hearts of orc men and women alike.

      “Until recently, the Auqualian Trade Union was made of feuding island-nations.” I continued. “But in recent days, one among their number rose to the sorcerer realm and declared herself the sovereign ruler of the isles!”

      A few hushed whispers ran through the crowd. Few orcs knew what an elven sorcerer meant, but those that did knew to fear them.

      “And she was so confident in her island’s defenses she brought all her most powerful underlings north of here to Deania, leaving her home, her wealth, and her many beautiful daughters completely unprotected!”

      A cheer rose among the orcs at my words.

      “Who will join me in this raid!?” I demanded of the crowd.

      “Chief Blackgorge!”

      “We march with you!”

      “We’ll take these islands in your name, Chief Blackgorge!”

      I turned to Yorik, who nodded in approval. This horde was ready to move.

      Yorik cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “March!”

      The orcs picked up the boats the Whitewood Clan made. They were large ships, each nearly fifty meters from stem to stern. There were two hundred ships of that size, and I still feared we wouldn’t have enough.

      The Whitewood and Moonbow Clans had truly grown a lot of them over the past few days but transporting a horde of a hundred and fifty thousand was a tall order. We’d have to pack over seven hundred orcs on each ship, which would leave the decks somewhat crowded. But these orcs were a tough lot, and with no sails, we’d need that many bodies to row our way to the islands.

      We carried the boats on our shoulders, spreading the immense weight of the ships among a hundred orcs at a time. Even carrying such burdens, we maintained a light jog as we made our way to the coast. The lands we traveled through had been conquered by orcs long ago, so we met with no trouble during our journey. We even ran into a few minor bands of orcs who hoped to join our horde, and I welcomed them to the fold.

      Soon we were setting the keels of our ships in the waters of the Myriad Monsters Sea, which I’d never had the chance to see before.

      The sea was vast, with a salty air to it and a slight green tinge to the water. The shores were littered with seaweed and clams, with shells as big around as my head. Giant crabs stalked the beaches, some as strong as mage acolytes or even true mages. They scurried out of the way of our approaching horde, and we dipped our ankles in the ocean as we pushed each ship in our orcish fleet into the water.

      “All aboard!” I yelled as I jumped clean out of the water and onto the deck of a nearby ship.

      Yorik followed my leap shortly thereafter, and several Bronze realm orcs could make the jump as well. Most of the horde had to resort to using the ropes to climb their way up, and they swiftly spread out over the ships. I used my flying sword to carry Yorik around and help us manage every fleet.

      The orcs who were least afraid of flying did the same. Each ship had three decks, and two of them would be used for rowing. With most of our supplies stored in bags of holding or coming from the Hearthwood, we needed little storage space. That saved a lot of room aboard the ships, but orcs were large and liked to spar in their free time, so the ships were quite cramped.

      The Blackgorge Tribe’s little chunk of the World of Struggle and Strife was mostly covered in desert and plains, so they weren’t very adept at ship craft. But while the world of Struggle and Strife was drier than the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, there were still enough oceans that I had some experienced sailors among my horde.

      Yorik quickly identified them and put them in command of the various ships. When we were finally organized and underway, we made remarkable speed. With so many orcs at the oars, every ship sliced through the water as though there was an engine behind us. Magically enhanced orc muscle was nothing to scoff at, and we plowed through the waves, laughing at a stiff headwind all the while.

      The first day passed without incident, but this was still the Myriad Monsters Sea. We’d be fools to sail through it without expecting trouble of one sort of another.

      And so trouble came just past the setting of the last of the suns in the sky. When the world grew dark, I saw something dark and malevolent pass beneath the ship I stood upon while Yorik bellowed orders and resolved a fight over sleeping space.

      “Heads up!” I bellowed. “Looks like we have a nighttime visitor!”

      Much of the fleet was catching some shut-eye, but most of the Bronze realm orcs were wide awake. Like me, they needed far less sleep than their lower-cultivation kin, and they’d rather stay on their feet than sleep on the crowded deck of a swaying ship.

      My warning came just in time. An instant after I shouted for everyone’s attention, a giant tendril shot out of the water and latched onto the side of the ship.

      “Kraken!” an orc shouted as he recognized the tendril, which was as large around as an orc’s entire body.

      Lesser Sea Kraken (Late True Mage, Level 29)

      The monster was strong, but not nearly strong enough to stop a fleet like this. In an instant, three Bronze realm orcs fell upon the tendril and started hacking at it with axes and swords. The slippery sea monster’s appendage was covered in thick skin as tough as armor, but the orc blades were sharp and swung by brawny arms. They quickly hacked off the limb where it was hooked on the side of the ship, and I flew down to investigate.

      “Looks like we took care of this one saving no glory for you, Chief Blackgorge.” The Bronze realm orc who’d done the most cutting to sever the limb apologized to me as he hauled the appendage over the ship’s railings. “And I’m afraid we didn’t get nearly enough of it to feed the crew.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” I said as another three tentacles rose out of the water to latch on to either side of the ship.

      Here in the ocean, there was a lot of water zeal, but the earth was far distant from me. My earth spells would be difficult to cast here, and a pure earth cultivator might even be helpless on the sea.

      Thankfully, I had plenty of other tricks up my sleeve. I opened my Dimensional Storage and withdrew a dozen Sword Storm blades. They flew down into the water below, slicing through the monster, trying to wrap itself around the ship and bite a hole in our hull.

      The surface of the water tremored with what must have been a monstrous cry of pain. When my blades surfaced again, they were covered with inky black blood.

      Enemy slain! +400 points.

      The orcs hauled on the appendages still hooked into the sides of the ship and hauled the dead creature out of the water. It was big enough it covered half a deck on its own, though out of the water its own weight squished it flat upon the seamless wooden boards.

      “Looks like meat’s back on the menu!” An orc shouted gleefully as he hacked a chunk off the slain monster.

      “They don’t like the food from the Hearthwood?” I asked, holding a hand over my heart. A lot of that food had come from the Hydroponic Farm. It was nutritious, filled with zeal, and very healthy. The elves couldn’t get enough of the stuff, and Sava’s magically enhanced strawberries were quickly becoming a highly valuable treat for any elf who could afford one.

      Yorik gave me an apologetic smile. “That’s the food our food eats.”

      I sighed. But if the orcs wanted sea monster calamari, then they were welcome to it. Many other ships in the fleet looked on in envy at the feast that awaited their comrades, and a few were already trying to jump overboard and swim to the ship with meat on it.

      Suddenly, I felt a bad premonition needling at my gut. I looked down and thought I saw a shadow flicker beneath the waves. I looked down to catch a better glimpse of whatever was down there, but the water only seemed slightly darker than usual.

      I almost dismissed the feeling in my gut then, but something told me to look deeper. I examined the water below me, and something popped up before my eyes.

      Greater Sea Kraken (Late Wizard, Level 39)

      That Lesser Kraken’s dying scream hadn’t been one of pain. It had been a cry for help!

      “To arms!” I yelled. “Everyone, back on the ship! Big monster coming through!”

      My warning came too late for those orcs who’d jumped into the water and started swimming. Something massive with hooked tentacles reached out of the water and clawed at the helpless orcs. They barely had a moment to gasp in surprise when the monster dragged them beneath the surface to its ravenous maw below.

      An instant later, a hundred tentacles shout out of the water, reaching for each of the ships and gripping the hulls as the Kraken below tilted and rocked each ship in an attempt to capsize my entire fleet.

      “Bladed weapons out!” Yorik commanded. “Cut those tentacles!”

      No orc needed a second order to take out their weapons. They immediately bared their blades and began hacking at the tentacles attacking them.

      This Kraken had to be a hundred times larger than the one I’d just killed, and it was that much more powerful as well. I was the only body cultivator in my fleet with the strength to match a monster like this, so I needed to deal with it. I’d need to deal with it before it wiped out my fleet, or I’d be assaulting the Auqualian Trade Union on my own.

      “Yorik, take the controls,” I said as I jumped off my flying sword. I used my Dimensional Storage to take in a massive gulp of air, thinking what worked in outer space should also work underwater.

      I dove beneath the waves and opened my eyes in the salty brine beneath the waves. The water was murky, and I couldn’t see a thing with my ordinary vision. But now that my mage sight had been upgraded to spirit sight, my senses pierced the waves in a way that was more than physical. I soon found the monster beneath the waves. An instant later, I realized it had already found me.

      Twelve tentacles wormed through the water towards me, and I drew Spell Eater. I feared donning my Everlasting Jade armor would sink me to the bottom of the sea, and I had little practice fighting while swimming.

      My supernatural strength worked against me as I paddled beneath the waves. My hands and legs moved so fast and with such strength that they created little empty pockets in the water that sucked me back as fast as I was paddling myself forward. I realized that phenomenon alone could be a weapon, though.

      As the first tentacle came at me, I swept Spell Eater in its wake. My weapon forced the water out of the way with such speed and strength the cavitation sent shock waves running through the ocean. That confused whatever senses the greater Kraken was using to hunt me down, and I pulled my Sword Storm blades back out of my Dimensional Storage.

      They shot through the water, churning it as they flew. I found it easier to maneuver myself the same way I did in space by manipulating my position using the Sword Storm blades. I tugged myself along on invisible tethers and pulled myself through the water. Using the air from my Dimensional Storage, I took another breath as I approached the monster itself.

      A massive black eye stared at me, narrowed into a glare as it met my resolute gaze. I tugged myself forward as fast as I could and jammed Spell Eater’s tip into that massive unblinking eye.

      Clear fluid dripped out of the wound, and Spell Eater quickly began sucking the zeal out of the monster’s body. The Kraken wriggled itself and sent tentacles in my direction to bat me away from its wounded eye, but I sent my Sword Storm blades to cut them down.

      My blades met with the Kraken's tentacles. They cut long gashes along the Kraken's skin, piercing its flesh down the length of its body. But unlike before, my blades could not cut clean through the monster’s flesh. They could only score deep lines along its surface, cutting tiny furrows into its massive body.

      On something as huge as this monster, what I was doing now was scarcely more than a few paper cuts. I would need to get my own hands dirty.

      The tentacles reached for me, and I stretched out my hands. I wasn’t very maneuverable floating underwater like this, so I wouldn’t have been able to avoid the tentacles, anyway. I grabbed the one that reached me first with my hands. The suckers attached themselves to my body, and razor-sharp claws popped out of them, pawing for purchase on my skin.

      I cast Return to Dust and Corrosive Touch on myself hoping to burn the limb right off me, but to my surprise, the sea monster proved to be remarkably resilient to the magical aspect of these attacks, and the sheer thickness of its massive body meant I’d have to stay in contact for a long time for Return to Dust to kill the beast.

      While I tested my spells, the monster clawed at my body. My hide was tougher than the monsters, though, and it would need to do far more than that to scratch my skin. Spell Eater was still impaled in the monster’s eye, so I pulled a long and thin Sword Storm blade out of my Dimensional Storage. This one was sharp, and I thought I’d gone a little overboard with my new grinding wheel.

      I was thankful for that extra effort now, though. I swung my blade down below my feet and cut through the tentacle there. Even with my tremendous strength, I couldn’t hack through the giant limb in one swing. But I was just as fast as I was strong, and I sawed back and forth with my blade, hacking through flesh like I was trying to cut down a tree.

      In seconds, I’d drawn the length of the blade back and forth across the monster’s flesh over ten thousand times, slicing through the monstrous limb.

      The Kraken had no shortage of tentacles though, and it would take me longer than I could afford to cut through all of them myself. I needed to hit something more important.

      I cast Might of a Giant to enlarge myself. There was no need to continue giving this sea monster the size advantage now that I was no longer trying to slip out of its grasp. Dark mist poured out of my skin into the surrounding water, taking the form of a massive humanoid body.

      In seconds, I grew to a gargantuan size, though the greater Kraken still dwarfed me with its enormous body. I was big enough now though that I could wrap my hands around its tentacles and really wrestle the creature into submission.

      My larger hands cast Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust with greater effectiveness, but as I struggled to kill the monster that way, I watched six of my ships capsize under the greater Kraken's pawing limbs. It was sinking one vessel after another with every tentacle I wasn’t occupying. This thing could still sink my fleet, even if it was missing an eye and several limbs.

      I tried using my petrification ability, but I’d already butchered its forward-facing eye, and the sheer quantity of water zeal around me interfered with the spell. I used Layered Durability to contain those grasping appendages like casting a net over the monster. That would buy my orcs a little time to get their ships to safety, but the spell was weak spread over such a tremendous distance.

      After that, I cast Supremacy to enhance my next set of spells and followed both up with Titanic Force and Magical Shattering. With tremendous strength rushing through me, I grabbed two tentacles and pulled.

      The monster seemed to scoff at my grapple attempt until it felt its limbs strain as I tugged. The monster was stretchy, and this had to be one of the most painful ways to lose a limb. Two stretched tentacles went thin as I pulled them away from each other and the main body, and I felt something snap in my hands. The monster’s flesh tore clean off, leaving me with a severed tentacle wriggling in my hands.

      I cast the discarded limb aside and curled my hand into a fist before resorting to my more primitive abilities. Five Fierce Furious Fists wasn’t an elegant spell, but it made it satisfying to bash in a Kraken's face. Combined with Embrittling Palm, I shattered the Kraken's beak. I couldn’t feel any bones in the monster’s body, but if there were any, I was certain I’d already broken them too.

      The Kraken abandoned its efforts to sink the ships in my fleet and tried to wrap its tentacles around me. It had far more than an ordinary squid, and soon I had hundreds of powerful tentacles trapping my ankles, wrists, arms, and legs.

      I could feel them creeping further up my leg, and they were nearing my real body through the Might of a Giant spell. The monster might really have me in its grasp if I let this continue for much longer.

      Unfortunately for it, I couldn’t be bound so easily. I cast Cloud Shift and instantly transformed my body into the black mist that made up my giant body.

      The mist slipped through the tentacles like sand slipping through the holes in a basket, and when I reappeared I attacked the Kraken again from below.

      I grabbed two more limbs and pulled at them, just like I had the first. Moments later, I heard them snap. I tore another tentacle free, just like I had before, and cast it into the murky depths beneath me.

      As efficiently as I could manage, I grabbed a second tentacle and tore it off. Then I tore off another and another in quick succession. The sea monster could scarcely understand what was happening as I plucked its limbs off like de-feathering a chicken.

      The monster entrapped me a second time, but I escaped by using Cloud Shift again just like I had the first time. Only now was the creature beginning to realize how outmatched it was.

      It summoned what energy it had left to swim away, but I wasn’t about to let something like this attack me and escape with its life. Certainly not while I could extract points, aura fragments, and who knew what else from this monster’s corpse.

      When the creature was thoroughly disarmed, I cupped my fingers and jabbed them into the ruined eye socket that Spell Eater was still skewered into. The zeal drain from my weapon had weakened the flesh there, and I managed to pop the monster’s eye out and fit my fingers into the tiny cavity left behind. The monster’s skin stretched around my hand as I grabbed its brain and squished it to paste between my superhuman fingers.

      The sea monster’s limbless stumps wriggled at me furiously, and it tried to bite me with the shattered remains of its beak. This was one tenacious monster, but the battle was over.

      Enemy slain! +2000 points.

      Finally, the last bit of life winked out behind its remaining eye and I swam for the surface. I let my Might of a Giant spell disperse to avoid capsizing any of my ships with my breaching or having my fleet mistake me for another sea monster. When I was free of the water, I reached into my Dimensional Storage and retrieved one of my spare flying swords. Then I took to the air and shouted to my horde below.

      “Those sea monster limbs won’t grab themselves!” I shouted at them. “If you want meat for dinner, you’re going to have to grab it yourselves!”

      The orcs of the horde cheered as Kraken tentacles floated to the surface, followed by a massive limbless head that was torn to pieces and half mangled, lifted by the little pockets of air my Return to Dust spell had reduced much of the monster’s flesh to.

      The orcs did an admirable job of retrieving everything of value from the corpse, not just the meat. As it was my kill, they turned it over to me without protest, accepting only the monster’s meat as payment. I sent the hide, its massive wizard-realm spellheart, and an interesting poison sack all back to the Hearthwood. The skin alone was quite tough and very abundant, so I was certain the tailors and armor makers back home would be busy for weeks finding a use for the stuff.

      While the warriors feasted, Yorik beckoned me over while standing atop a small round vessel that was mostly submerged. Despite being underwater, the vessel was not sinking. Water and air enchantments lined the hull. It took me only a moment to deduce their function. One propelled the ship silently while completely submerged, and the other inflated a series of air bladders outside the ship, letting it rise and fall while underwater. This little wooden contraption was a crude submarine, and it had been lurking in the waters beneath my fleet for who knew how long.

      In her hands, Yorik held an elf by the collar of her shirt. A hatch on the top of the vessel was open, and there were Bronze realm orcs from the fleet dealing with any more elves inside. By the looks of it, Yorik had captured the submarine with little of a fight.

      “W-we’re just harmless anglers, I swear!” The woman in Yorik’s grasp stuttered.

      “Found some elves,” Yorik said as she lifted her captive and waved her at me.

      “Interesting,” I said as I touched down on top of the submarine. “And what were this one and her crew doing lurking in the waters beneath my fleet?”

      “Baiting out that monster you just killed,” Yorik said as she hefted several empty vials. “Smell.”

      I took a deep whiff of the vial Yorik held under my nose, and a terribly noxious scent filled my lungs. I coughed and waved my hand away to get a few breaths of fresh air.

      “It smells like blood left to fester in the sun for a month.” I wheezed.

      “Sea monster bait,” Yorik said. “Cowardly elves wouldn’t fight their own battles.”

      That renewed my interest in the bottle of liquid, and I plucked it from Yorik’s grasp. “Very interesting indeed. Have you found out anything from your new prisoner?”

      “The elves are planning to ambush the fleet,” Yorik said.

      “I n-never!” The elf in Yorik’s arms protested. “W-which of my crew talked? I’ll have their hides!”

      Yorik smirked at me and winked. “You did,” she said as she shook the collar of the elf she was holding.

      “What? That was a guess?” The submarine captain’s face went pale. “W-well you won’t be getting anything else out of me with crude orc tricks!”

      A few minutes later, Yorik had gotten all the information the submarine captain knew with her crude orc tricks.

      “Yorik, take command,” I instructed. “I’ll be taking this submarine and its crew, along with a couple of orcs. We’re going to turn the elves’ ambush against them.”
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      Under the cover of night, Yorik took the main fleet and continued on the path we’d set days beforehand as though we’d never run into the secret elven submarine. The elves aboard were taking orders from me now, and they quickly taught my orcs how to pilot the submarine.

      “This enchantment releases the air from the bladders on the side of the ship, letting us sink.” An elf explained to an orc who had more of her attention focused on fondling the elf’s butt than on her instructions. “And this one fills them back up with air, letting us rise again.”

      I quickly got the hang of the controls, so I had the orcs and elves aboard with me sit in the back while I got us running. I sent the empty vials of monster bait back to the Hearthwood. There, my daughter Salica used the Substance Analyzer to figure out what was inside the bait and make more for me.

      She found the recipe to be rather crude compared to what she could produce in the Alchemist’s Laboratory, so my daughter upgraded the bait from a two-star potion to a three-star potion.

      I thanked my daughter for the help, and she delivered ten vials filled to the brim, waiting to be used in just the way the elves aboard this submarine had used them against us.

      “Now, you said the Auqualian fleet was waiting for us in the harbor up ahead?” I asked the submarine captain.

      “T-that’s right.” She stuttered as an orc ran her hands between the elf’s thighs. “We were hoping to drive you against the cliffs, then sink every ship and leave you stranded on the island. The volcano on that island is due to explode any day now, so you’d have to cross the Myriad Monster’s Sea by swimming.

      “And swimming across something like the Myriad Monsters Sea is awfully dangerous.” I agreed. “It’s a good plan, and I applaud whoever came up with it. I wonder how I would have beaten it had it not leaked to me through you.”

      The submarine captain looked at the ground, embarrassed at how quickly she’d signed herself over to becoming a thrall once Yorik passed her along to a few of her orc friends.

      Salica dropped the new bait in my Dimensional Storage, and we used it in the same way the elves had. We laced a trail in the water through known monster locations and soon had several true mage-level creatures trailing behind the submarine, just behind our own fleet.

      We broke course to find the Auqualian fleet not long after that, and sure enough, they were waiting just where I thought they’d be, hidden by the shadow of the massive volcano on the island we were approaching.

      It was time to give them a taste of their own medicine.

      I dumped one of the ten vials of upgraded monster bait into the water beneath the Auqualian fleet. I looked the fleet over from beneath the waves and found a handful of true mages aboard those ships, along with one wizard. They’d be able to handle these monsters, but it would certainly be an unwelcome surprise.

      And more importantly, fighting the sea monsters would delay them. Yorik would need that delay to get her people to disembark and hide on the island's rocky terrain. When the elves found our fleet, there would be nobody on board.

      I stayed in visual range of the battle between the sea monsters and the true mages on the ship. I wanted to see them fight and gauge their strength.

      The wizard was by far the most powerful. She used water aspect magic, which was exceptionally strong in the open ocean.

      She was far more adept at ocean combat than I was, and the wizard dove beneath the waves headfirst, slicing monsters to ribbons with spells thrown left and right.

      The true mages had a harder time fighting the sea monsters. There were a few Lesser Krakens among the things we’d lured out of the deeps, along with a couple of turtle-like creatures. The Kraken nearly sank a ship from the elven fleet before the wizard helped the true mages deal with them.

      “Interesting water aspect spells,” I muttered as the fight drew to its inevitable conclusion. The monsters split off and retreated. The true mages quickly hopped back aboard their ships, but the wizard pursued the monsters a small distance before turning back to join her fleet again.

      As soon as their best fighters were aboard, the Auqualian fleet hauled up their anchors and set sail around the island, splitting into two groups going in either direction. Their ships were both larger and more carefully designed than mine, which were essentially massive rowboats. I think my orcs would be more than happy to upgrade.

      “Orcs! There’s no escape!” The wizard shouted at my fleet of empty ships. “Hold up your hands and surrender to us and we’ll make sure you fetch a good price at our slave markets! Otherwise, you’ll be facing either the volcano or the ocean!”

      There was no response from the orc fleet because every ship was already empty. The wizard would soon realize that, as she was already taking to a flying sword to investigate.

      Meanwhile, I poured the other nine vials of monster bait into the water. The trail we’d left behind had caught a lot of attention from the sea monsters beneath the waves, and this would finally draw them all in.

      I’d been carefully observing the wizard’s water aspect spells, and noted the similarities in her zeal usage between spells. After a bit of trial and error, I figured out how to push water zeal crudely away from me.

      I had that monstrous water-aspect spellheart from the Kraken I’d killed earlier, so I had no shortage of water zeal at my disposal. It didn’t want to bond with me, but I forced water zeal out of the spellheart anyway, with a tap and a burst of earth magic.

      Once I had a sizable quantity of water zeal on hand, I dispersed the sea monster bait through the water with a crude spell. A roar from something very large and very hungry immediately greeted me.

      “Nobody makes any noise!” I said to the elves and orcs on the ship with me. “I’m not sure how strong an unnoticeability spell of mine will be over so large an area.”

      The elves and orcs went quiet, turning their rhythmic fleshy thumping to quiet rubbing, interspersed only by the occasional silent moan. Between the lot of them, I was thinking I would have been better off leaving them with the fleet and using the submarine myself.

      I looked through the walls using my new spirit sight. My new eyes could penetrate the walls and water, looking only at the particles of zeal and not the physical world it interacted with. I saw several dense clusters of zeal headed in our directions. The zeal circulated in these dense clusters in smooth and steady patterns, indicating they were living creatures. About fifty true mage monsters and two at the wizard realm. That would be more than sufficient to drive the Auqualian fleet to shore.

      The wizard leading the fleet was still examining the empty orc ships. After circling them a few times from her flying sword, she shouted back to her subordinates. “They’re empty! The orcs have abandoned ship and taken to land!”

      The elves cheered, and I could hear their mocking laughter from here.

      “Ha! Those cowardly orcs abandoned ship and fled. I guess they don’t have their sea legs!” One of the true mages laughed.

      “Our job will be done once the volcano explodes. And we didn’t even have to fight!”

      “How pathetic of them. A shame, really. I thought I could sell a few orc slaves off to buy a ship of my own.”

      “And despite being crude and brutish, they are rather nice to look at."

      "I know an alchemist who says she can get an orc to sire elf children with a simple medical procedure.”

      The wizard leading the fleet touched down on her command ship, which was twice the size of any other ship. She waved her hand towards the exit to the natural harbor, ready to give the signal to withdraw.

      “Half of you sink those sorry excuses for ships.” The wizard commanded her fleet. “I want the rest to patrol the coast and wait for the volcano to explode. I don’t want any orcs escaping by the sea!”

      Her orders had only just left her mouth when a crack ran through one of the rearmost ships. A moment ago, a long gray tail whipped across the hull, shattering the sturdy wood there.

      Razorskin Leviathan (Early Wizard, Level 32)

      With the keel cracked, it was only a matter of time until the ship sank completely. Before the eyes of everyone in the fleet, a long eel-like thing shot out of the water. It was eyeless, but its body was covered in spikes and it had a massive circular mouth lined with teeth as long as an arm.

      As the monster breached the surface, it inhaled. Its body swelled and water flowed into its mouth in vast currents, carrying elves with it as the water splashed over the hull of the sinking ship and swept the ship’s crew into the water. In the blink of an eye, the monster devoured most of the elves aboard. Moments later, it was swimming towards the next ship in the fleet.

      An instant later, a massive set of jaws clamped down around a ship’s hull, snapping the vessel in two with a series of loud splinters that carried a sense of terror with them as the air rang with their sound.

      Deepwater Poisonmaw Shark. (Mid Wizard, level 36)

      In the wake of these two massive creatures were many lesser sea monsters like the Lesser Krakens and the sea turtle creatures I was already familiar with. They were at the true mage realm, and there had to be nearly a hundred of them.

      The wizard stared at the two wizard realm monsters and the true mage creatures following them with wide eyes before cupping her hands over her mouth. “Everyone, to shore!”

      The elves of the fleet needed no second orders. They activated their ship’s movement, enchantments lining their sails and soon their ships were beaching themselves one after another onto the banks of the island. They glanced up warily at the volcano as they did so, knowing about its imminent eruption. But the massive roaring monsters from the Myriad Monster’s Sea were the greater threat, and between the two of them, the elves risked the volcano.

      They piled off their ships onto the island, not realizing that there was another threat that lurked, and waited for them on land.

      Only the wizard and her true mages stayed behind to fight off the monsters and defend the ships. The mage acolytes and heartwielders scrambled up the rocky terrain. They didn’t think just being on the shore would be enough to save them from the monsters lurking near the island. They needed higher ground.

      Unfortunately for them, a couple of elves were climbing exactly where Yorik took the horde. Knowing they were about to be discovered, an orc popped out from behind a rock and grabbed a nearby elf, disarming her in an instant before dragging her behind the rock before she was discovered. That orc was Yorik, and an instant later she gave the signal for the whole horde to rise from their hiding spots and fight.

      The call went up, and the horde of orcs roared as they bared their weapons and charged into battle. This band didn’t have the experience under my leadership like the horde I’d left with Meldrik, but this battle would turn them into real soldiers.

      The fleeing elves of the Auqualian fleet were caught entirely by surprise by the orc horde. They must have known the orcs would be on the island, but their haste to flee the shore was such that they were in no formation, and most had stuffed their weapons into bags of holding or even left them on the ships they’d arrived on. They were unprepared to face my horde.

      Worse, the Auqualian fleet’s true mages and wizards were fighting sea monsters. But Yorik and the Bronze realm orcs she had at her side were ready to fight. Any one of them could cut a swath through an army of mage acolytes. With so many of them left to fight uncontested, any organized elven resistance was quickly shattered.

      Soon, there was nothing left of the Auqualian fleet’s crew other than bands of fleeing elves who couldn’t decide whether to run from the monsters or the orcs.

      “Surrender, elves! You are outmatched!” Yorik bellowed.

      When the elves were presented with an easy way out, many of them fell to their knees to take it. They held their hands over their heads and orcs rushed forward to bind and collar them. When the other elves saw their captured peers were being taken alive, though robbed of their dignity and clothing, many surrendered as well.

      That left even greater pressure on those that continued to fight. The orcs threw nets and bolas to bring the remaining elves down one by one. Within minutes, the orcs were chasing down a few fleeing elves, who ran about the small volcanic island with no intention of standing their ground to fight.

      Their wizard was locked in an intense battle with the Razorskin Leviathan. That left the Deepwater Poisonmaw Shark free to tear into the true mages, which it did with gusto.

      By the looks of it, the monster would pick off the true mages one by one until eventually, the shark aided the Razorskin Leviathan in slaying the elven wizard.

      It would be a shame to see a wizard get eaten. If my brief session with the former Moonbow and Bluefield matriarchs had been anything to judge by, bringing home a wizard-realm thrall brought much honor. I hardly planned to let this Auqualian wizard get eaten by monsters when capturing her alive would do so much for my reputation.

      I targeted the shark first. It was gobbling up true mages left and right. They were also valuable, so I didn’t want to lose too many of them. I let six Sword Storm blades fly forth from my Dimensional Storage and skim across the surface of the water. When the shark breached to devour a true mage, my blades cut six deep gashes into its hide.

      “True mages of the Auqualian Trade Union,” I commanded, as my blades continued to battle against the wizard-realm monster. “Go onto the island and surrender to the orcs there. Ask for Yorik. Do this, and I swear you will not be harmed."

      Behind me, the shark was bleeding from deep cuts all over its body. It spotted me and sensed I was the root of its worries. It swam in my direction, opening its jaw wide to clamp its teeth down around me, jumping out of the water so it could reach me while I was standing on my flying sword.

      I brought my hand back around as it came at me. With a wet thud, the back of my hand collided with the shark’s jaw, shattering every tooth in its mouth. The shark flipped sideways and skidded across the surface of the water before it started sinking. It wriggled back and forth for a while, trying to recover its senses after such a blow.

      It surprised me I hadn’t killed it, so I called Spell Eater to my grasp. I pulled the weapon backward in my hand, cast Titanic Strength, and then hurled Spell Eater forward like a javelin. It impaled the squirming shark, and Spell Eater sank into the monster’s body until its full length vanished into the gaping wound.

      Enemy Slain! +2100 points.

      That had been easier than killing the greater Kraken, and it had been enough to awe the true mages into giving up.

      “A-as you wish. We will surrender ourselves to your care.” One of the true mages said before they flew off toward Yorik and the orc horde. I followed a short distance behind them and made sure they found Yorik quickly enough.

      That only left the wizard. At the moment, she was locked in a life and death struggle against the remaining wizard realm monster. They were evenly matched, so for now I crossed my arms and watch the fight unfold.

      Doing so let me study water zeal a little more. There were some similarities to earth zeal, though water flowed quicker and sloshed about more readily than the earth aspect. I toyed with the zeal in the waves beneath me, flicking it back and forth as I contemplated the differences between it and earth. Manipulating Water zeal wasn’t too hard, and my abilities improved with each passing moment.

      The wizard commanding the Auqualian fleet had finally noticed me, though she didn’t have enough time to throw so much as a glance in my direction. Her battle was too intense for her to allow herself to be distracted. Cuts ran up and down the wizard’s arms and legs, marring the otherwise beautiful skin there. She was quite good at fighting, and her ocean blue hair and eyes reminded me of Assyrus.

      “You’ve lost,” I announced as I stood behind the battle between elf and sea monster. “After this fight is over, you’ll be exhausted, and I’ll be fresh. Even if the two of us were evenly matched, I’d still have a decisive victory here. And I promise the two of us aren’t evenly matched.”

      The elf wizard grit her teeth a little harder at my words, but could not spare a glance or harsh word in retribution. The Razorskin Leviathan whipped its tail across her face, scoring a long cut there with the spikes along its hindquarters. The wizard returned the blow with a long beam of water sprayed at incredible pressure.

      I decided the two were both spent. Neither would end the other soon, so it was time for me to put the Leviathan down. I’d already sent the shark corpse back to the Hearthwood in pieces and they had retrieved Spell Eater from the monster's corpse, so I called it back to my hand now and pointed it at the sea monster.

      After a quick breath, I dived into the water on top of its head. I thrust Spell Eater into the top of its skull, intent on piercing through the brain cavity.

      The wizard dived in to take advantage of my attack and sliced off the monster’s tail. I used Titanic Force to hammer Spell Eater down upon the monster’s skull, then cast Embrittling Palm on the tip of my weapon as I hammered it against the bone I found there until my weapon broke through. All the while, the Leviathan bucked beneath me.

      My weapon broke through on the seventh blow, and when it did the Leviathan went still.

      Enemy Slain! +2000 points.

      The wizard saw the battle was over and shot me one glance before flying with all her might away from me and in the island's direction. She used a strange spell that let her call the water to her feet and carry her along its surface with incredible speed. I would have had a hard time catching her had we not been close enough to the island for me to slip into a ley line.

      She skidded up onto the shoreline, slowing down once she was on land, and her spell could no longer work. She headed towards Yorik with all the speed a wizard could muster, but I popped out of the ley line in front of her and grabbed her arm with a squeeze.

      “Not so fast,” I said with a grip of iron.

      The wizard tried to shrug off my grasp, but to her surprise, she couldn’t escape. My hand was too strong, and though it was gentle, she could not budge it.

      The wizard turned to me and glared. I watched water zeal flow through her body as a spell built in her fingertips, but I watched it fade and die moments later as the wizard canceled the spell and sighed.

      “I know when I’m beaten.” The wizard said. “You outmaneuvered me back there.”

      Enemy defeated. +2400 points.

      “I’m glad you’re reasonable,” I said with a smile and a nod. “Now, if you don’t mind, I just need to move your hair out of the way. These collars are an orcish tradition. You’re a prisoner of war now.”

      The elf sighed. “You seem like a decent sort, so I’ll warn you now to get out of here.”

      “And why’s that?” I cocked my head sideways.

      “Yillinarena, our new queen, received word of your fleet the moment you touched keel to water.” The elf wizard explained. “After news of what orcs under the leadership of Chief Blackgorge did to the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple, she broke with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s wishes and started making her way home.”

      “I’m curious why you would tell me this.” Truthfully, I suspected this would be the case. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye couldn’t hope to keep all their sorcerers on campaign when I was looting and pillaging their homes. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye must have not had as firm a hold on the Auqualian Trade Union’s leader as it did on those of the Ancient Tree Temple.

      The wizard let out a brief huff as I clicked the collar closed. “I used to be a queen in all but name, you know? Ruling over my island, however I saw fit, and only trading with the other isles for what my city couldn’t make on its own. Yillinarena was one of my oldest rivals, ruling over her island as she did for over five hundred years. Until one day the Cult of the Unblinking Eye came along and pushed her over that last challenge that turned her from wizard to sorcerer. Now our once-free isles have no choice but to call her our sovereign.”

      Things had gone well for my side during this brief battle. Had I not intervened, the enemy wizard and true mages would have been eliminated without me needing to lift a finger while Yorik and the horde took care of everyone else. This was a strategy I could have executed as a heartwielder, given the opportunity.

      But I’d felt so calm and cautious throughout the battle because of my own physical power. There was never any reason to worry because if things started going south I could step in and take care of them myself.

      The arrival of a sorcerer changed things.

      I’d fought evenly with the Sunspire King, with both of us dealing with what should have been mortal wounds to the other. The Sunspire King was a human, like me, with a rather unique artifact. Perhaps he was stronger than this Yillinarena of the Isles, or perhaps he wasn't. According to my prisoner, Yillinarena had five hundred years of practice honing her spells and manipulating zeal. In all likely hood, she would have a multitude of powerful and deadly spells at her disposal. But at the same time, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had given her something to push her over that edge from wizard to sorcerer. The fact that she hadn't made the transition on her own made her something of an artificial sorcerer.

      "She's stronger than any wizard, that I know," my prisoner said. "But if she was truly a powerful sorcerer, she wouldn't be taking orders from others at her level. She's united the isles for what? So we can be the dog of a greater power? I'd rather go back to being a haven of pirates and free folk."

      But even if Yillinarena ended up being a weaker sorcerer, she was almost certainly a water aspect cultivator. In the middle of the Myriad Monster’s Sea, she’d have the advantage. I ran my fingers across my chin, thinking faster. I knew every moment spent in thought and not in action brought Yillinarena closer to us. A sorcerer could travel fast, and if she had that same water-based movement spell I’d seen from the wizard, she could be here in an hour or two from the coast of Deania.

      I grabbed the wizard under my arm and jumped into the air in Yorik’s direction. I landed lightly, despite leaping several hundred meters. I’d gotten better at using earth magic to absorb the force of my landing without making a crater.

      “Yorik,” I said as I handed her the wizard under my arm.

      “Well done, Chief!” Yorik congratulated me as she inspected the wizard. Despite the cuts on her body, the wizard was a ravishing beauty. If I’d seen her when I’d first come to this world, I might have been uncontrollably drawn to her. But these days I had so many beauties by my side that it took far more than just looks to draw my attention.

      “She surrendered, so treat her well,” I instructed Yorik.

      Yorik nodded. “An excellent trophy! Orcs will flock to your banner once they see her on display. She will join your other captive wizards.”

      "Others?" I asked.

      "From the Sunspire Kingdom. And the Ancient Tree Temple. No orc in the horde dares tame a wizard, even with a collar on them. Especially not when they belong to Chief Blackgorge as war-prize. All have gone to Moonbow City to join your thralls there."

      "I see. I've been wondering where they've been going once I pass them off to you. I suppose that's as good a place to keep the prisoners as any. Very well, send this one there to join them. I'll figure out what to do with her when the war is over. Until then, we have more important concerns. There’s a sorcerer on the way here to put an end to our crusade.”

      Yorik froze in place, and her brows narrowed. “Can you beat her?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged. “But I won’t be able to defend you or the horde while I do. A battle of that level could destroy most of this island. That’s why I want you to lead the horde and the elves we just captured back to the Hearthwood through my Pocket World. I can open up a second doorway now. However, I’m trusting you to keep the orcs in line. I don’t want them capturing elves from the Hearthwood. Nor do I want any fights breaking out in my home."

      “Understood, chief!” Yorik said. “With this one here to show off, they must respect you.”

      “Good,” I said. “Get the horde organized, I’ll clear things up on the Hearthwood’s end.”

      I zipped open the Pocket World before me. A set of doors opened, bigger than the first set. I poked my head inside and saw the Pocket World was far bigger than it had been. Glancing at the far side of the room, I saw elves moving back and forth in two lines, transporting goods from the Hearthwood to the capital or vice versa.

      While Yorik got the orcs of the horde organized, I popped into the Hearthwood.

      “Mac,” I said aloud.

      [Theo! Back from your adventures so soon?] Mac replied.

      “Not quite. I’m about to bring several thousand orcs through the Pocket World. They need to stay here while I deal with a sorcerer. I need you to make sure there isn’t any trouble between my horde and the population of the Hearthwood.”

      [Hmm... we still have a few orcs from the Blackgorge Tribe maintaining their tribe’s presence here. They took some time to get used to elvish customs, but I’m certain they’ll be a great help. Illiel just came out of the Cultivation Chambers. I’ll call her over as well. Nothing helps two diverse populations integrate well like a bit of mind magic.]

      “Do whatever you need to do,” I said.

      With that settled, I headed back out of the Pocket World and onto the volcanic island where my battle with the sovereign of the Auqualian Trade Union would take place. The orcs from my horde and the captured elves trailed into the Hearthwood, which I’m sure would be a strange experience for everyone.

      I sat cross-legged on the volcanic island and spread my zeal out from my body as I waited. I cast my Stone Obelisk spell, feeling the earth and the molten stone beneath it, taking control as I waited for my opponent to arrive.
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      I spotted Yillinarena not long after Yorik started moving everyone back to the Hearthwood and out of the way. She was skimming the surface of the water using a movement spell, gliding across the sea faster than a bird could fly. I was almost finished preparing the battlefield by setting up stone obelisks for myself, and I cast the spell one final time to lay claim on the last of the island's free earth zeal.

      Like the wizard, this sorcerer reminded me of Assyrus with her blue hair and eyes, though she had a slimmer build and I caught a few silvery strands running through the tips of her hair, though not the roots.

      Cultivation roughly doubled an elf’s lifespan at every level, so a newly forged sorcerer could comfortably reach twelve hundred years without having their body fall apart. If this Yillinarena ruled her island for five hundred years as a wizard, she’d likely been close to the end of her lifespan before she broke through the sorcerer realm and extended it. The half-silver strands at the tip were probably leftover from before she gained an extra six hundred years of youth and vigor.

      Yorik got the last of the orcs and elves away before her arrival, and I finished studding the volcanic island with Stone Obelisks. I dropped a few earth spellhearts around to enhance what was available to me and hoped that my preparations would match the advantage Yillinarena had from having an entire sea at her disposal.

      I stood up as the blue-haired elven sovereign of the Auqualian Trade Union set her feet upon the beach.

      Yillinarena Auqualian (Early Sorcerer, Level 40)

      “I know you,” she said when she narrowed her eyes and glared at me. “You were at the capital of Deania. You spoke with James, and he had us all stare menacingly in your direction.”

      “You did all that for me?” I laughed as I dusted the sand off my pants. “Though truthfully, you should have put less effort into looking menacing and more into chasing me down.”

      “Apparently so,” Yillinarena said. “When I heard a powerful orc warlord destroyed the Sunspire Kingdom and was running rampant through the Ancient Tree Temple, I knew he’d head to my lands eventually. James and his lot were adamant about staying in Deania to keep their Princess Tivana in check, but unlike those two green-haired brainless worshipers Teilinith and Feilinith, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye does not own me, no matter what they might think.”

      “And so you came here to stop me,” I said.

      “I must admit, I was expecting an orc. That you’re a chaka is a... pleasant surprise. I thought the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had a monopoly on your kind.”

      “I’m a free spirit as well.” I shrugged. “Now, while we have the chance to talk, is there anything I can say to you to get you to break ties with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and join my side instead?”

      “For centuries, there was only one thing I wanted,” Yillinarena said. “The Sorcerer Realm. And the cult gave it to me. That’s what won them my loyalty. Unless you can make me a demigod, I’m disinclined to help you.”

      “Disappointed, but not surprised.” I silently prepared a couple of body magic techniques.

      Yillinarena scrunched her nose as she sensed zeal flowing through the ground in my direction. “I’m a sorcerer, and you’re a wizard. Even before reaching my current level, I was invincible among my peers. You’d best give up now and surrender yourself to me. I’m sure the Cult of the Unblinking Eye would love to get their hands on you. Something about ancient artifacts some of your kind appear with...”

      “Funny, I was about to ask you to surrender to me.” I planted a foot on the ground behind me, and with a sudden rush of motion, I sprung forwards.

      The explosive burst of energy closed the distance between Yillinarena and me in an instant, but she was unconcerned. As a sorcerer, she could react in an instant and summoned a burst of water from the sea behind her to blast me with tremendous force.

      However, she seemed to underestimate just how much power I’d put into my jump. I thrust my palm forward to meet the burst of water, and the powerful pressure of the geyser felt no stronger than a splash against my face.

      I landed on a ley line just in front of my opponent, and I slipped into it to emerge just behind her. I pulled a zeal restricting collar out of my Dimensional Storage to slap it around the back of her neck before she knew what was happening, but I was just a second too slow.

      The sorcerer had some sort of water transformation ability, and she activated it an instant before the iron grazed her neck. My hand swept through her like sweeping through a puddle, and my fingers were wet to the touch. An instant later the sorcerer reformed herself and slipped out of reach.

      “I heard you were a body cultivator as well,” she said. “That’s the only way you could have won over so many barbaric orcs.”

      “I find the whole thing rather amusing.” I chuckled as the elf fired a blast of water zeal at me again. “You call the orcs barbarians, and they call you wild savages. Neither of you are correct.”

      The sorcerer huffed and fired another water-based projectile at me, but I sidestepped easily and tried to close the distance again.

      I had to give Yillinarena credit. Many other elves would have let me close the distance between us in favor of landing an offensive attack. But Yillinarena was choosing to use the moments of opportunity to put distance between me and her instead. It was the cautious approach, but a better move in a fight like this where she held the advantage in terms of raw zeal quantity.

      Or rather, she should have held the advantage, but my aura was special, and I was just getting started. I noticed my opponent’s evasion patterns and had been watching her for an opportunity. With her last dodge, she’d made a critical mistake. Instead of maneuvering along the coastline, she moved further inland.

      As I predicted, she conjured a mighty geyser of water between her palms. Her aim was obvious. She wanted to blast me backward into the water of the Myriad Monsters Sea, where she’d have the overwhelming advantage.

      Her mistake was that she didn’t realize I'd been positioning her myself. She put herself firmly on the rocky earth of the volcano’s edge. Where I held the overwhelming advantage.

      I would not let an opportunity like this slip through my grasp. With the amount of zeal I’d brought under my control, liquefying that entire side of the mountain was as effortless as snapping my fingers. My opponent sank through stone as quickly as she might plummet down a mine shaft as the earth made way beneath her.

      Her reflexes saved her again, though with the same spell she used against me last time. She faded into the water and splashed against the earth, crawling along the mud and up the sides of the hole I’d just dug with one of my oldest spells.

      But I’d been prepared for that as well. I waved my hand again, willing the earth around her to harden back into stone.

      It did so, and the sorcerer had to end her spell early or let part of her body be trapped within solid stone. The rock hardened around her, but she quickly worked to tear herself free.

      The stone continued to solidify as I dived into an earth ley line to close the distance. When I popped out, I immediately cast Draconic Roar to throw her off balance and followed it up with Gravitational Control and Petrification.

      Distracted and struggling just to stand, the sorcerer had to spend all her power on resisting my petrification spell to avoid being turned to stone. Meanwhile, the earth at her feet rose around her, swallowing her up to the neck as I flooded the area with my earth zeal and choked out any water aspects. She gushed water zeal of her own out of her body, but I could compete with her in terms of raw quantity now that she was buried in the earth and out of the water.

      I held out a finger and cast Corrosive Touch upon it. “Checkmate,” I said. And to demonstrate, I brushed my finger against the sorcerer’s cheek, which sent purple lines running through her like being poisoned by iron.

      “Arghh!” she screamed in pain, gnashing her teeth toward my hand. Trying to bite me was rather rude of her, but with only her head above ground, it was understandable that she would attack with what she had. I snapped the zeal restricting collar around her neck with a clink, though I was still nervous about her. Truthfully, I only had collars meant to restrain wizards at most, and I didn’t know if these restraints would even be functional on a sorcerer.

      I watched the flow of zeal through the sorcerer’s body become sluggish and slow. It still moved, but with a fraction of the strength and quantity. That would have to do until I could get Argona to cook up something better.

      Enemy Defeated! +5500 points.

      “Now that certainly went a lot better than last time.” I chuckled as I inspected myself for wounds. I’d need a new set of clothes, but otherwise, there were no holes in me. Either I’d gotten stronger since fighting with the Sunspire King, or sorcerers weren’t so tough after all.

      I loosened the earth beneath my feet and reached for the sorcerer’s arm under the dirt. I pulled her up by her shoulder until she burst free of the ground, then waved my hand using earth zeal to get the dirt off her and clean her up.

      Yillinarena glared at me, and she shoved her hands in my direction, but what came out was a pitiful trickle of water instead of the powerful attack of a sorcerer.

      “Well... this is... an unexpected outcome.” She said slowly as she inspected the flow of zeal through her body. Her hands brushed across the iron collar around her neck, and she winced at its touch.

      “Don’t bother,” I said. “I beat you before you had the collar on, and odds are I wouldn’t be able to take you down so gently in a rematch. Be happy you’re fully intact.”

      “I would like to advise you to let me go,” Yillinarena said. “If you do, I can help you escape your predicament.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And what predicament is that?”

      That turned out to be a foolish question to ask. I’d been saved in the nick of time before myself, so it was no surprise to run into someone else with powerful allies.

      While I’d been fighting, four more enemies had been closing undercover.

      “Well well...” A man in golden armor with a crown on his head clapped, looking down at me with a sneer on his face. It was the Sunspire King, and by the looks of it, he was still holding a grudge from our last fight.

      Sunspire King (Early Sorcerer, Level 41)

      Next to him was another man wearing the robes of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Beneath it, he wore a white silk button-down. “You’ve caused a lot of trouble with your orcs recently, Theo. Why couldn’t you have just taken my first offer? As it is...” He sighed. “...well, let’s just get this taken care of quickly. We can’t leave that princess of yours alone for too long, and my two companions just don't have the skills to keep her pinned down for long.”

      James of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye (Late Sorcerer, Level 47)

      To either of James’ sides were the two beautiful green-haired elves wearing nothing but a thin strip of interwoven leaves covering their groins and chests. They each had the power of a sorcerer, and I recognized them as Teilinith and Feilinith from the ancient tree temple. Now that I was looking at them closely, I noticed they each had a slightly distant gaze. It wasn’t as confusing as those of the elves who’d been completely enthralled by mind magic were, but they both seemed like they were at least a little affected by mind magic.

      Teilinith of the Ancient Tree Temple (Early Sorcerer, Level 40)

      Feilinith of the Ancient Tree Temple (Early Sorcerer, Level 40)

      I popped open my Pocket World and threw my captured sorcerer inside it. She was worth more than an entire army for our enemies, and I didn’t intend to let her get rescued if I could help it. I dove for the entrance to the Pocket World myself. I’d zip it shut right after my exit.

      I may have been able to take down one newly ascended sorcerer, but this lot was different. Not only were there four of them, but James and those two green-haired elves were both exceptionally strong. I could be brave when I needed to be, but usually half of being a good strategist was spotting when the odds weren’t in your favor.

      “Sunspire... he’s getting away...” James nudged the Sunspire King.

      “Oh, alright.” The Sunspire King growled as he touched his crown. “But if something bad happens to me because of this I want compensation out of you.”

      “He already destroyed that pet country of yours, Sunspire,” James said. “And last time you lost an arm. What else do you have to lose?”

      “A lot.” The Sunspire king growled under his breath. Then he raised his voice and shouted, “I wish our target couldn’t go through that portal!”

      The sorcerer flew harmlessly through the entrance to my pocket world and landed face-first on the ground inside. Hopefully, Mac would figure out how dangerous she was with a scan and organize people to get her under control before she used what little magic she had left at her disposal to escape the collar around her neck.

      But then I tried to pass through the doorway to the Pocket World as well... and found I couldn’t. It was like an invisible barrier had been erected between me and my way to freedom. I pressed my hands against it like a mime poking at an invisible wall. When pressing on the barrier didn’t work, I slammed my fist against it.

      “Aghhh!” The Sunspire King howled, clutching his temples. “Stop him! I prevented him from running, James! Now brain blast him or something!”

      Hurting the barrier hurt the Sunspire King, likely because of erecting the invisible barrier. I could hit things with incredible strength, so I wasn’t surprised the pain of blocking one of my punches was intense.

      “You should have closed the portal, Sunspire! Now we’ve lost Yillinarena!” James cursed.

      “Screw her!” The Sunspire King growled as he clutched his brows. “She was an uptight whore who thought she was too good for me! Now get your two cunts to fight him if you’re not going to.”

      James rolled his eyes, and I could see he was tempted to teach the Sunspire King a lesson for his words. But in the end, he attacked me instead.

      I felt a burst of mind magic strike against my mental defenses. Knowing I was up against a mind mage, I’d already set up Mind Trap and activated it.

      Under my spiritual sight, a bolt of amber energy shot towards my skull. It was an inky and massive ball of mind zeal, densely interwoven so it would hit me like a bludgeon. It was probably a simple stun attack that would leave me frozen in terror or confusion long enough for James’ two companions to take care of me. That’s how Tim had worked in the past, and I would bet James fought in the same way.

      When his mind bolt struck my Mind Trap spell and was reflected, I let out a silent mental cheer. James would get a taste of his stunning spell. With the Sunspire King still clutching his head, I’d only need to deal with the two Ancient Tree Temple sorcerers until the two men recovered.

      Or at least, that’s how things should have played out. But I’d never fought a mind mage of James’ caliber before.

      He reacted like lightning, instantly erecting mental defenses not only for himself but for his two elven companions. The bolt of mind zeal struck the mental shield and exploded in all directions, releasing a huge quantity of mind zeal in all directions.

      I hastily began reactivating Mind Trap before James could launch another mental assault. Meanwhile, I scouted for an evacuation point. Ley lines were running through the seafloor. Maybe I could use one of them to escape?

      But that would be a long journey, and I’d never used Unearthly Movement to travel so far. Worse, when I first started testing the spell I found the call of the earth alluring. I had longed to merge with the zeal itself and flow through rock and stone for who knew how many millennia.

      I didn’t trust myself over such a long journey. If my willpower was not strong enough to emerge from the ley line when the time came, I’d be as good as dead. And even if I did, over such a great distance I could easily mistime my exit and pop out a thousand kilometers underwater surrounded by deadly monsters.

      Escape through a ley line would have to be a last resort. Before then, I’d have to see if I could make these four think twice about messing with me.

      Those proud thoughts rang in my mind, and I suddenly embraced the same feeling I had when peering into the Devilbeast Wilds. That sensation of epiphany I’d last grasped when I was a hair away from breaking through to the mid-wizard realm.

      Four against one, outmatched and outnumbered. And yet still I fought?

      My aura roared in approval.

      Gray mist poured out of my body in thin billowing clouds, shrouding the surface of the island. I cast Might of a Giant and enlarged myself until I was staring down at four tiny black dots. I lifted a massive misty foot to stomp on them, but the two Ancient Tree Temple sorcerers moved. One grabbed James and pulled him out of the way, while the other did the same for the Sunspire King.

      James pointed a finger at my leg as I brought it down, and suddenly the limb went numb. It was almost as though my leg had fallen asleep in the middle of battle. James pointed at my arm, and it too stopped responding properly.

      I forced zeal out of my World Titan Fiendbody and cast Magical Shattering to drive out whatever spell James had just used to freeze me in place. My aura covered my skin like a shield, sapping away the remains of the mind spell I’d just destroyed.

      “Those are some impressive physical defenses you have there, Theo,” James shouted. “But let’s see how good your mental defenses are.”

      I felt a vast pressure to either side of my head, like two sledgehammers bashing at my temples in synchrony. I imagined I looked much like the Sunspire King while I clutched at my brows and howled.

      Starting in the back of my head, a force rose to meet the mental assault. It was my mind cultivation art, Master of the Inner Castle. I hadn’t yet found an aura fragment worthy of bonding it with, but that didn’t mean I’d ever stopped cultivating it. The power may have only been at the peak of the mage acolyte level, but I poured as much power as could fit into the spirit art.

      On its own, my mind zeal would still have crumbled and failed under the powerful assault of a sorcerer, despite being a technique that specialized in mental defense.

      But my mind was strengthened by the World Titan Fiendbody. James was fighting on my home ground, and it was tough ground to fight upon for him. If the ordinary mind was a fortress for Master of the Inner Castle to defend, mine was a planetary starbase. My spirit art clashed with James’ assault and held, yielding no further to his mental incursion.

      “Damn!” James cursed, which was the first time I’d seen his face look anything other than calm and pleasant.

      Teilinith and Feilinith did not stand still while James fought his mental battle with me. One of them split open her palm with an obsidian dagger and let the blood drip to the rocky ground. There, the other sorcerer waved her hands over a large bulbous seed, which she planted and encouraged to grow. Between the two of them, they grew it into a massive tree with incredible speed.

      The trunk of that massive tree was tremendous and it shook. The two sorcerers planted four more trees in the same manner, one after another, all around the battlefield. By the time they were finished, both looked pale. That alone alarmed me because whatever drained two sorcerers dry was bound to be a mighty spell.

      But I had other concerns. The Sunspire King overcame the throbbing in his head to begin conjuring a bolt of golden light, which he flung in my direction, unerringly seeking my real body within the cloud of aura. I braced myself and activated my Everlasting Jade armor. It knew the Sunspire King’s magic well by now and absorbed his attack far easier than before.

      Meanwhile, I summoned every Sword Storm blade I could control at once. These days, that meant twenty-three individual weapons flying around the battlefield seeking targets. I could control more of them in clusters, but against these opponents they would be too easy to disable that way. I needed all of them striking individually at precisely calculated openings to exploit any weakness or distractions. I divided them into four groups, with the largest intent on killing James. They bought me a few moments of cover, which I used to activate or refresh my defensive spells like Layered Durability and Mind Trap.

      James gave up on attempting to attack my mind and turned his attention back to my limbs. He pointed his finger again at my arm and my leg, and suddenly it was as though the two had switched places. He’d done something to me that swapped the controls to my limbs, and I staggered as I found myself unable to walk.

      I tried the same trick I’d used before with Magical Shattering, but James’ spell proved immune to this defense. I focused my mind on the Sword Storm blades, hoping that if I broke James’ concentration, he’d be forced to release the spell he had on me.

      But Teilinith and Feilinith continued their ritual. By now four identical trees were sprouting leaves and flowers in each cardinal direction. I staggered towards one of them as the ill premonition in my mind continued to grow. I glanced down and realized the ground was covered in lush grass. Just moments ago it had been barren sand.

      I looked to the center of the grove of four magical trees to find a ring of flowers sprouting there. Zeal gathered in the center of that ring in vast quantities. Some of it streamed from the two sorcerers who’d created the grove, but some seemed to stream down from the skies, as though sent here from a distant planet.

      The grasses in the center of the ring of flowers grew and stretched with tremendous speed until they were as thick as branches. They wove in and out of each other again and again until they formed a pair of long thin strands reaching to my waist, where they joined and formed one long strand up to the height of my neck.

      They branched into two then, and the two interwoven reeds of grass spun back downwards. I quickly realized by the shapes forming that the grass was being wound into the shape of a humanoid skeleton. My suspicions were confirmed when moss and small vegetation from the newly formed meadow crept up, the interwoven grass skeleton taking shape before my eyes.

      All four trees bent over and leaned, as though caught in the middle of an incredible storm centered on the creature forming in the middle of the grove. I shoved my massive, aura-covered hand into where the creature’s partially formed body, hoping I could disrupt the process before it was finished.

      Using a great deal of stumbling and a bit of concentration, I figured out how to move despite having the controls for my arm and leg switched. I headed over there in an ungainly crawl as I dove to disrupt the spell.

      But instead of breaking the magic apart, my presence only seemed to strengthen the transformation. My aura drew in the entity’s zeal, but the entity drew in something from me I couldn’t quite place, less like zeal and more like some sort of animating force.

      This was strange magic at work, and I didn’t understand it. But I knew letting it run to its completion would be bad for me. I had to stop whatever was forming from completing its body.

      I diverted half my Sword Storm blades to attack the humanoid form taking shape in the center of the grove. Whatever it had been drawing from me couldn’t be drawn from the iron weapons, I was sure of that. The blades sliced through leaves and branches one after another, slowing the formation process dramatically.

      I had to pick my targets here. I could try to get the Sunspire King, try to get James off my back, or deal with one of the two elves.

      The elves would be the easiest target. I had to hit them both while they were still drained from summoning whatever it was they were summoning. I used Cloud Shift to turn into my aura and rapidly escape my giant form. My aura body lingered behind for a moment as I jumped atop the two elves.

      I pulled Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage and pulled one of the zeal restraining collars out in my other hand. I swept Spell Eater towards one of them and planned to follow it up with the collar.

      They must have had more energy left in them than I thought though because as I swept towards them the leaves forming the skirts that clothed the two elf sorcerers blew apart, leaving their bare bodies out in the open. A lesser man might have been distracted by the sight, but I kept Spell Eater on track despite their lack of attire.

      But apparently, their leaves were more than ordinary foliage. They blew at me and cut deep gashes into my skin. Each leaf was as sharp as a razor, and I winced as they sliced my face open despite the protection of my Everlasting Jade armor and my Layered Durability spell.

      To cut through my defenses and slice through skin as tough as mine, these leaves had to be the finest cutting implements I’d ever had the misfortune to come across. I knew Sava would be interested in getting her hands on them, and luckily she would.

      The easiest way to deal with these projectiles was to take them into my Dimensional Storage, so that’s exactly what I did. Every one that even lightly brushed my skin disappeared without a trace. Just touching me was enough for my aura to wipe any lingering zeal from the two elves, which meant I could pull them into my Dimensional Storage without issue. In a few seconds, Teilinith and Feilinith were completely disarmed of anything besides their magic.

      I thrust Spell Eater forward into the stomach of one of the twin elf sorcerers. She conjured a defensive spell and when my weapon struck her, it dug into wood instead of flesh. The other tried to use the same ability to defend herself, but the zeal restricting collar ended up being harder to block than the point of a weapon. I clicked it closed around her throat while tearing Spell Eater back and jamming it into the other Ancient Tree Temple sorcerer.

      This time I hit something, and blood sprayed out of her like a fountain as vines grew out of her flesh and ran up the length of my weapon, trapping it in her grasp.

      But one tiny elf could hardly expect to weigh my weapon down enough for me to lose it. I tugged on Spell Eater, pulling her towards me. I did not doubt that her wound was regenerating under the mass of vines she’d conjured to protect it, but she’d have a harder time doing that if I restricted the flow of zeal through her body.

      I slapped one of my remaining wizard-level zeal restricting collars on the elf and her vine armor crumbled like dry leaves. I tore Spell Eater free and left the two sorcerers from the Ancient Tree Temple to stare at me as their spells failed. I’d noticed before that elves under the influence of mind magic reacted poorly to the zeal-restricting collars, as though they didn’t quite understand what had happened to them. A fully aware pair of elves would have quickly started working to free each other, but these two merely stared at me with their fingers pointed in my direction, struggling to cast spells and not understanding why their magic didn't respond to them.

      Enemies defeated! +11,000 points
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      I was just about to celebrate taking care of that pair of sorcerers so quickly and easily when I remembered there was a reason the two of them were so drained. Behind me, the spell they’d cast completed.

      Over the past few seconds, a towering humanoid figure had taken shape in the center of the grove. It looked like a woman made of plants, and it as tall as my fading Might of a Giant body stood when I was still inside it.

      The plant monster shook itself, as though getting its bearings. It glanced at its arms and legs with an air of dissatisfaction, as though these limbs weren’t as good as it was accustomed to. There was an air of intelligence about it that made me suspect this wasn’t a newly created golem or elemental, but something much more dangerous.

      The plant monster scanned the battlefield before opening its mouth. A grating screech like wind whistling across grass pulled taught echoed forth from its mouth. It rubbed its jaw and upon its second attempt to speak, and words came forth.

      “You called on my Sacred Grove to fight one human?” The plant monster mocked. “Pitiful elves. And pitiful humans. The Satyr king should reconsider his partnership with your cult.”

      “A little professionalism, please,” James said. “Teilinith and Feilinith paid your price. Now use a little of your binding magic on him.” James pointed in my direction.

      The plant monster pointed one of its hands in my direction, and the flowers lining its palm opened, releasing pollen in a focused wave that flew towards me.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. This plant monster had unknown powers, and I had no intention of finding out what they were by trying to fight it, especially under these circumstances. The Sunspire King could recover from using his crown at any moment, and I still hadn't even seen a real attack from James yet. I wasn't sure what was going on with him.

      I squinted at him, and my spirit sight revealed a thin trail of mind magic leading from him to some distant location. Was what I was seeing only an avatar? Or was James busy investing his power into some distant spell he couldn't stop casting? Whatever the case was, I thanked my lucky stars that his involvement had been limited to being a bystander thus far.

      I used my Cloud Shift ability again to turn into a shapeless cloud and I flew through the air around the towering plant monster. I placed myself behind James so the plant monster would have to cut off its attack lest it hurt its ally. James didn't react, lending further credence to my theory that he was heavily distracted at the moment.

      The pollen twisted around itself into a dense yellow beam, and to my surprise, the plant monster did not try to stop its attack once I was safely behind James. I hid behind the mind aspect cultivator’s back and after a delay that was far too long for someone at the sorcerer level, James finally tried to scramble out of the way. I put my hands on his shoulders to hold him up in front of me as a shield, and he took the full brunt of the plant monster’s attack.

      “You idiot!” James grunted as the pollen struck his chest. It sank into his flesh, boiling and festering against his skin like poison. Instead of raw flesh, I saw only bubbling currents of mind magic beneath James' clothes. An avatar then, like the one Tim had used on me. Only this one seemed like it was based around an artifact buried somewhere on his person. James reached into his pocket for his bag of holding, no doubt intent on retrieving something to repair his damaged avatar. Perhaps it would be something to let him fight me despite whatever was occupying his magic elsewhere.

      “I’ll take that off your hands,” I said from behind him. I reached out and grabbed the bag of holding, then rapidly sank into a nearby ley line to put some distance between me and the fight.

      While inside the ley line, I detected something hot and heavy under the earth with me. This zeal felt different, like it was under pressure and ready to burst forth at any moment. I felt like I was being summoned for something, and I was drawn along with the currents of zeal.

      I snapped back to my senses under sheer force of will. I didn’t intend to lose myself beneath the earth today. The building pressure had to be the volcano on the verge of exploding. I fought against the pull to join the earth zeal flowing excitedly through the molten earth and made my way past the volcano to the far side of the island.

      An instant later I reemerged and tucked James’ bag of holding into my Dimensional Storage. One tiny island’s worth of distance wouldn’t keep my enemies off my trail for long, but it would buy me a few moments.

      I closed my old Pocket World entrance and opened it again. I heard a distant howl of pain that could only have come from the Sunspire King as his crown fulfilled his wish once again. I pressed my hand against the portal and found my exit was barred once again by an invisible barrier. It looked like I’d need to risk fleeing to safety through a ley line.

      I recast my arsenal of spells to prepare for one more clash. I used Magical Shattering and Titanic Force with Corrosive Touch, Return to Dust, Unbreakable, and Supremacy.

      Then I cast Might of a Giant to return to my massive hulking form. I finished my preparations just in time for the plant monster to find me again. It jumped through the air with surprising strength for something of its size, but it lacked any sense of grace. It stumbled as it landed on the ground, unable to catch itself on unfamiliar legs.

      Before it steadied its footing, I punched it in the jaw with a magically charged fist. The punch shattered the face made of grass and vines, destroying the upper half of the plant monster’s body in a single blow.

      Unfortunately, destroying half the monster’s body didn’t seem to do any permanent damage to its leafy structure, and what was left regrew with great speed. The plant monster would restore itself completely in less than a minute.

      The Sunspire King flew over behind James and the plant monster, clutching his temples again as the backlash from using his crown to prevent my escape hurt him once again.

      I was feeling none too pleased with him at the moment, so I sent a second punch in his direction. To his credit, the Sunspire King reacted with the efficiency I expected of a sorcerer and he created a shield of golden light between himself and me. That hardly mattered in the face of my magically charged fist, though, and my combined spells shattered the defenses instantly.

      “I wish I was out of the way!” The Sunspire King shouted desperately. His crown glowed for a moment, and then he was to my left with my arm sailing harmlessly by him. That thing on his head was certainly annoying.

      "I've gotten a lot stronger since we last met, Sunspire King." I chuckled. "Sorry to see you haven't improved at all."

      "James, quit dallying and do something! You've got an avatar, use it!" The Sunspire King hissed between clenched teeth.

      "Every bit of power I use here helps Princess Tivana's defenses recover, undoing months of work," James cursed under his breath. But after a moment, that line of power extending from his back under spirit sight grew thicker. Mind zeal flowed into his avatar, strengthening it enough to start working magic of its own.

      James pointed his finger at me again and switched both of my legs for both of my arms. There was no physical change, but when I tried to move an arm, one of my legs moved instead. When I tried to move a leg, one of my arms moved. I felt like I was standing on my palms with my legs in the air, doing a handstand in the middle of the battlefield. I swung myself forward one step at a time, slowed dramatically by the mind magic spell. I couldn’t fight like this, and the plant monster was reforming. These three would wear me down eventually.

      It was time beat a hasty retreat by whatever means necessary. I cloud shifted again, which rendered the limb-switching mind spell pointless. Without bothering to form a new body, I dove into the nearest ley line.

      Beneath the earth, I felt the call of the volcano. Throughout the fight, I’d felt like I was hanging on the edge of a breakthrough towards the mid-wizard realm if I could just grasp what my aura was trying to tell me about itself.

      Now, merged with the earth, the boiling lava was calling me home, I felt like I could almost see the answer. That sense of haughty, lofty pride filled me again. It was like the arrogance of a creature that knew itself to be invincible.

      Maybe it was my aura whispering in my head. Or maybe it was the earth zeal flowing around me, convincing me to flow with it. But whatever the explanation was, I soon found myself headed to the caldera of the island’s volcano instead of back towards the continent.

      My presence beneath the volcano seemed to tip the balance. I carried an awful lot of zeal with me these days, so my presence was like the addition of a huge amount of earth zeal.

      The volcano had been on the verge of exploding at any moment already. With me stuffing myself into the volcano, the pressure on the stone cap doubled.

      I felt a whisper in the back of my mind, telling me I wanted to make this eruption as explosive as possible. As though I wanted the liquid stone to burst forth in all directions, pouring lava over the ground and filling the skies with enough smog to cloud the entire chain of Auqualian islands.

      I let my earth zeal flow out of me. My energy reserves were truly massive compared to those of an average elf, but this unusual working of magic taxed even my power. I spread myself out through the lava, becoming one with the earth zeal inside it. Then I reached below me, stretching myself thin as I broke through the barriers beneath the earth, where I knew I’d find more hot flowing earth like the kind that made up my body now.

      My act of magic doubled the pressure on the crust above the volcano a second time. The entire volcanic island trembled as the earth shook beneath it. The volcano present on the island’s surface was tiny compared to the mass of lava that was about to bubble forth, and its caldera was entirely too small for my purposes.

      “I can’t cast anything stronger on him without breaking my spell on Deania first! We have to get out of here, now!” James shouted. “Sunspire, use your crown!”

      “I’ve already used it too much today!” The Sunspire King snarled. “When I go home, I might find all my descendants died in their sleep! You get us out of here!”

      James snarled. “That damned bastard stole my bag of holding! All my emergency teleportation talismans were in there! Get us out of here or I swear I’ll make you get us out of here!”

      James held up his hand, and inky mind magic filled his palm.

      With great reluctance, the Sunspire King pressed his fingers to his crown again.

      “Wait.” James halted his comrade. “We need to pick up the twins first.”

      But he was too late.

      The earth trembled and the world shook. A great shattering sounded out from beneath the waves as the base of the volcanic island broke off. The pressure that was one with my will pressed against the stone of the volcanic island and flung it off like a strong man heaving a weight off his shoulders. Black smoke filled the sky and molten stone spouted up after it.

      The hot magma bubbled up from underground and broke the surface of the earth underwater. Cracks ran through the entire island as molten stone shot through it and spilled out onto the surface. The sea bubbled and hissed as endless liters of water flashed to vapor as it touched molten lava.

      The sea monsters hunting small fish and prey animals living around the island scurried to deeper water for safety as the eruption built to an ever-greater level of explosive power.

      Great clouds of steam rose into the sky, blowing and billowing in the breeze above me. They covered an even greater swath of the land than the black smog from the continued volcanic eruption covered, and I did not doubt that even the eyes of an average heartwielder could spot this eruption on the horizon from every city in Deania and its neighbors.

      “Get us out of here, Sunspire. Now!” James demanded. "I can't afford to lose this vessel!"

      Enemies defeated. +4600 points.

      James and the Sunspire King vanished in a flash of light using the power of the Sunspire King’s crown, abandoning the two elves on an exploding island that was rapidly washing over with lava. They were sorcerers, and they could survive something like this if they had full use of their powers. But I’d placed collars on both of them, leaving the two naked and helpless as lava bubbled up from the sea beneath them.

      I felt a twinge of sympathy for them. It wouldn’t be right for the two of them to die here, like toys abandoned in the face of a coming storm. There was enough of me spread throughout the molten lava that I could direct the flow of the molten stone away from the pair of elves, who stared blankly at their surroundings. They didn’t fully understand what was happening and merely blinked as they continued attempting to summon their magic to save them.

      While I directed the lava flow away from the elves, I directed it towards the plant monster. I wasn’t quite sure what it was yet, but I knew I didn’t like it very much. So I was quite pleased when its branches and leaves caught fire from the smoldering heat of the lava swirling around it.

      “Magic lava...” the plant monster growled. “This is costing my Sacred Grove far more than I was given!”

      I liked the sound of that, so I poured more lava onto the monster’s body. The branches and leaves burned to ashes, regrowing with great speed, but not quite as quick as they were burning away.

      I held the lava back from submerging the plant monster completely, though I knew doing so would destroy it. From my position inside the flowing waves of lava, I studied the structure of energy within the plant monster. The way the nature zeal was arranged was similar to what I knew elementals to be like.

      I turned my attention inward, looking at myself and studying my formless body. Why did I have to ooze like liquid stone? I had the power to regain memory of my humanoid shape to build a body for myself.

      In response to my will, the lava gathered and swelled. It swirled in eddies and pools, collecting into a massive human-shaped form made of stone and lava. I felt as strong as the earth itself and as mighty as a mountain as I became an elemental of incredible strength and power. My aura and body art resumed their ordinary forms as best they could within this new shape, and soon the World Titan Fiendbody and the pith of iron aura both flowed through my new body.

      My eyes lit crimson, and what little remained of the plant monster glazed over as my petrification spell activated and turned it to stone. I watched its body crumble to dust and melt under my intense heat. The stone that made it up flowed into me and filled me with a new sense of vigor and energy I couldn’t quite place.

      Enemy defeated. +6000 points.

      Then I turned to the pair of elves. I’d been saving them as a snack for later, but I was feeling peckish now. It would be rather nice to devour the two of them and absorb their energy. With my aura’s ability, I could even eat their wisps after that. The mere thought of it had my mouth of liquid lava salivating with delight.

      I felt my aura click within me, but I paid it no mind. This rabid, battle-hungry feeling in my heart was as natural as breathing to me. I silently advanced to the mid-wizard realm without a thought, and my power surged to greater heights.

      Congratulations, you have discovered a concept. You are now a level 34 wizard.

      Elemental Incarnation ability discovered.

      Warning. Identity unstable. Unable to confirm ownership of The Wanderer.

      I waved away the pesky screen in front of my face. It looked too much like the pointless scribbles of the meatlings. Speaking of meatlings, there were two rather tasty and helpless ones I’d been meaning to devour. I waved my hand to split the broken remains of the volcano, still bubbling over with lava. The earth responded to me faster and easier than ever before, falling away to make way for me like welcoming one of their own.

      Strangely, the other elements seemed distant to me now. Even under mage sight, the water and air zeal seemed hazy and unclear. Only the earth zeal made sense to me. That was a good thing, I decided. Earth zeal was good. All else was bad. Evil. I wouldn’t mind covering the entire world in molten earth, smothering it like I was doing to this island.

      How nice would it be to rid this planet of all these pesky blurry aspects that I didn’t understand? I could get rid of all the nature first. That zeal aspect was far too complicated, and I had enjoyed watching the plant monster burn. Watching the entire world burn would be even more fun.

      I scooped up the pair of green-haired elves standing on my shores. They stared at me helplessly. The two summoned some pitifully small and weak nature spells. I laughed, but all that came out of my throat was the sound of grinding stones. These little meatlings couldn't cast spells because I'd... I'd done something to them. I couldn't remember what I'd done, but it had made them into a pair of helpless and plump fruits, waiting to be plucked.

      Devouring their lives and energy would strengthen my new lava and earth body even further, making me more powerful than ever.

      Already, the World Titan Fiendbody was spreading throughout my flesh as little nexuses of earth zeal, directing currents of power throughout the stone. I siphoned iron out of the lava from deep within the earth, building a skeleton of metal and stone. My World Titan Fiendbody liked this new form. It was far more pliable than flesh and blood, and with time I could sculpt it into a vessel of pure power.

      The two elves held hands as they stared back into my empty eyes. They seemed to come to their senses a bit as they faced their final moments, and the two moved closer together, thoughtfully bunching up so I could gobble them down in one bite and turn that foul nature zeal running through them into more of my earthen power.

      “Theo! Theo!” I heard a voice shout from below me.

      That name sounded familiar. It took me a moment to realize it was my name, in another life.

      The shouter was a green-skinned humanoid female. An orc, if I remembered my meatling races correctly. Not just any orc, this was an orc named Yorik.

      I opened my mouth to say something to her in response, but nothing came out beside a deep rumbling sound, like that of two stones grinding against each other.

      More figures stepped through the passageway in space that the orc woman had just stepped through. They were elves, and each of their faces was familiar to me.

      “Theo! Mac told us something was wrong.” An elf said as she stepped out of the portal. She looked up at me and held a hand over her mouth. She had green hair like the pair of sorcerers I planned on eating in just a moment. Another snack? No... This one’s name was Sava.

      Other elves appeared one after another, and I realized I knew all their names. Nela. Assyrus. Eltiana. Illiel.

      There were younger elves there too, standing by their mothers. Argona, Comela, Salica, Pelise, and countless others. Those were my children.

      Something was wrong... very wrong.

      I needed to leave the earth I’d merged with. It felt so good to stay, but I knew I had to go.

      I tried to exit my body like jumping out of a ley line, but something held me in, trapping me in place.

      You cannot leave.

      It growled at me, gnawing at my conscience. Bands of magic wrapped around me, binding me in place. Each band was made of bubbled layers of zeal, and I recognized them as the zeal particles of the World Titan Fiendbody. I’d recreated my cultivation base inside this elemental’s body, and now those very strands of energy were preventing me from escaping.

      I focused on restoring my body, imaging how it felt like when I was human. I used Cloud Shift, and the elemental’s stony form stood frozen in place. I was still trapped inside it, but when my Cloud Shift ended I opened my eyes. My real eyes of flesh and blood, not the empty stony holes filled with nothing but angry crimson light, but my real human eyes.

      I was trapped inside the elemental, right at its center of energy. I could feel the power flowing out of me to the elemental around me, powering it to wreak carnage wherever it pleased.

      My family was down there, so I didn’t intend to let an overgrown rock even think of hurting them. I beat my fists against the surrounding stone.

      The elemental’s body was still reinforced by the World Titan Fiendbody, but so were my fists.

      Identity confirmation processed. Full access to The Wanderer restored.

      I was glad the ship realized I was back to myself. I quickly put it to use by pulling out Spell Eater and jamming it against the rocks to drain zeal out of the lava around me while I tried to make enough space to move. This stone was tougher than any rock I’d ever come across, and it regrew just as fast as I chipped away at it. I used Titanic Strength and Magical Shattering, freeing my arms and legs.

      Soon I’d given myself enough space to swing, and I was finally making some progress. Hot lava poured over my skin, but my Everlasting Jade Armor took the brunt of the burning heat.

      Spell Eater’s tip pierced the rock and molten stone inside the monster I was trapped in, and that tiny gap let me see the real world once more. Through it, I glimpsed my family with my own eyes, untainted by the thoughts and senses of the elemental I’d become for that moment.

      I cast Cloud Shift again and poured myself through that tiny hole. A second later I reappeared on the ground in front of my family, panting and exhausted.

      “Theo!”

      “Dad!”

      I embraced my women and children, holding them tight like the precious things they were.

      I would have held that moment for hours if not for a powerful presence looming behind me.

      The hulking earth elemental hadn’t died when I left its body. It continued to stare down at me, watching me in confusion. It looked to its belly, where there was a gaping hole. My body had appeared right where its dantian should have been.

      The monster seemed shocked and confused as it glanced between me and itself, as though it had seen a ghost. Its fingers rose to its chin, and it stroked the stony outcrop in a familiar motion that reminded me of myself.

      “I think I can use those two elves more than you can,” I said as I hefted Spell Eater again. I jumped off my back foot and hurtled myself towards the elemental’s outstretched hand, which held the two sorcerers from the Ancient Tree Temple.

      My act of leaving the elemental’s body must have weakened it significantly because its stony exterior was suddenly far easier to cut through. I shattered the outstretched hand with one swing of Spell Eater, destroying it as easy as cracking an ordinary boulder.

      As I fell, I grabbed Teilinith and Feilinith. I landed lightly on the ground, and the elemental looked at its broken stump with confusion and more than a trace of fear.

      I waved Spell Eater again, ready to finish the monster off, but then it did something shocking.

      The elemental took one look at the ley lines beneath our feet and dove into one of them. Its massive body merged with the earth and vanished without a trace.

      “Father... what was that?” Argona asked when we were finally certain it was gone.

      “I think that might have been me,” I said slowly before shaking my head and hefting the two elves I was carrying back over my shoulders. “But enough of that. I’m sure that horde of mine is making trouble in the Hearthwood, and I dearly wish to see home again, if only for a little while. I seem to be unexpectedly tired today.”
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      “Good, new thralls.” Yorik congratulated me when I dropped Teilinith and Feilinith off in the Chamber of Tranquility to restore them of whatever mind magic was affecting them.

      “They’re not thralls.” I insisted. “Just more patients. They are mentally ill and need our help.”

      “Sure.” Yorik agreed. “Patients now. But once they’re healed... thralls?” She shot me a toothy grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “We should interrogate the other sorcerer I captured, the leader of the Auqualian Trade Union.”

      “Was already seeing to that.” Yorik jerked her thumb back to Castle Mac. “Was interviewing her when Mac said you needed help.”

      “Ah... right. Thank you for coming to my aid, Yorik.” I realized I really should thank my women and daughters, too. I wasn’t sure if I’d have come back to my senses soon without their help.

      Yorik snorted. “You support us, yes?”

      “Unconditionally.”

      “And we support you. No thanks needed.” Yorik flashed me a toothy smile.

      I parted ways with Yorik and went to lie down in the gardens. I was feeling more exhausted than I had since reaching mage acolyte, and I wanted some time to recover. I closed my eyes among the flowers and trees, thinking I’d just rest them for a minute or two before getting back on my feet.

      When I opened my eyes again, several hours had passed.

      I went outside to check on the orcs I’d brought with me. Along the way, I ran into Ullua, one of Assyrus’ kinswomen. She was originally from the Waterbeetle Tribe, and one of the Hearthwood Clan’s oldest members. She’d been with me since the fighting with the Corpse Collector Company, and she now bore several stars upon her shoulder as she commanded the Hearthwood’s armed forces.

      Those armed forces were arrayed around the streets now. Elves with armor and ironwood spears patrolled back and forth across the southern region of the city where I’d brought the orc horde over.

      “The members of this horde of yours are far less disciplined than the orcs of the Blackgorge Tribe you bought before. A couple of them were a little too eager to go pillaging,” Ullua explained. “But the girls and I quickly taught them a lesson they won’t forget. Once news of your return spread, they fell into line, especially when Yorik ordered them to behave. Besides two fights, there’s been nothing worth mentioning.”

      “I’m glad,” I said as I surveyed the group. “This isn’t the Blackgorge Tribe, and my control over them isn’t as firm as it is over Yorik’s family.”

      “Not yet.” Ullua agreed. “But if the rumors are true, Chief Blackgorge is a force to be reckoned with. The orcs didn’t forget about attacking the Hearthwood just because we could fight back. They stopped because they heard it and everyone in it already belonged to Chief Blackgorge.”

      I chuckled. “If it works, I won’t complain. Nevertheless, give everyone who didn’t cause trouble a round of monster meat and alcohol on me. We’ll be staying the night in the Hearthwood. I think I’ve got to catch some shut-eye.”

      Ullua nodded and went to relay my orders. Meanwhile, I headed to the Cultivation Chamber.

      James’ bag of holding was exceptionally large. Even the one Dean had given me paled compared to the amount of space in this thing. He had plenty of zeal crystals in storage, which I tucked away into the clan reserves. There were a few bits of iron stashed here and there, though all of them were crude weapons that I’d have to melt down in the Smith’s Workshop if I wanted to make anything of them.

      The bag had a variety of poisons, a huge number of mind aspect spellhearts, and a massive pile of mind aspect spells.

      There was one special pouch that I was more interested in than anything else. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s mind aspect aura stash.

      James had boasted of its existence to me, but to know about it and to have it in my hands was another thing.

      I’d come across other mind aspect aura fragments in my travels, but none had reacted to my presence. But with a collection of this size, I was bound to find something that suited my needs.

      So without wasting another breath, I cranked up the time dilation and got to work.

      This task was a familiar one to me with the number of hours I’d spent in the capital looking for an earth aspect aura fragment. My hands did most of the work while I rested my mind and tried to replenish my zeal reserves using a few earth spellhearts I crushed and used to fill the air with earth zeal.

      The collection James was carrying with him was far larger than what Tivana had given to me. There were tens of thousands of auras here, and I stared in awe at the sheer quantity. How had the Cult of the Unblinking Eye gotten so many of them?

      I found the answer when examining the records that accompanied the fragments.

      Mind-Bending Serpent (Five-Star)

      This aura fragment specializes in slow longstanding changes to a target’s goals and objectives. Ideal for infiltrators. Grants several mental stun attack abilities to its user.

      Second generation fragment.

      Note: Must scale production. Demand for infiltrators at the true mage level is high. Rewards of 150 zeal crystals will be given for bringing in a subject who can bond to this aura for harvesting.

      Nether Aboleth (Six-Star)

      This aura fragment specializes in mental invasions and direct attacks of the mind. It is one of the most powerful offensive type auras the Cult of the Unblinking Eye can reliably produce. Ideal for front-line combatants. Grants easier and safer access to the minds of targets to its user.

      Second generation fragment.

      Note: Production halted. The subject the cult harvests this aura fragment from has been rendered unable to cultivate. Must capture a new target. Rewards of 200 zeal crystals will be given for bringing in a subject who can bond to this aura for harvesting.

      After reading through a few of the samples, I realized where the cult was getting them, and why so many of the aura fragments were second-generation fragments. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye was finding elves at the peak of the mage acolyte realm, giving them an aura fragment and pushing them to true mage... only to take their cultivation away and harvest all nine layers of their true mage cultivation as aura fragments.

      And then when the cult was done harvesting, they’d have that same elf cultivate again to true mage. It would go faster because it would be a path they walked before, but there had to be a certain sense of hopelessness to the cultivation. Once they reached the peak of true mage, they’d just be harvested again. And again... and again...

      It had to be a maddening process. And I shook my head at the thought of it. An elf wouldn’t give up their cultivation easily. I consoled myself with the thought that anyone that far into the cult’s grasp wasn’t going to be in their right mind anymore. They probably wouldn’t even be conscious of the continuous loss of power and seek only to follow the orders of their master and make new aura fragments.

      But as grimly as they produced these fragments, I didn’t intend to discard them on moral grounds. There were more than just mind aspect auras here, and what I didn’t use would certainly benefit the Hearthwood Clan. A sword was a sword, and the fragments themselves had done nothing wrong. I would put them all to good use.

      I turned my attention to the seven-star fragments. They were the most valuable in the entire collection, and I wanted the best for my mind cultivation. Beyond that, I also wanted a defense-oriented aura fragment that would synergize well with Master of the Inner Castle.

      Those two criteria trimmed down the list significantly. So much so there wasn’t a choice at all.

      Unknowable Primordial Essence (Seven-star)

      This aura fragment hails from an unknown plane of existence and is the aura fragment of a primordial energy being. Its abilities are unknown, but diviners have successfully determined it enhances the mind in unknown ways. We have classified it as a defensive aura fragment.

      First-generation fragment.

      Note: We could not bond anyone to this aura fragment, and we suspect it will not willingly attach itself to any human or elf. Special techniques may be needed to initiate bonding. The cult will provide a 500 zeal crystal reward for any agent that can provide an elf capable of bonding with this fragment.

      I brushed my fingers against the aura fragment. I felt nothing from my mind zeal. It seemed the aura fragment wanted nothing to do with me, just like the note suggested. My Master of the Inner Castle spirit art just wasn’t good enough for it.

      But then I felt a twitch. Not from my mind zeal, but from my existing aura. My Pith of Iron reacted as though it were seeing a long-forgotten face.

      Both my aura and this one were primordial aspects. There was a resonance between the two I couldn’t quite place my hands on, but maybe that was something I could leverage.

      I let my aura seep out of my skin and interact with the Primordial Essence. The two met each other like a pair of cobras rearing their heads. They wanted to pounce on one another. Given half a chance, my aura would devour this aura fragment. Perhaps it would add its power to itself, but I did not doubt that much of the Primordial Essence’s potential would be lost if I were to absorb it in this way.

      Luckily, I already had an excellent technique at my disposal for bonding with stubborn aura fragments.

      I extracted an Aura Condensing Talisman from my Dimensional Storage. Ever since Argona learned to make them, the Hearthwood had sold a few here and there to true mages hoping to reach the wizard realm. With the amount of pressure on Deania at the moment, many true mages would take massive risks to become wizards, so things like these were a booming market.

      I did the same thing for this aura fragment that I did for my earth aspect aura fragment. I searched through the entire trove of mind aspect aura fragments and quickly separated any that reacted to me. I was luckier here than I’d been with the earth aspect, so I picked just the ones that both had appealing characteristics and reacted strongly to me.

      Stone-shell Flower Turtle (Four-star)

      This fragment comes from a monster that is both plant and creature, depending on what part of its life cycle it is in. It can be found dwelling in swamps filled with Mind Slaver Parasite slugs, which is likely why it possesses such resistance to mind magic. This aura fragment enhances mental resiliency to attacks and reinforces defenses of the mind. Recommended for those fighting other mind mages.

      Second generation fragment.

      Lightning Dragonfly Stalker (Five-star)

      This enormous insect devours its prey with tremendous speed, adjusting its attacks to the slightest stimulus. It has killed wizards and even sorcerers, given a moment of opportunity. It is extremely difficult to hunt, and nearly impossible to kill. This aura fragment increases reaction time dramatically and allows for faster sensory processing. Recommended for users in defensive combat and item-manipulation type roles.

      Second generation fragment.

      Sagely Void Gazer Toad (Six-star)

      This toad exists in our dimension but consumes no food from here. All of its prey come from other dimensions, which it can perceive and process. This aura fragment enhances cognitive comprehension of worldly secrets the human or elven mind was not designed to understand. Recommended for users dealing with extra-dimensional threats.

      Second generation fragment.

      I searched through my Dimensional Storage for that large mind aspect spellheart to help facilitate this project. While flipping through my things, I realized I had another set of aura fragments that went along with a large spellheart I’d gathered a while back. I knew for certain it hadn’t interacted with me before, but something must have changed that made the aura fragment suddenly start taking a liking to me. I spent some points to identify it, and The Wanderer gave me a better overview of the aura fragments than the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s logs.

      Aura fragment identified. (-100 points.)

      Mindslaver Lord (Five-star)

      This monster can give birth to the lesser progeny of a non-humanoid form who gather energy and enthrall victims of various species, serving their Mindslaver parent. The monster is adept at controlling multiple progeny simultaneously, and bonding with it dramatically enhances the user’s multitasking ability when using spells.

      These first-generation aura fragments came from a healthy level 35 monster. They will remain stable in their current state for six and a half years, though that timeline can be extended with stasis and protection enchantments.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. That sounded rather good, but I’d already be sacrificing several aura fragments to this seven-star aura fragment. There was no guarantee any of the abilities from lesser aura fragments would even get through, especially if I kept adding more. The potential for negative interactions and uncertainties only went up the more aura fragments I added.

      Perhaps I was being greedy, but I wanted that multitasking enhancement. Almost enough to throw out one of the other aura fragments I picked. In the end, I crushed the massive mind aspect spellheart and flooded the room with mind zeal. Then I slapped the Aura Condensing Talisman onto the Primordial Essence fragment.

      Having done this before, I kept a deft hand on the magic at work. First, I slipped in Sagely Void Gazer Toad, followed by the Lightning Dragonfly Stalker. The Mindslaver Lord and the Stone-shell Flower Turtle went in after. The billowing cloud of aura trembled as it interacted with my Master of the Inner Castle Spirit art.

      I watched the instabilities build, like cracks spreading through the glass. I sensed the changes in the currents of zeal, and I saw the patterns in the way the particles intertwined.

      I stared at the collapsing aura helplessly for a moment. This would have been a disaster if it happened when I was a mage acolyte. Comparing my mage sight from back then to the spirit sight I had now, I felt like I’d been blind. But now I could perceive all aspects of magic, and even manipulate them all to some degree.

      Why couldn’t I do the same for this unstable aura?

      If it was falling apart, I’d force it to hold together. It wouldn’t collapse unless I allowed it to collapse.

      So I cast Layered Durability in a bubble around the gathering cloud of aura. That defined the space in which I would work. I looked at each separate aura. There were imperfections in the eddies and flows. The Lightning Dragonfly Stalker aura fragment was incompatible with many aspects of the Stone-shell Flower Turtle.

      I should have seen it before. The turtle was a slow, plodding creature, and that was when it was moving at all. It spent much of its life as a plant. In contrast, the Dragonfly darted back and forth, living at a pace where life and death were decided in the blink of an eye. The two were as different as night and day.

      But they had one thing in common, and that was me forcing them to get along despite their differences.

      The Dragonfly aura rebelled, and as it did, I identified the part of the aura that was most incompatible. I opened up my barrier spell and used my aura like a scalpel to devour that part of the aura, severing it from the shape forming before me.

      I did the same for the turtle’s aura, as well as the remaining inconsistencies inside the other aura fragments. Soon the Primordial Essence was taking hold, seeping into all the other auras which I’d cut and altered.

      I clicked my tongue when I realized the connection between myself and the auras had weakened with the strengthening of the Primordial Essence. That certainly wouldn’t do.

      I sent my Pith of Iron aura in to slow down the Primordial Essence, and soon the balance of power was restored. The talisman slowly knit the auras together, piece by piece, whether they wanted to be integrated or not. All the while, I kept each fragment whole and balanced.

      The aura’s connection to my mind magic dimmed and grew darker, but I detected the problematic areas and kept cutting them out. Soon only the parts of the auras I wanted remained to be integrated into the Primordial Essence, and I hoped some aspects of the lesser auras bled through in my final creation.

      Slowly and reluctantly, the aura fragments merged into one. All the while, I nursed their connection with my mind cultivation. The last part of the aura clicked into place like scribbles in the sand suddenly forming words.
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        * * *

      

      You have bound to an Unknowable Primordial Essence Aura fragment.

      Unformed primordial energy flows through your body, enhancing your mind in ways beyond the scope of stable reality.

      Your reaction time has been enhanced. Your capacity for simultaneous thought has been enhanced. The innate resiliency of your mind and the effectiveness of your mental defenses have been enhanced. Your ability to perceive extra-dimensional phenomenon has been enhanced. You are now immune to physiological damage caused by entering primordial space.
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        * * *

      

      My mind expanded, and I felt as though there were more of me. I didn’t feel smarter, at least not yet, but I felt like my thoughts came quicker, as though I’d been five drinks deep all my life and only now had I finally sobered up.

      I stared at the elaborate patterns hovering in the surrounding air, leftover from charging the room with zeal earlier. There was something more to their movements than random patterns. I’d noticed water zeal flow like water before, and earth zeal stayed stationary most of the time. The particles of zeal moved as their aspects did. But what did a mind move like?

      I realized I was seeing the answer to that right in front of me. What looked like random, jittery movements were predetermined interactions. One mind zeal particle nudged another, and that particle would nudge two more. Those two would nudge four and so it went until the initial action was multiplied a millionfold.

      But while I now had the mental capacity to perceive and process such data, I still lacked the ability to comprehend its meaning. After giving up on that front, I tried cultivating a little mind magic.

      You have grown your aura fragment to the first layer. You are now a level 21 early true mage in the mind aspect.

      You have grown your aura fragment to the second layer. You are now a level 22 early true mage in the mind aspect.

      Notifications continued to flash across my vision, but I ignored them until I could feel my aura could stretch no further today, no matter how much energy I dumped into it or how tenderly I coaxed it into pressing on using my Complete Regeneration ability.

      You have grown your aura fragment to the seventh layer. You are now a level 27 late true mage in the mind aspect.
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      I dismissed the final notification and stood to stretch my legs. Reaching the seventh layer was both faster and easier than I expected. Cultivating was certainly easier the second time. I would need to give my cultivation some time to settle and grow accustomed to the new power before pushing for the peak of the true mage realm in mind magic. I expected consolidating my aura to take more time on its own, and I credited no small amount of my rapid progress today to the preparations I made before bonding with an aura.

      I drank a True Mage Energy Circulation Elixir. It had been quite a while since I’d last drunk one of Mayatania’s special potions, but I had no shortage of them now that Sava had taken the other alchemist under her wing. But her potions were far from the only true mage cultivation aids available to me these days, and I filled my stomach with rare pills, fruits, and elixirs, all meant to make the integration process faster and easier. Besides making cultivating on it simpler and easier, being a wizard made becoming a true mage far more affordable.

      Next up was buying new spells. My recent adventures had yielded quite a few points and many mind aspect spells from James’ bag of holding.

      Total points: 36,000

      True Mage Mind Aspect spells 569 spells available. View all?

      I hadn’t realized quite how many spells there were for me to choose from. Many of them were of the standard variety. Mental stuns and shocks, a few rather unsavory ones that involved rummaging around in someone’s head, as well as several torture and interrogation spells.

      I dismissed the mind control spells. I had an easier way of getting people to do what I wanted. I also dismissed all the ordinary spells. I had plenty of points, so there was no reason to go cheap. With so many spells at my disposal, I only wanted to take the best, regardless of cost. I quickly picked out the spells I wanted in my toolkit the most.

      Enhanced Unnoticeability (Spell)

      Creates a field of distractions around the user or their target to ward off unwanted attention. Unlike its lesser version, this spell is virtually undetectable to anyone below the wizard realm and difficult for wizards and sorcerers to break unless they use a spell designed to detect and break it.

      Cost: 600 points. (-1400 points cost for knowing a lesser version of the spell)

      Memory Transfer (Spell)

      Allows the user to transfer their memories from their head into another. The affected person will perceive the memory as though experiencing it themselves.

      Cost: 1400 points.

      Altered reality (Spell)

      This spell allows the user to change one thing about their surroundings and have all those who fall victim to the spell perceive the alteration the caster envisioned.

      Cost: 1600 points.

      Moment of Clarity (Spell)

      Can be activated to slow down the user’s perception of time to a standstill, giving them several seconds to assess their situation and react appropriately.

      Cost: 2100 points.

      Parallel Thought (Technique)

      Enables the wielder to split off portions of their mind to see to alternate tasks, like cultivating, controlling weapons, long-term planning, or elaborate enchantment.

      Cost: 2600 points.

      Mental Fortress (Technique)

      Consumes a vast quantity of mind zeal to strengthen all mental defenses before an attack.

      Cost: 3000 points.

      I hit the purchase button for my list of desired spells, and they filled my brain with a throbbing pulse. I put my hand against the wall to brace for the pain, but it wasn’t as bad as I remembered and I stayed standing. My head cleared within minutes and I found I had all the spells I’d just purchased available to me with a thought.

      But knowing how to cast a spell and knowing when and where to cast it were entirely different things. So I spent a while longer in the Cultivation Chamber practicing and figuring out how I’d combine these spells into my arsenal for maximum effect. The Parallel Thought spell proved to be rather useful. When I tested it, I felt like I was two people thinking about different things simultaneously.

      One part of me felt like it was focusing on casting and maintaining my new spell, while another was already preparing the next one. To my pleasant surprise, I found that both parts of me could use zeal which meant I could cast multiple spells simultaneously, even while using different aspects.

      That new ability alone would make using my mind spellheart in battle much easier. Perhaps it would even let me exploit my new ability to use other aspects of zeal as well.

      After testing the rest of my new spells, I put that theory to the test.

      I extracted the death aspect spellheart I’d been toying with from time to time. I gave it a little shake to knock some death zeal out of it. I’d use just enough to cast a real necromancer spell. I didn’t expect to create anything I could use in battle, but a better understanding of death zeal would help me cure my son.

      Beyond that, I’d always been simply curious about death zeal. Necromancers like my son’s old teacher Xoreda needed corpses to reanimate the dead. Monsters left behind bodies when they died mostly because of the zeal still left in the flesh, but they were rarely left intact and most people who killed a monster did so to harvest it.

      Orcs lingered longer, but they too vanished in currents of magic. There was a shortage of corpses all around for any sort of necromantic activities.

      Necromancers got around this by plucking skeletons out of the air, reassembled from the same energies the bodies disintegrated into when they died. By now, the Hearthwood had accumulated basic spells across all aspects, and that included a death-aspect spell for conjuring corpses.

      The death zeal I pulled from the large spellheart sitting beside me curled around my fingers like smoke, accumulating in thick inky blobs. It didn’t move like water, and certainly not like earth. I couldn’t classify its behavior at first, but it seemed familiar.

      It wasn’t until I examined myself and the vitality running through my body that I figured out where I’d seen something similar. Death zeal was just like vitality, only it was... dead. Not a good explanation, but it fitted what I understood about zeal.

      I settled into a cross-legged position as I took the zeal into myself. While the spellheart could resist my influence, that ability was an emergent phenomenon that a few particles floating in the air didn’t have. I breathed them in and made them mine, and soon I had enough to cast this basic spell meant for heartwielders of the death aspect.

      “Conjure Skeleton!” I shouted as I shoved my hands at the ground in front of me. The death zeal swirled from my palms and flowed in inky little rivers along the ground to form the skeleton of a small rabbit.

      I continued to pour power into the spell, which would hopefully create a tiny spellheart of death zeal that would give the rabbit some semblance of life. Reanimated corpses like this were essentially elementals parroting a vessel made of flesh. In that respect, they did not differ from golems, though I could think of a few situations where they might be more useful.

      Crimson light lit up in the skeletal rabbit’s eyes. Its little rabbit feet twitched and trembled, but then they went still.

      The light in its skull flickered before going out completely. The skeleton died before it even took its first steps.

      I sighed at the failure and slapped the death spellheart next to me to force it to release more zeal into the air.

      [Aghhhh!] A pained feminine voice screamed into my head.

      “There you are.” I chuckled. “I was wondering when you’d finally show yourself. Here to tempt me with power again?”

      [...My zeal...] The spirit trapped in the spellheart sniffled, as though she was crying. [Dirty rotten thief...]

      “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that. I’m a man with over thirty daughters, I get the puppy eyes treatment a lot. And they’re all a lot cuter than you are.” I sucked in the death zeal for a second attempt, coaxing more energy from the spellheart as I spoke.

      [I... I’ll be good.] The spirit said.

      I glanced at the stone again, intrigued for the first time since it had first spoken to me. “Oh? So you will not take possession of my body and go on a killing spree?”

      [...Would not go on a killing spree...] The spirit insisted.

      “Maybe you wouldn’t. But you still tried to take over my body, however pitiful your attempt was.” I replied. “It is going to take a lot more than a few words from you to convince me to put any trust in you at all.”

      [I’m... dying. Losing zeal.] The spirit said.

      “And I’m sure having me tapping on your crystal isn’t helping.” I chuckled as I tapped on the crystal once more to squeeze a little more zeal into the room. “So I take it you want to live? I certainly don’t intend to let you in my body, but I could arrange something for you. The question is, what will you do for me?”

      The spirit responded by casting a spell. I watched the zeal leave the stone warily, but the amount of energy invested into it was so small that there was no way the spell could be strong enough to do anything but tickle me. I watched the zeal flow over the skeletal rabbit I made. The magic there joined with the spell I’d just cast and fixed whatever I’d done wrong.

      The crimson light lit behind the undead rabbit’s eyes, and it climbed to its feet. Once it found its footing, it started hopping up and down, looking at me as though awaiting orders.

      “So you’ll help me cast death aspect spells?” I muttered. “I suppose that wouldn’t be terrible. It would at least make you worth the room you take up in my Dimensional Storage.”

      I looked at the stone again and studied it under spirit sight. At first glance, there appeared to be nothing wrong with it, but looking closer, I saw cracks running through what was otherwise flawless crystalline structure. Through those cracks, I could perceive the barest wafts of vitality trickling out.

      “What are you?” I asked curiously.

      [A... spirit art.] The stone answered. [Once... maybe... more than that now...]

      Curious. Had a spirit art become a living entity? My mind went back to my spirit art. It had a will of its own, though it had never spoken to me. Still, the death aspect was all about bestowing things with some semblance of life. If any aspect had a living spirit art, it would be this one.

      “You’re interesting to me if nothing else.” I declared after a long moment of thought. “I think I’ll let you stew for a while before deciding, and I don’t want you dying on me. Or fizzling out and fading away.”

      I pulled a vitality potion out of my Dimensional Storage. There was plenty of vitality in that, and I could use it to restore some of what the spirit in the spellheart had lost. I uncorked it over the stone and poured it over the top. Then I sculpted a bowl out of clay so the spellheart could stew in the healing solution.

      That alone didn’t solve the problem of the vitality leakage, but it would probably help. I had smaller death aspect cores in the Hearthwood’s reserve as well, and after a bit of thought, I dumped them into a vat of solvent along with a fistful of zeal crystals.

      Once I’d replenished as much vitality as I could get out of the spellheart, I performed a recrystallization to add a bit of extra death zeal to the spellheart. Doing this gave the stone back more than tenfold what I’d taken from it over the past few days.

      [My stone! It’s fixed!] The spirit said happily, speaking much clearer and more energetically than she had before. The voice was clearer now, and more feminine as well.

      “More like it’s patched,” I said with a shrug. “You should last quite a while in there. Though I’m not giving you all this zeal for free. I’ll want it back as spells cast on my behalf.”

      [...Understood.] The spirit sobered. [I’ll prove my usefulness to you, if you give me the chance.] I had my doubts about that, the inquisitive part of me was eager to learn more about this spirit art. How did it learn how to talk? And how long has it been sitting in that stone? Perhaps it could even help me with Segolas.

      But for now, my horde was waiting for me. The Auqualian islands weren’t going to conqueror themselves.
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      As usual, my stay in the Hearthwood was far too brief. I barely had time to see who was taking care of the wizard and three sorcerers I captured. I managed to sneak in a brief visit with my daughter Argona, who was hard at work in the Drafter’s Study.

      “Don’t worry, father. Jatese already asked me about designing zeal restricting collars for sorcerers. Her strategy has worked so well in the Rakaren Queendom, she’s hoping she can implement it in the Ancient Tree Temple and the Auqualian Trade Union as well if you’ll let her. Maybe even the Sunspire Kingdom, if she can get that princess you picked up in the dungeon presentable.”

      “Word travels fast.” I chuckled. “I only brought those three back yesterday. But sure, she has my permission to do what she needs to do, so long as you can make them safe to be around with a couple of collars. But tell her to leave the Sunspire Princess. That poor girl has been through enough. She can do whatever she wants with the Sunspire Queen and her wizards, though.”

      “Pelise will be happy,” Argona said. “She’s taken a liking to that princess, as mopey and depressed as she is. I think cheering her up has become something of my sister’s pet project.”

      I parted ways with Argona after picking up a new stash of healing talismans for my Dimensional Storage, along with a few upgrades for my Everlasting Jade armor.

      I spoke with Mac briefly as well to make a special commission.

      “So, Mac, how are the golems coming along?”

      [Nicely! Most of them are scouring the surface levels of the dungeon, helping me subjugate the area and remake it in my glorious image! I’m sure you’ve seen the ones on the surface busily working at the manual tasks we’ve set them to.]

      “How strong are they?” I asked. “Do we have a golem army yet?”

      [Certainly a bigger army than we did when the Corpse Collector Company invaded. We’ve got about ten thousand mage acolyte level golems, and with Argona’s help and materials from all the things you’ve killed, we’ve produced a hundred true mage level golems as well! Combined with the big guy Argona nearly has operational, we’ve got quite the formidable force waiting in reserve. Even if another sorcerer like Tim attacks the Hearthwood with an army at his back, we can put up a good fight without your help.]

      “Excellent.” I nodded in approval. “That’s just what I was hoping for. But I have to ask, what’s keeping you from making more true mage golems? Or making golems into the wizard realm?”

      [Its materials.] Mac replied. [Little things, like optical sensors and ball bearings. They’re difficult to make without the right machinery.]

      “But you can make them using The Wanderer, right?”

      [I suppose so, but that’s going to cost you.]

      “Lots of points, I know. But while the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe is building an army, I think the Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan should have one as well. I want to set aside 10,000 points for you to use. Use those points to accelerate your efforts. And to sweeten the deal, you’ll have full use of those golems for cleaning, constructing, and maintaining the Hearthwood. Until the minute I need them for combat, of course.”

      I could practically hear Mac smiling when he replied. [One top-notch cleaning crew! Ah... I mean... one top-notch army coming up!]

      While I was in the Cultivation Chamber, the Riverweed Tribe made my orc horde another set of boats. My orcs had been well behaved living so close to my elves, but I didn’t want to push my luck. We’d be carrying the ships much further over land, but we’d be hauling far fewer of them this time.

      Most of the orcs left their newly acquired thralls in the Hearthwood, which would be awkward for my elves and embarrassing for the newly captured thralls, but I allowed it because it would mean my orcs wouldn’t be slowed down by having to carry their bound captives.

      “Those ships should get you to where you said you left your old fleet. They probably survived the volcanic eruption,” Comela said. “But if not, I have a nice port city you can take.”

      She pointed to a map where a small dot appeared somewhere bordering the Sakaku Clan, the Golden Sword Sect, and the Myriad Monster’s Sea.

      “This port city is more or less directly under the control of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Until recently, one of the chakas you met named James has been governing the city himself, though he’s never come in person and only ever arrives with his avatar. Besides its location, there isn’t much special about it. But it would be nice to bring it under our control. If you got all the powerful elves out of there with your orcs, it would be that much easier for me to go in with the Hearthwood’s forces and restore order.”

      “Consider it done.” I agreed with Comela’s plan. Truthfully, her idea was close to what mine had been for all five enemy nations I planned to conquer with my orc horde before my other daughter, Jatese, had come up with a much more creative solution of conquering the leadership of the enemy nations through more intimate means.

      We headed towards the city Comela pointed out and I set my orcs to marching. They hoisted the ships over their shoulders and we ran at a light jog out of the forest and across the open plains past it.

      I knew this area much better than southern Deania. My clan had already conquered most of the region, and towns like Coppersand and its neighbors were under my protection. The biggest city in the region was Bronzeridge, and I didn’t want the orcs to get any ideas about Baroness Jynna’s cities or any of the ones still under Deania’s control.

      So I kept us in the wilderness. Open plains turned to patchy gravel before once more turning into lush grassland. Eventually, we made it deep enough into Sakaku Clan territory that we began seeing neatly terraced orchards. Some trees even bore plump Solar Essence Peaches on their branches, though the orchards were overgrown and unkempt.

      Ever since being taken over by the cult of the Unblinking Eye, the Sakaku Clan had become a shell of its former self. Many of them had died in the Hearthwood, and I doubted those left behind had fared much better as they became pawns for the cult’s takeover of the region.

      Day turned into night, and we came across a few large towns. There was a true mage in a couple of them, but Yorik and the other Bronze realm orcs took care of them before I even needed to lift a finger. I defeated a few elves myself and knocked down a few walls, but mostly, the sheer size of our horde left a line of chaos in our wake.

      Battle won! +3000 points.

      Eventually, we came to the port city Comela talked about, and I knocked down its walls just like I had the first. I’d been expecting a fight here, but their only wizard turned tail and fled, so they stood no chance against my horde. I used my new Altered Reality spell to make the wizard think I was a spider the size of a building instead of a giant man covered in a cloud of soul-devouring energy.

      The wizard abandoned her post at the sight of me and ran screaming. Everyone else surrendered shortly thereafter and we took the city without a fight.

      I ransacked the treasury and the spell library, hoping to find something valuable in either of them. I’d hoped the fact that James had governed the city himself for a time would mean it was special but I found nothing out of the ordinary. He must have liked it for its geographical location close to both the Sakaku Clan and the Golden Sword Sect.

      It turned out there were plenty of boats in the harbor, as well as plenty of elves capable of steering them with far greater skill than my horde of orcs could. Some of them agreed to become thralls and others promised themselves in labor, so we took both kinds of elves on board the ships with us to help us find our way across the Myriad Monsters Sea.

      With professionals to guide us, we had a much easier time avoiding monsters. It turned out the elves had long since charted the territories of all the most dangerous sea monster groups and knew which kinds tended not to bother with sinking ships. Armed with such knowledge, we sailed south and reached the Auqualian Trade Union once again.

      The island we parked our ships near was completely unrecognizable. The lava was still cooling when we arrived, and some of our ships had caught fire. Many of the hulls of the wooden ships were scorched or deformed from soaking in boiling water, but enough survived to spread out the fleet a little more, especially now that we could capture the ships of the elven fleet that had been sent to attack us.

      There were a few elven soldiers still on board those ships. A few elves had escaped both the monsters and my elf-hungry horde and sought refuge there when the volcano erupted. Their desire to live was great, and they surrendered after we told them they wouldn’t be harmed and would meet up with their old comrades again soon.

      The volcanic island was twice the size it had been the last time I saw it, and instead of sand and rocks on the ground, there were smooth sheets of obsidian interspersed by other volcanic rocks. Much of it was still hot to stand on but even brushing up against molten lava wasn’t too dangerous to me anymore. While on the island, I looked around for the earth elemental I’d left behind after briefly inhabiting, but didn’t notice him. He must have entered the ley lines long enough to get far away from here.

      Seeing as there was nothing else there for us, I had the fleet hoist anchors and head further south.

      Thirteen island states controlled the overwhelming majority of the Auqualian Trade Union. Each of those island states was like a clan back in Deania and controlled their region under the leadership of a wizard realm matriarch.

      Until recently, decisions for the region as a whole had been decided in a democratic matter, with each wizard having a vote. It wasn’t until the cult of the Unblinking Eye helped the eldest and most desperate of the wizard matriarchs reach the sorcerer realm that the delicate balance of power shifted in favor of total rule under a single sovereign.

      But now that sovereign was gone. Instead of fighting in the capital or defending her home, she was in the Hearthwood being interrogated by one of my children. The same went for one of the other wizard matriarchs of the isles. And I didn’t have firm numbers on who and how many perished when Tivana activated the defensive features of the mountains around the capital, but I’d watched a lot of wizards and true mages die when those mountains fell. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn some of them were from the Auqualian islands.

      Our horde fell upon the first city by sea... only to be met by a single fishing boat hoisting a white flag.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have food with you?” The fisherwoman holding the flag shouted to me.

      “We do,” I said to her. “I can have some delivered to you if you surrender without a fight.”

      “All thralls get free food from their master’s hand,” Yorik added.

      “Thank the heavens. A volcanic eruption scared away all the fish, and the sovereign stripped our reserves clean not long before that. Another week or two and we’d have been done for.”

      And so our first conquest became more of a humanitarian rescue mission. Each orc in my horde took responsibility for at least one elf. They saw that they were thoroughly fed. Truthfully, I doubted the elves of the city even knew they’d been conquered.

      We made this exceptionally welcoming island the base of our operations. I could supplement their dwindling food supply with goods from the Hearthwood, and the orcs in my horde were stronger than the elves living in the city. That meant that while the elves were confined to fishing on lines from land and growing what few crops they had room for on the island, the orcs could head back out in boats and harpoon some of the weaker monsters.

      Soon the city was back in shape, and I headed off with most of the horde to the next couple of islands. A few of them put up a small fight, but they were all suffering from an acute lack of warriors. My Bronze realm orcs ended up getting into several fights over who got to challenge and subdue the few true mages we came across, so I sat back and let Yorik tell the army when and where to charge.

      Doing this gave me a bit of time to continue practicing with my mind aspect spells. My new Enhanced Unnoticeability spell was quite impressive, and even Yorik couldn’t find me unless she used a disruptive burst of mind zeal right where I was standing.

      I had the chance to play with the death spellheart on command again. As promised, she was the perfect tool in the palm of my hand. When I asked for death zeal, it flowed into me from the stone and obeyed my will as if it was my own. When I cast a spell I sent the zeal forward and the spirit in the stone saw to the details until it worked the way I wanted it to. By the time we were conquering the last couple of cities, I had an entire school of skeletal fish following us around.

      It turned out the Auqualian Islands had little fight left in them, and Yorik could have taken them over herself. I opened up the Pocket World back on the island to spend a little more time in the Hearthwood with my kids while the orcs celebrated with their new thralls.

      To my surprise, many orcs and elves wanted to leave the islands and head back to the Hearthwood through my portal. I decided there was no harm in letting a few of them through, along with some of the conquered elves, hoping to make their way to the continent.

      Soon every one of the main islands had been invaded. There were smaller islands by the hundreds, some with only a tiny village on them. Splitting up the horde into small enough groups to conqueror all of them was an impressive effort of logistics, and I left Yorik to it while I charted our course through the Golden Sword Sect and the Lifekeeper Sanctum.

      “Mac got in touch with Xoreda and her Circle of Necromancers. They’ve lost half their territory to the Golden Sword Sect and the Lifekeeper Sanctum. I’m certain an orc assault against the rear lines of their enemies would help the necromancers.”

      “Mhm...” Yorik mumbled in approval. “They’ll owe you.”

      “That they will.” I nodded appreciatively. “And perhaps I’ll cash in that favor from them someday.”

      Yorik sailed north while I made my way back to the Hearthwood. They would find their way back to the port we’d conquered earlier while I continued to work on my cultivation. Power flowed into me day by day, and I could sense myself progressing on all fronts. In particular, I was getting close to Silver Marrow.

      The orcs we’d left in the port city were still running the place. They’d gotten ahead of themselves and subjugated two nearby elven villages. I congratulated them on their ambition and happily accepted the cut of the loot they offered to me in tribute.

      It all worked out well, though. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had a few of their mindless true mages in each city left with lingering orders to defend the place. But we outmaneuvered such elves far easier than a fully thinking and conscious elf would be. In the end, a couple of ambitious Stone Marrow orcs could figure out how to lure such true mages into a trap and disarm them.

      Since they weren’t in their right mind and couldn’t agree to anything, the orcs sent them back to the Hearthwood for treatment. We took the remaining Sakaku Clan cities and I sent word back to Comela that she could arrive with the Hearthwood’s forces and any golems Mac had made and put the place in order. We’d found it abandoned. Weeds were growing through the floorboards and the grain stores were empty.

      Despite nature crawling through the cracks, it was a beautiful complex. A bit of earth magic quickly had the place livable again, and I’d started outfitting it to be the base of our operations in the Sakaku Clan lands since that was likely its role when they were still in charge.

      When it became clear there was no force capable of resisting my orc horde in the Sakaku Clan’s lands, I sent word to Nela as well, asking for her assistance.

      She was in the middle of cultivating some new spell in the Cultivation Chamber, but when Mac delivered my message to her, she ended her session early. Nela knew the place upon first glance, and when I pulled her through the tunnel in my Pocket World, she looked around wide-eyed.

      “I visited this place once with my mother when I was newly manifested,” Nela said. “It was the first time I met Sharian.”

      “Is it, now?” I nodded appreciatively. “Perhaps you should bring Sharian along. I’m sure it will be sad for her to find her old home has fallen to ruin, but from what I know of powerful clans they always hide things behind illusions or inside secret chambers.”

      “The Songstone Clan’s oldest rival has fallen just like this?” Nela sighed. “They wiped out the Songstone Clan. Truth be told... I was hoping to get some kind of vengeance. I wanted to topple this manor with a swing of my spear and plant the Hearthwood Clan’s flag atop its ruins.”

      “You’re welcome to plant the Hearthwood Clan’s flag.” I chuckled. “But please don’t topple the manor. I just spent the last half hour cleaning it up.”

      Nela and I scoped out what must have been the master bedroom. The two of us tested out the bed, which was very plush and soft. I ran my fingers along Nela’s supple skin and long blonde hair, reminding myself of something I’d missed these past few weeks. Before I knew it, the two of us disrobed and were in the throes of passion once more.

      “Fill me with your seed!” Nela said as she wrapped her arms around me.

      “Gladly,” I grunted as I let a bit of my seed spill forth into her. It came reluctantly and I had to circulate my zeal to force it out. Under most circumstances, I lasted hours instead of minutes, so my body took some coaxing to release its load after a mere half-hour of vigorous intercourse.

      Truth be told, by the time we were finished I wanted to plunge into Nela again, as though the quick bout we shared was just a warmup. I could tell by the look in her eyes she felt the same, but with a sad sigh, I scooped up her clothes from the floor and tossed them back on top of her.

      “Later,” I said. “I’ve got a lot of work to do now.”

      Nela pouted. “My cultivation could use another load of vitality from you.” She brushed her lips against my cheek.

      “Later, I promise.” I chuckled as I tugged my trousers back on. “In the meantime, I want you to get Sharian. Are you still keeping her locked in your bedroom?”

      “No, she’s working as a seamstress right now,” Nela said. “For a while, she was a nicely trained pet, but I’ve been doing a lot of cultivating and haven’t had time for her. The trouble is she’s the type that needs a lot of discipline. She still sleeps on the floor under my bed, but lately, I’ve been seeing more of that smug condescending expression on her face. Last night she even tried to surprise my maid with one of those wooden replicas of your cock Sava made for all of us.”

      “She did what?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

      Nela waved me off like we were talking about the weather and ignored Sava’s distribution of sex toys. “I know, right? I thought I’d proved to Sharian that the Hearthwood had defeated her and her place was at my feet, kissing my heels and mending my torn undergarments after you tear them off me. But let that smug little slut take her collar off and get a job and she thinks she’s the Lady of the Sakaku Clan again.”

      “Well, now I’m more interested than ever in seeing her again.” I chuckled. “I want her to tell us where the Sakaku Clan hides their stuff. There has to be a hidden compartment or weapons cache somewhere nearby. And if you can make her give me some really good answers.” I planted my lips on Nela’s for a quick kiss, “I might be convinced to help you cultivate a little more.”
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      Minutes later, Nela was standing before me again with the lithe and graceful Sharian Sakaku standing at her side. The daughter of the Sakaku Clan looked around at the dilapidated and abandoned estate that had once belonged to her clan, and I watched a slight tear form in her eyes before she quickly blinked it away.

      “We found it empty,” I said to her. “The Cult of the Unblinking Eye probably took all of your clan’s middling members. There are more of your kin in the Hearthwood now than there are here.”

      “I know,” Sharian said with more glumness than I’d ever heard from her. Then her usual confident smile returned to her. “It’s not like I cared for any of those pathetic servants, anyway.” She said, with her nose up-tilted.

      At that remark, Nela clapped her hand on Sharian’s rear and squeezed her defeated rival’s butt. “Pathetic servants, you said? I seem to remember somebody cleaning the entire castle in a maid’s outfit the last time she said something like that.”

      A blush ran across Sharian’s face. “T-that was a long time ago. Now, I have gainful employment and I can almost afford a room of my own. After that, all I’ll need to do is knit dresses for a few decades and I’ll try to bond with one of the Hearthwood’s aura fragments." She looked at me and grinned despite her blush. "Then I’ll turn the tides on Nela here and have her back under my boot! I'm sure you'll let me take her place as a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan then, and she can live as my little plaything.”

      “Or...” Nela pinched Sharian’s blushing cheek. “You could get on your knees and be a good little pet for me again. As your mistress, I could arrange an aura fragment for you in months instead of years.”

      Sharian licked her lips as Nela pinched her cheek. She made no move to stop Nela from touching her like that, and she wrung her hands together while she blushed. “O-okay. But I’ll definitely turn the tables on you soon, Nela!” Then Sharian fell to her knees and pressed her head to the side of Nela’s thigh, platonically nuzzling her side.

      Nela smiled in satisfaction. “Much better. Now that my pet is back where she belongs, what were we talking about, Theo?”

      “Ah... the Sakaku Clan,” I said, shaking my head as I freed my head from the memory, from imagining the many things Nela had done to Sharian since we’d captured her. “Sharian isn’t the only member we have in the Hearthwood. What about her bodyguard, Kysalian? Or her mother Sharakan?”

      “Truthfully, I don’t think Kysalian cares much about the fall of the Sakaku Clan. Not while our daughter has been having so much success restoring Kysalian’s old master Shakaran and healing her of the damage, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye did to her mind.”

      “The Chamber of Tranquility works then?” I said, eyes going to Nela’s legs. Beside them, Sharian gave me a little wink as she slipped herself beneath Nela’s skirt.

      “It’s doing wonders.” Nela bit her lip as Sharian kissed her inner thighs. “Now I remember why I leave this one at home when I leave the Hearthwood. She’s a bit... distracting.”

      I shot a glance at Sharian, who smirked at me mischievously, with her head half-covered by Nela’s skirt.

      “Nela hasn’t had time to discipline me,” Sharian said from beneath Nela's skirt. “I knew she would start slipping up, eventually. Soon as she started pushing for the wizard realm she forgot all about me!”

      I blinked in surprise, but looked Nela over and confirmed that Sharian’s words were no joke. Nela was on the verge of reaching the wizard realm.

      Nela Songstone (Late True Mage, Level 29)

      Nela beamed with pride when she noticed I was staring at her with my mouth agape. “What, you don’t think all us matriarchs have been sitting around basking in decadence and pleasuring ourselves while you run off fighting? We’ve been cultivating. The supplies you’ve sent back from your conquests have proven very helpful, as has your enhancements to the Cultivation Chamber.”

      “The others, have they progressed as much as well?” I asked.

      “I don’t know about Melise since she left for the Fateweaver Society, but everyone has been working hard,” Nela said. “We won’t let you get too far ahead of us. Otherwise, there will be no end to the amount of trouble our patriarch can get himself into.”

      “She’s just afraid that if she doesn’t cultivate her heart out, I’ll get ahead of her and turn the tables on her again!” Sharian said, still tucked under Nela’s skirt. “Oh, what’s this? I think I taste the remains of some sort of vitality elixir on you, Nela! I think I’ll steal some. With this, I’ll be a true mage before you know it! It's certainly strange to take a potion down here though. I just knew you were a little freak.”

      “She’s still got quite the mouth on her, doesn’t she?” I smirked at Nela. I couldn't believe that the cute little kneeling elf by Nela’s feet was once the leader of one of the Hearthwood Clan’s most vicious enemies, along with also being an esteemed and spoiled young lady of the Sakaku Clan.

      “Her mouth is more useful than ever,” Nela replied as she winked at me. “Truth be told, for a long time I held back from doing anything more than tormenting her. She didn't have a place in our little family until I heard about that group of elves you've got stashed away in Moonbow City. The Whitewood Clan, was it?"

      "Ah, you heard about that?" I groaned. "For the record, I didn't stash them away so much as they asked for my protection."

      "By giving themselves to you as your thralls," Nela raised an eyebrow.

      "Well..." I ran my fingers along my chin awkwardly.

      "Relax, Theo. Once I heard that, I knew exactly what Sharian was to us, and I stopped worrying about her. Now I know it's fine to use her however I please, because she's just another one of your thralls."

      "Come again?" It was my turn to raise an eyebrow.

      "I had the paperwork sent over with the last batch of orcs. Sharian signed herself away to thralldom to you. She belongs to you now. Since I know you don't have much time for her, I'll keep her disciplined for you."

      I let out a long, slow laugh even as I felt Sharian's hands crawling up my legs from beneath the table. "And here I thought it was just Yorik and the orcs encouraging me to take thralls. Don't tell me you're about to start on that too."

      "Too late!" Sharian said from beneath the table. "I, Sharian, with all my cunning, have secured the chaka after all! By cleverly signing myself off as a thrall while your guard was lowered, I have you completely in my clutches, along with all the power you can give me! A man like you will help me cultivate all the way to demigod!"

      Sharian cackled to herself from beneath the table, at least until Nela let out a long sigh. "I'm sorry about this, Theo. It seems her mouth is really back."

      "She did mention you haven't been disciplining her enough," I laughed. "Since she's a new thrall of mine, I suppose I'll have to lend you a hand."

      "Maybe you can show her where the vitality elixir she’s been smelling came from.” Nela winked at me.

      Truthfully, I’d instructed Nela bring Sharian with her because I wanted to know where the Sakaku Clan kept all their treasure. I still planned to get that information out of her, but I didn’t mind having a little fun while we did it. We ran back into the bedroom we discovered earlier and the two of us stripped Sharian naked.

      The orcs had all the right equipment for this sort of job, since binding and interrogating elves in this manner was a good half of their pilgrimage. Nela and I strapped Sharian down to a large wooden triangle made for that purpose.

      The wooden triangle separated her thighs and pressed her flower against the wood there. I wondered how much of Jatese’s training program had taken inspiration from Nela’s personal activities. If Jatese wasn't Melise's daughter instead of Nela's, I would have thought it was a family trait. Though, if I remembered correctly there was a bit of a mix up with the wisps...

      But those thoughts were blown from my mind as soon Sharian’s thighs and elbows were bound as she rested on the wooden horse, with her mouth and rear sticking out over either side.

      “You’re slipping, Nela.” Sharian taunted from her bound position on the device of sexual torment. “You’ve already used one of these on me, and I’ve long since mastered it! You can’t hope to -- Ah!”

      Nela silenced Sharian with a slap on her ass. Apparently, Sharian hadn’t mastered this device as well as she thought she did. The slap made her tremble in place, and each gentle tremor dragged the mound between her thighs over a long strip of rough leather lining the top of the wooden horse.

      “The orcs say it’s leather from a Thick-limbed Veined Tormentor,” I explained. “It has the peculiar property of converting pain into pleasure. The orcs use it to train their thralls to associate the two and learn to find great enjoyment in being disciplined by their masters.”

      “Wonderful!” Nela laughed. “I’m not sure if I told you this, but Sharian is quite the connoisseur of fine leather! Tell me, Sharian, how does it compare to the raptor skin I normally use on you?”

      Sharian merely moaned in reply. For not using her words, Nela gave Sharian another slap on the rear. That pushed Sharian against the strip of leather once more, eliciting more moans from the bound elf.

      “Let me try,” I said as I saw how much fun Nela was having. I slapped Sharian on the ass, and she moaned delightfully for me just like she had for Nela. I did it a few more times and watched Sharian’s wetness drip down the sides of the wooden horse with the volume of her arousal.

      “This is supposed to be training and discipline, Theo.” Nela laughed as she slapped the Sharian’s other cheek. “We need to want something from her.”

      “Right!” I said, as I remembered what I was here for. “I want all the locations of the Sakaku Clan’s spell libraries, treasuries, and resource stores!”

      “You’ll... have to... do... better than that...” Sharian panted. From the sound of her, she was already half-lost in sexual bliss.

      “All your clan’s secrets!” I demanded. “Where are all the secret spell libraries and hidden vaults of treasure!?”

      Nela grabbed each of Sharian’s breasts and pinched her nipples between her thumb and pointer fingers. Sharian let out something between a sharp squeak and a moan.

      “It seems the leather is working.” Nela giggled as she played with Sharian’s breasts.

      “Seems that way,” I said as I pushed apart the cheeks of Sharian’s butt. I could just make out the bottoms of her lower lips, dripping with wetness. I wormed my finger between her legs and ran my digits across her entrance. “She’s as wet as a ship at sea,” I noted and laughed and gave her ass another squeeze. “You know, Sharian, for someone who’s always talking about how they’re going to dominate Nela, you sure seem to get off to being under her thumb.”

      “I do not!” Sharian protested, though her scarlet cheeks betrayed her. “This is just... from fantasizing about how good it will be to make her kiss my boots the next time I defeat her!”

      “Sure.” I chuckled. “Alright, Nela, what do you say, we continue what we were up to earlier?”

      “Gladly,” Nela said. She hooked a finger under the strap of her dress, and the whole thing fell to her ankles, revealing she was naked beneath it. Not that she had much choice in that after I tore her undergarments apart in our earlier escapades. I ran my fingers through her long blonde hair, which was silky soft. Her supple skin felt so pleasant in my hands, and the smell of her skin was heavenly. She worked my pants free and my cock sprang out of them, already hard and throbbing.

      “Ah... that’s a lot bigger than the wooden toy Nela showed me,” Sharian said, eyes wide as her sights locked onto my swaying member. “C-can that thing fit in you?”

      “Watch closely and you’ll find out,” Nela said as she placed her arms on either side of the wooden horse Sharian was riding. Her breasts pressed Sharian’s head down so Sharian was staring right at Nela’s crotch. I lined myself up behind Nela and put my tip between her dripping slit, still slick from our earlier activities.

      Nela devoured my full length in an instant, and soon I was thrusting in and out of her from behind. With each thrust, Nela pushed on the wooden horse as she braced herself. The force of our lovemaking was transferred to the leather strip Sharian was straddling.

      Nela moaned, and Sharian let out a tiny squeak in time with her. My thrusts soon had both elves moaning, and Nela seemed to take great pleasure in thrusting her hips forward into Sharian’s face.

      With where her head was positioned now, Sharian had a perfect view of my member entering Nela’s dripping pussy, again and again. Wet droplets splashed out of Nela's wet hole, flicking across Sharian’s cheeks.

      “This tastes... like that vitality elixir!” Sharian said as she licked some of the mixed fluid off her lips. She blushed as she realized she’d been so eager to lick my cum out of Nela’s snatch. But that didn’t stop her from trying to catch more in her mouth. I planned to give her plenty more before I was finished having my fun.

      I thrust into Nela and the wooden horse rocked back and forth. Sharian’s lip trembled and her legs rubbed against the bindings holding her spread thighs, straddling the wooden horse. The leather strip rocking back and forth between her legs brought her to the edge of orgasm and over it.

      I wasn’t surprised to see Sharian orgasm first. Despite Nela’s training, she didn’t have the stamina for sex that I’d built up in both myself and my women. Nela and I could pound away and our passion would only build to an even higher plateau.

      As I stared at Nela’s body, I looked at her under spirit sight. I could see past her skin now and watch the zeal underneath flowing through her. There was a lot of sunlight in here, as I expected from a Sunlight cultivator.

      There was also a considerable amount of vitality in her. I saw other types of zeal flowing through her as well, though. The lightning aspect traveled through her, and it took me some thinking to trace the patterns and realize they followed Nela’s nerves. Each thrust lit up pathways through her body, which ran through her pussy up to her brain.

      I didn’t cultivate lightning zeal, but I could control it just like water zeal. I ran my fingers up and down Nela’s waist and watched tiny flecks of lightning spring to life from the static electricity my passing hands and vigorous thrusts were generating.

      I absorbed those particles and breathed them in. Soon I made them mine. They flowed into my meridians through my lungs. From there, I guided them to my throbbing shaft, which was penetrating Nela ever deeper with each thrust. I sent the lightning zeal to the base of my cock and timed their exit just right so that they’d enhance the triggering of Nela’s nerves.

      With one final and dramatic thrust, I slammed my cock down to the hilt and let lightning zeal spray out of me. It flowed into Nela’s pussy and tingled all the nerves there. A tremor ran up and down Nela’s spine as her eyes rolled back. She moaned loud and without reservation as her inner walls gripped me with all their strength.

      Nela had been nowhere near orgasm, but with one spell I’d brought her to orgasm in an instant. By the looks of it, this orgasm was lasting far longer than a natural one, and drool leaked out of the corner of Nela’s mouth as she came again and again.

      The sight of her blissful face and the feel of her around my shaft were enough to bring me to the peak as well. I released the mental block on my orgasm and allowed myself to cum as well. It sprayed out of me in thick rivers, gushing and pumping Nela full of my seed. Her womb swelled with the weight and volume of it, and when I pulled out of her, I was still spraying seed.

      It landed on Nela’s bare ass, her back, hair, and shoulders. When I left her, Nela’s arms seemed to lose all their strength, and she sagged against the wooden horse. I flipped her around and caught her in my arms, though in doing so my cock sprayed yet more cum onto her stomach, thighs, and breasts.

      “I only ever see you like this after an egg extraction.” I chuckled as I hoisted Nela and placed her onto the bed.

      “Mhmm.....” Nela moaned.

      The whole time, Sharian waited and watched. She looked between Nela and me with an expression of anticipation. “M-me next?” She stuttered.

      “Ha!” I squeezed Sharian’s ass again. “I’m not sure I could handle having kids as smug as you, Sharian. But maybe that could be a reward someday. You’ll have to arrange it with Nela. For now, I’ll let you clean Nela up with your tongue. After all, she’s covered in that vitality elixir you were so interested in. But before I set you free, I want you to answer my earlier question.”

      Sharian quickly rattled off a list of locations around the Sakaku Clan territory, revealing the locations for all the hidden spells and resources she knew. Then I hoisted her off her wooden horse and plopped her on the bed between Nela’s legs. From there, I let Sharian eagerly lap at my cum dripping out of from between Nela’s legs.

      Nela fell asleep shortly after that and I untied Sharian for a brief break before setting her back on Nela so she could wake my matriarch up the same way she fell asleep. She cleaned my slick shaft with her mouth before I got dressed again, then I left her between Nela's thighs. With my matriarch and my thrall both drunk on my fountain of lust, I left with Sharian's list of hidden treasures and went to uncover the secrets of the Sakaku Clan.
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      After getting the information I needed out of Sharian, I investigated each of the locations she gave me. There were quite a few on the very estate we were staying in, but with Nela around I judged that place to be the most secure area in Sakaku Clan territory. So I left searching that area until the end. I quickly flew from city to city and inspected several secret warehouses, underground vaults, and accessed several hidden vaults.

      I’d save all the family heirlooms and some of the hidden wealth for our Sakaku Clan guests to use to reestablish their clan eventually, but I was taking the lion’s share as reparations on behalf of the Songstone Clan that the Sakaku Clan had destroyed.

      The Sakaku Clan had a long and august history. According to my studies, they joined Deania from abroad. They’d been refugees from a distant land, but Dean had felt sorry for them and given them a plot of land, asking only that they entertain him and his daughter for a while. That daughter was the current queen, who’d gotten up to no small amount of trouble in the Sakaku Clan’s lands back in her younger days. Dean had gotten into his fair share of trouble in their lands as well, but they considered him stirring up a mess less ordinary mischief and more an unpreventable natural disaster that they would need to clean up after.

      That close bond with royalty combined with their long history meant the Sakaku Clan had deep stores of wealth. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye had already plundered everything left in plain sight, but these secret stashes held their fair share of supplies as well.

      The largest of these stashes were all empty, of course. Tim had enthralled the Sakaku Clan’s leadership, so he’d already taken anything he might have fancied. But that still left plenty for me. There were books, scrolls, enchantment diagrams, gold, gemstones, spellhearts, zeal crystals, and best of all, many seeds for growing magical trees.

      The Sakaku Clan had been talented arborists, and they grew endless fields of peaches, pears, apples, plums, and many other fruits filled with zeal.

      Before my awakening, Nela's Songstone Clan had just started sowing Solar Essence Peaches. The Sakaku Clan had seen that as an act of encroachment into the growing of magical plants, which the Sakaku Clan saw as their market. They had been more than a little bitter about a clan of miners stepping into their trade, even if they were only growing the peaches for their internal use.

      But now their fields lay fallow and abandoned. The fruits had been plucked and the trees cut down for their magical wood. Those few Sakaku Clanswomen who survived scattered into the general population, hiding from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye or the revenge of the enemies of the Sakaku Clan. To restore this land, the Hearthwood would need these seeds and the books that went with them.

      I returned to the estate as a wealthier man. What I’d already found thanks to Sharian’s information was enough to fill the Hearthwood’s coffers and fund Comela’s efforts to restore order to this area after we drove the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and their agents out of this region for good. Anything that I found back at the estate would be a bonus.

      I dug a hole in the middle of the yard to find a chest full of spellhearts. That was nice to get my hands on, and I’d reward Sharian with a few of them for telling me about the treasure. Or perhaps I’d give the entire chest to Nela and let her dangle them over Sharian’s nose.

      I found an underground cellar loaded with some extremely expensive wine. The wine itself didn’t interest me, but I could sense it was flush with zeal, particularly those of the water and nature aspects. Sava and Assyrus would both be overjoyed to get their hands on a bottle of this. By the looks of them, they were clearly the personal stash of one of the Sakaku Clan matriarchs.

      Sharian had even given me the location to Kysalian’s old bedroom. I chuckled when I found a few crude drawings of a young elven man with muddy brown hair. An old crush, perhaps? Kysalian was a friend of the Hearthwood now, so I left her things just as I found them.

      I came across Sharian’s last location. Supposedly one of the broom closets in the smallest shack on the outer edge of the Sakaku Clan held a second secret door behind it. There was some sort of hidden space there, like inside of a bag of holding. Sharian suggested it was a little hiding spot for members of the Sakaku Clan to take cover in during times of crisis. I might find some supplies left behind if I looked.

      I quickly found the shack and the closet Sharian told me about. Upon opening both, I found the space within was much larger than expected. Instead of a tiny alcove boxed in with wood like the pocket spaces in the palace of Deania, I looked up at blue skies and living trees.

      Getting through the passage involved crawling on my hands and knees, but once I made it through, I stood and found myself in a field of crops. Every meter of space was packed with fast-growing vegetables, and all of them had the look of something tended to. I would have thought such maintained plants would look healthy and whole, but curiously, many of them were missing leaves and stems, as though a large creature had torn them off and gnawed on them, unable to wait for the vegetables to finish growing.

      Whatever the case was, such neatly ordered crops pointed to the existence of intelligent people living in this pocket space, and I already had a hunch who they were.

      I came across a dense cluster of buildings on the far side of the pocket realm. They stretched into the corner, past the realm’s edge like a spare room poking over the border of the world. Everything else was crop fields, and there wasn’t much of a path through them. Every square meter of space was filled with crops, even the windows of the residences. Based on how tightly packed the plants were, I guessed that the people here needed more food than they could grow in this tiny space.

      I smelled something about the earthen and sickly sweet smell of a soup crudely cobbled together from whatever the cook could find. A few vegetables and boiled leaves. Perhaps even grass and branches boiled until they were soft enough to chew through.

      I looked at the area overusing spirit sight and soon identified some elves milling around the area. One of them stood hunched over a pot, trying her best to make her stew taste better with what little she had. Nearby, a few gaunt elves tended to the plants.

      “Can’t you wring a little more nature zeal out of your spellheart?” One of the gaunt elves said to her friend. I noted she had the silky hair of the Sakaku Clan, as black as night and straight as an arrow.

      “If I use any more, my spellheart will collapse completely.” The elf replied. “I’ve already shrunk it down to the first layer. This pocket dimension has a slow leak. Without more spellhearts to replenish the zeal inside it we’ll eventually have no magic left at all.”

      I cast my unnoticeability spell over myself and crept through the area. The plight of these survivors hiding in their pocket world was much as I expected. They had more people than the food they could grow in this tiny realm could sustain, and only their use of zeal was keeping them alive. The Sakaku Clan followed the force aspect, so I wasn’t surprised to find they had few nature cultivators among them.

      I knew I would help these people. There was once a time when Nela wanted revenge against their clan, but anytime those feelings bubbled to the surface she had Sharian close at hand.

      I’d offer them my aid, even if their clan had been responsible for the destruction of Nela and Melise’s family. There were certainly innocents among the survivors here, and I would help them. The question was merely how to do it.

      I walked up and down the pocket realm. I counted nearly a hundred elves packed into an area that shouldn’t have been large enough to hold the houses for a hundred elves, let alone the land to grow the food they ate. It was no wonder they’d been going hungry.

      I checked my Dimensional Storage. It was still loaded with a few Tusked Plains Stomper steaks, along with more food grown in the Hydroponic Farm. I made my way back to the elf stirring soup. She was eying an onion with a ravenous expression on her face. She dearly wanted to throw it in the pot with whatever else she’d scavenged, but she must have been saving the onion for another day.

      I looked at the food in my Dimensional Storage and saw I had many onions there. The onions from the Hydroponic Farm were filled with zeal and vitality, far more than any ordinary food would be. Because of its magical properties, adding one to her soup would enhance the taste immensely and make even murky vegetable water into a filling meal.

      So I pulled out an extra onion and placed it next to the first. The elf didn’t notice it leave my hands, but once the vegetable left my field of unnoticeability spell her eyes snapped to it.

      She eyed the two onions like her coin purse had suddenly doubled in size. She whirled around before cackling madly to herself, before hurriedly chopping the onion and adding it to the soup. When she was left with the little root ball at the end instead of throwing it out, she opened her mouth and ate it raw, chewing it with an expression of pure bliss on her face.

      After that reaction, I was feeling bad about only putting out one onion. So I walked around the chamber and hid a few more vegetables in various corners. Under baskets, in drawers, beneath pans. The strange turn of events was bound to have the Sakaku Clan scratching their heads in wonder as they scrambled to search every nook and cranny of the pocket world.

      I pulled a massive Solar Essence Peach out of my Dimensional Storage and set it on the table. Then I broke out a piece of paper and scribbled down a note telling them that there was more food for them waiting outside if they left this pocket realm and turned themselves over to the Hearthwood Clan.

      The elves here would recognize the Solar Essence Peach as the mystic fruit the Songstone Clan had been trying to grow when the Sakaku Clan attacked them. They’d understand who was waiting outside for them, as well as the fact that their secret pocket realm was no longer safe.

      But once they went through the food I’d left for them, I knew they’d start coming out. Nobody would choose to starve themselves to death when there was food waiting right outside their door. The worst that could happen to them outside would be a quick death, and that was far better than sitting in this tiny pocket realm wasting away.

      I left the secret pocket realm the same way I’d come, and not long after I reunited with Nela and told her about it.

      “You hear that, Sharian?” Nela smiled. “Some of your clan survived! I wonder how they’ll react when I call them into this room and show them my delightful new pet.”

      Sharian pouted her lips at the thought of Nela showing her off in front of her family’s servants and junior members, but said no words in protest. Nela continued to fantasize about the situation out loud, and I left her to it.

      “I’ve left the orc horde here long enough to do the damage I wanted,” I said to Nela. “All existing organizations and governing bodies are in disarray. The regions’ most powerful elves have been hauled off as war-prizes, and this entire region is ripe for the Hearthwood to move in and seize control. The only question is whether we're going to claim this land in our own name or rebuild the Sakaku Clan as another puppet faction.

      “After that, Yorik and I will take them north, towards the Golden Sword Sect. When we depart, I want you to help Assyrus organize the Hearthwood’s army to put this place back together. This estate can serve as a branch for the Hearthwood Clan until we know what to do with it. Just be careful and take one of Argona’s replica anti-mind magic pendants. We didn’t run into any of the cult’s people here and that makes me nervous.”

      “Understood, Theo!” Nela waved goodbye to me, then grabbed Sharian’s arm to have her wave me goodbye as well.

      With that settled, I returned to the port city where the horde was based. Now that I was moving in people from the Hearthwood, I wanted to get all the orcs moving northward. Under Yorik’s firm command, we rounded everyone up. Our numbers had doubled as orcs had captured elves thrown over their shoulders or bundled under their arm, and I opened up my Pocket World to them so they could store their war prizes in the Hearthwood.

      “I expect these final two nations to be a lot tougher to bring down,” I said quietly to Yorik. “They didn’t send all their troops to Deania. All the Golden Sword Sect’s people are fighting the Circle of Necromancers with the Lifekeeper Sanctum. That’s close enough to our location that I expect them to send part of their forces back as soon as they see us coming.”

      “Mhm...” Yorik said in agreement. We hashed out a few changes in tactics to adapt to an enemy with more resources, along with the unusual nature of the Golden Sword Sect itself.

      Unlike the other places we’d attacked, The Golden Sword Sect wasn’t a nation. It was more similar to the Fateweaver Society than Deania. As far as we could tell, it only had a few thousand members. But even the weakest official member was at the mage acolyte realm, and they had many wizards, true mages, and a sorcerer. In short, they had a few powerful fighters.

      That fact troubled me because it would mitigate much of the use I had for this horde of orcs. The Golden Sword Sect had no villages or towns to worry about, only a loose obligation to aid the Lifekeeper Sanctum in the same way the Fateweaver Society was supposed to aid Deania.

      “We’ll take the horde further west,” I said. “We’ll set up camp in the mountains there and send raiding parties to the local towns. Keep the raiding parties at least ten thousand each, and led by a Bronze realm orc. I don’t want them to get wiped out because one true mage from the Golden Sword Sect shows up.”

      “Could still get wiped out by a wizard,” Yorik said.

      That much was true. The Golden Sword Sect had seven wizards at their disposal. Any of them could wreak chaos through my horde. And only Yorik would have the slightest chance of holding them off. Last I’d checked, she was just a hair away from reaching Silver Skin herself.

      “I’ll open a pocket world doorway to the Hearthwood when we camp,” I whispered in Yorik’s ear. “If something terrible happens, I want you to run home through it.”

      Yorik didn’t like the sound of that. Nor did she like the fact that I intended to bash down the entrance to the Golden Sword Sect by myself. But this was the only way.

      The orcs traveled swiftly over the rocky terrain, slowed by it no more than they’d been slowed by the sand or mud before. As they marched, the ground beneath them was reshaped into roads of packed earth, changed by the earth zeal flowing through so many orcs stomping over it, even if they had cast no spell or techniques.

      Before long, we made it to the mountain range Yorik, and I had selected and scouted the area around our campsite. We soon picked out a handful of viable targets for raiding, which would begin in the morning.

      I stayed with Yorik throughout the night. I was supposed to be getting some sleep, but with Yorik sharing my tent, neither of us got much of that. I left well before dawn and headed towards the Golden Sword Sect, where I would confront the Golden Sword Sect before they had time to react to our presence in their lands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      The Golden Sword Sect was isolated from the lands of the Lifekeeper Sanctum controlled by a ring of mountains that were too round to be anything but artificial. The mountains stretched into the sky, their peaks barely separated except for a narrow gap in each of the four cardinal directions that served as entrances.

      I made my way to the western entrance and found it was guarded by the first members of the Golden Sword Sect I laid eyes on.

      They were both mage acolytes, each with noble features and sharp looks. They held their heads high, as though the uniforms they were wearing were more deterrent to anyone who might attack them than the swords at their hips.

      I could have simply flown over the buildings and entered the valley that way, but the Golden Sword Sect would be fools not to have wards in place to sound the alarm if a powerful intruder entered their valley that way.

      I wanted to give them as little time to prepare for me as possible, so I flew down towards the pair of mage acolytes. They spotted me immediately, and one of them crossed her arms as she looked at me.

      “Ah, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye sent another handsome man to keep our sect leader company for the night?” The mage acolyte said. “If you ask me, it’s about time they sent companions for us disciples as well!”

      “Hush now. The cultists are our friends, the sect leader said so.” the mage acolyte’s companion said to her friend.

      Both mage acolytes wore long robes, similar to the garb of the Fateweaver Society, but far more colorful. It draped over their torsos, leaving their arms bare in, which struck me as being designed for the comfort of warmer weather than they should have been this far north. The robes ended at the thigh and were pinched tight at the waist with a band of cloth.

      The first one squinted at me as I touched down before them, and she looked my clothes up and down.

      “Wait... you aren’t dressed like a cultist.” The first mage acolyte said, narrowing her eyes at me.

      Suddenly, the other mage acolyte went pale. “C-check his cultivation!” She gasped as she nudged her friend.

      “I’m here to cause trouble,” I told them. Then I ignored the two mage acolytes. I soon found the wards I was looking for, and I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage. Using its sharpened iron tip, I carved a quick line in the enchantment to disrupt its activation sequence to disable them. Then I headed into the valley, still ignoring the mage acolytes. Only true mages, wizards, and sorcerers were of any concern. I had no intention of slaughtering their weaklings, even if it might come to that with the true mages, wizards, and sorcerers I was about to face.

      The mage acolytes chased after me for a few paces before realizing how fast I was traveling. They’d be digging out the transmission stone after that to send word ahead, but that stone was now in my pocket instead of in the drawer inside the outpost. The two mage acolytes were no doubt panicking about what the higher-ups in their sect were going to do when word got out of how badly they’d failed.

      They wouldn’t need to worry about themselves for long though. The Golden Sword Sect was about to have much bigger concerns.

      The valley the sect based itself in was an attempt at crafting a paradise. All the air inside the valley was as warm as it was in the Hearthwood, and I noted several hot springs dotting the valley. The hot and humid air meant this valley was lush and green, even when the area outside of it was rocky, cold, and mountainous. Someone had gone to great lengths to make this place like a little slice of paradise.

      Geothermal energy wasn’t the only thing the sect had tapped underground. The zeal here was flush with power, and the earth ley lines beneath my feet were thick and strong. They formed a dense web beneath the ground in an orderly distributed pattern, growing denser the close I got to the sect’s main complex in the center of the valley.

      The flow of energy was already just as strong as it was in Deania’s capital, and I enjoyed sampling the unique flavor of zeal they had here. There was plenty of earth in it, and I wouldn’t mind building a cabin here once everything was taken care of.

      I jumped into one of the earth ley lines to skip around a small cottage that likely housed a few mage acolytes with similar ideas. When I popped out I had a better view of the Golden Sword Sect’s main compound.

      The sect looked like a temple, with a wooden roof of several layers. The wood was lacquered and painted bright red, making the entire structure seem all the more impressive. The doorways were far taller than they needed to be for an elf. Around the main building were many smaller structures of similar design. Nearly all of them were positioned in a circle around the main building, like worshipers prostrating themselves.

      The central buildings were on a small hill, and water bubbled out of the geysers nearby like they did around the rest of the valley. Each spilled over in steamy clouds that cast the entire compound in a waist-deep cloud that hugged the ground as they collected in natural hot springs. Even now, members of the Golden Sword Sect were taking breaks from a long day of training to bask their naked bodies in the pools of warm water all around them.

      I flew over it and scanned the entire compound under the protection of an unnoticeability spell. I picked out nearly fifty true mages, with more coming into focus by the moment. It didn’t look like the mage acolytes were allowed in the inner compound. They probably stayed in one of the cottages I’d seen dotting the valley, learning from the teachings of a designated true mage master until they hit true mage themselves.

      In turn, the true mages likely learned from one wizard, and I spotted three of the Golden Sword Sect’s wizards during my scans. That was a sizable portion of their seven, and the intelligence reports I’d gotten indicated four of the Golden Sword Sect’s wizards were busy fighting the necromancers right now. Unless that information was mistaken, I'd found and identified most of my targets already.

      All I needed to do was find the sorcerer-level sect leader herself, and I’d have identified every target.

      She wasn’t in the large building in the center, which I found strange. She might have been hidden from my mystical senses by having numerous true mages packed tightly around her, and I had to flip through readings appearing before me from The Wanderer.

      Golden Sword Sect Elder (Mid True Mage, Level 26)

      Golden Sword Sect Grand Elder (Early Wizard, Level 32)

      Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t find the sect leader from the air. I realized I needed to find that sorcerer before I began my attack, as dealing with her was crucial. I could slay or capture all the Golden Sword Sect’s wizards, but their sorcerer was the largest threat and the sect’s connection to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. If I accomplished nothing else today, I needed to sever that link.

      Scanning from the ground would mean walking among the true mages and wizards. Being in such proximity among a group of people who knew everyone around them by name would put a lot of strain on my unnoticeability spell. My original version of the ability could never handle it, but after reaching true mage and enhancing the spell, I could feel it would hold.

      I touched down silently, letting the mist swirl around me as I tucked my flying sword into my Dimensional Storage. I pulled on a cloak and a hood, since hiding my identity with clothes like this made the spell less likely to break when someone noticed my human features.

      I crept around the grounds and my count of the true mage reached a hundred and kept climbing. This was the most true mages I’d ever seen in one place, besides when the Rakaren Queen sent her true mage army into the Hearthwood.

      But to pull that off, she’d needed to concentrate all the true mages in her entire country, not just the warriors and the soldiers. She picked up the talented alchemists and small clan matriarchs.

      This was different. Every true mage here was a member of the Golden Sword Sect, an entity that specialized in sword combat and applying zeal across the spectrum of aspects. That meant every one of these true mages had plenty of combat spells and the training to use them correctly.

      I caught a flicker out of the corner of my eye. One of the true mages had drawn her sword. I watched her, but she looked to her weapon’s edge and inspected its sharpness. Nearby, a few other true mages poured out of a nearby building, strolling forward just a little too hastily to seem casual.

      I turned left and right to find the rest of the true mages pouring forth, as well. I monitored the three wizards and found them moving towards me with all haste.

      That wasn’t good. Somehow, my unnoticeability spell had failed, despite its recent enhancement. But how?

      I spotted the reasons standing behind the gathering group of true mages. A few figures in plain brown robes stood apart from the Golden Sword Sect members. They were true mages and had blended in with the others from a distance. But now that I looked closer I noticed each of them had a second aspect to their zeal, the mind aspect.

      “So, you’re the one the Cult warned me about?” A powerful but feminine voice said from the largest structure in the compound. She was flanked by eight cultists, though she certainly didn’t need them to guard her. She emanated even more power than Princess Tivana did, marking her as a sorcerer. “I wouldn’t have expected a man who looks like you to be charging at the head of a horde of orc barbarians.”

      Golden Sword Sect Leader (Mid Sorcerer, Level 45)

      This was not how my idea of engagement should have taken place. I wanted to snap a collar around the sect leader’s neck before she even knew what was happening. And only then deal with the wizards and true mages. I could fight them all at once, but the spells I’d used to deal with weaker opponents were different from the ones I used to deal with stronger opponents. Doing both at once was like trying to fight two battles simultaneously.

      I could retreat either through a ley line or through my pocket world and get back to the Hearthwood. But then what? The Golden Sword Sect would be prepared just like they were today. Worse, Yorik would be in danger with an angry sorcerer nearby.

      I had to fight this battle. I looked at the sorcerer again and reminded myself I’d just beaten several of her kind. I could defeat one more, even if she brought a lot of helpers along.

      The Golden Sword Sect surrounded me, and I returned their gaze. The true mages were hesitant to be the first to strike against a wizard, because that would most certainly assure their death. By the looks of the sect leader, she seemed to want to get a grasp of my spells by watching a few of her underlings fight me. As I looked at her, she waved her hand at me.

      “Show him what the Golden Sword Sect is capable of.” The sect leader said.

      Now that their sect leader had spoken, the true mages could hesitate no longer. They charged forward as one, and the three wizards jumped to the front of the pack.

      All of them bared ironwood swords, and a few of them had real iron at the tips and edges of their weapons. They were doubtless deadly additions when fighting elves, but they’d be ineffective against me.

      I summoned my Sword Storm blades from my Dimensional Storage, and they popped into existence by my side. My spell had them hovering by my waist, and as I swung my arms, they spun in a circle around me, twelve in a row.

      The wall of sharpened steel hovering by my side brought the charging elves of the Golden Sword Sect to a dead stop. My swords orbited and the Golden Sword Sect eyed them for weaknesses. Eventually, one of them jumped over my ring of weapons, sword overhead as she came down with deadly intent. Lightning danced along with her heels, speeding her movements so she moved with sudden, jerky flashes.

      Then I deployed my second ring of Sword Storm blades. Without taking my eyes off the sect leader, the rest of my Sword Storm blades spilled out of my Dimensional Storage and shot up and down, completing my wall of weapons in all directions.

      The falling elf’s descent was slowed by my Layered Durability spell, which I’d cast mere moments before.

      I caught the true mage throwing herself at me like a fly in honey as my Layered Durability spell absorbed the force of her jump. Several more true mages fell victim to the same trap. My new Sword Storm blades swiftly floated up to them and passed through the elves like arrows through a cloth. Just like that, a dozen true mages lost their lives and floated away as wisps.

      The suddenness and decisiveness of my victory would surely strike a blow against my enemies’ morale, and if they’d been hesitant to attack me before now they were downright terrified. Even when the sect leader’s arrogant smirk turned into a glare, her true mages didn’t charge forward for a second attack.

      Eventually, one of the three wizards took initiative and slashed at my Sword Storm blades with her own.

      This wizard wielded a thick blade that was more like a club than a sword. It battered at my Sword Storm blades with tremendous force, until I lost my grip on the weapon. That sent it skittering into the dirt, where a dozen true mages pounced on it, ignoring the pain of the sharp weapons and the touch of iron on their skin as they tried to restrain each Sword Storm blade and shove it into a bag of holding before I could pull it back to my side.

      “Don’t just stand there! Take these blades and he’ll be helpless!” The wizard roared as she battered another blade into the ground at her feet.

      Her plan was a decent one, and if I only had my Sword Storm spell to work with, she might have been able to disable me with that technique. But these days my Sword Storm spell was among the least of my abilities.

      In times past, I would have had difficulty using so many Sword Storm blades at once and seeing to other tasks. Not anymore. Now, it felt like I was hardly concentrating at all with Parallel Thought and the mental enhancements of being a true mage with a unique and powerful aura. It was like someone else was controlling the Sword Storm blades while I focused on analyzing the fight and keeping an eye on the sect leader and the two wizards who hadn’t jumped in yet.

      The Golden Sword Sect didn’t have a sword in their name without reason. Every member wielded a sword, though there was tremendous diversity in size and shape. They fought off my Sword Storm blades with admirable skill, even though they’d probably never had to fight against flying weapons before.

      As I continued to watch, patterns emerged in their swordplay. I shot a glance at the sect leader. If she wanted to study me before fighting, I would study her students to even the playing field. From what I was seeing, there seemed to be eight schools of swordsmanship united into one sect. That probably meant one wizard for each school, with one left for the sorcerer-realm sect leader herself.

      One school used fast movement abilities like the first true mage I’d killed. They used a variety of aspects to speed them along the ground and position themselves with incredible speed. They had long thin blades that they never blocked with, instead choosing to dodge every attack coming their way.

      Like the wizard who fought earlier, there was a school that wielded large and heavy swords that were more like clubs. Their style emphasized the weight and power of a sword, and they bashed and battered at my flying weapons. None besides the wizards were strong enough to knock them out of my control with a single blow, but once knocked aside, the true mages of this school were particularly effective at combining their weapons with powerful swings to knock my weapons further out of my reach.

      Another style of swordsmanship had long straight blades, which swung in long elegant arcs. They moved like they were dancing, and they turned and twisted as they moved. It was a seductive and flamboyant style, though there were openings as they spun I could exploit.

      I studied more and saw some elves twisted their blades around my weapons, trapping my weapons as they slipped by. Their weapons were long and thin, and they coiled like serpents.

      Another style with a preference for nature and water zeal manipulated the shape and structure of their weapons themselves. They wielded living swords that grew or shrunk as needed, widening or narrowing to attack and defend.

      Soon I had categorized all eight styles, as well as the basic offensive and defensive abilities of the true mages I was fighting. My Sword Storm blades were growing fewer, and I let the true mages think I couldn’t simply replenish the trapped weapons with more from my Dimensional Storage. I wanted them closer.

      My last four Sword Storm blades were trapped, and the true mages dove forwards to slice me to ribbons as a group. Just when they were about to fall upon me, I cloud shifted and scattered myself into the mist at their feet.

      Their blades swung at each other as they piled on the empty piece of ground I abandoned, and I rematerialized next to the wizard with the big sword.

      I twirled Spell Eater around behind her and jammed the blade into the small of her back. Between the iron poisoning, the zeal siphoning, and that I’d just severed her spinal cord, the wizard would be out of the fight until someone got a high-quality healing potion in her, and likely some medical treatment as well.

      With one wizard down, the other two jumped into action. Until this moment, they had been under the mistaken belief that I was merely a wizard, no matter what the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had told them.

      I swept Spell Eater in a wide arc, catching two true mages in the side. The true mages who’d been charging at my previous location discovered my ruse, and many were wounded for their efforts to bring me down.

      One of the true mages wielding an oversized blade swung her weapon at me, and I held out a hand to catch it by the blade.

      She gaped at my hand like a fish, her mouth opening wide as her sword came to a dead stop in my hand. Then I twisted my wrist and pried the massive sword from her grasp. I flipped it around and used the flat of the weapon to knock the true mage aside. Then I tossed it at one of the two remaining wizards.

      Once one of their peers was taken down, the remaining wizards had to take me seriously. One belonged to the style of rapid movement, and the other to the style of reshaping her weapon. The former activated a wind-aspect spell that sent her hurtling towards me, and the former elongated her sword with incredible speed, so its point barreled towards my heart.

      I slipped into a ley line, dodging both attacks at once and reappearing closer to the sect leader herself. Her hands were gripping her sword, though her weapon was undrawn. I could sense her preparing herself to strike. I saw the will to kill in her eyes and knew she planned to make her first move lethal.

      This was the perfect opportunity to test my Altered Reality spell. I activated it, then swung Spell Eater at the ground in front of the sect leader. The swing scattered dust and mist into the air, obscuring everyone’s vision of us for a moment.

      When the dust faded, I was standing there alone, and the sect leader was nowhere to be seen.

      “Sect leader!” The disciples of the Golden Sword Sect shouted. Then, as one, they charged me.

      I looked bewildered by their assault, and from my hiding place, I laughed at the expression on my face as the disciples of the Golden Sword Sect launched their attacks and hacked at me.

      One of the wizards scored a devastating slash on my arm, and another hacked at my leg. Both cuts drew blood, though they’d never have even nicked my skin on my real body.

      “You idiots!” My doppelganger screamed. “It’s me! Stop attacking your sect leader!”

      Some of the disciples were smart enough to take that seriously, others were not.

      “How dare you harm our sect leader!” One wizard shouted. “If you've harmed a hair on our sect leader's head, I'll wipe that handsome smile off your face!” The wizard swung at my doppelganger’s head. My doppelganger ducked, though was too slow to avoid the cut completely. The razor-sharp blade shaved most of his hair off, rendering him bald on one side.

      I winced and made a mental note never to shave my head. It wasn’t a good look for me.

      “Enough!” my doppelganger shouted. From his waist, my copy drew a sword that looked just like the sect leader’s own blade. He swung it with grace and speed, spinning and bending at the waist in a way that made me look a little too feminine for my liking. Golden light flew from the sword, slashing at everyone around it simultaneously.

      All those cut recoiled as though burned, and a few true mages clutched at their necks or other vital locations where they’d been unlucky enough to have the golden light land. The fast-moving wizard was one such unlucky elf, and she toppled to the ground as she clutched at her wound.

      “On your knees, fools!” My doppelganger shouted. That sounded decidedly unlike me, but the Golden Sword Sect didn’t know that.

      A few more were glancing at the sword in my doppelganger’s hands and noted the golden light still flickering through the air, but many more climbed to their feet to continue fighting.

      I could certainly admire the bravery of the Golden Sword Sect, though not their brains.

      “Fix this, now!” My doppelganger demanded as she pointed her sword at the Unblinking Eye cultists who’d been standing away from all the swinging swords.

      Hesitantly, one of them rushed forward and placed their hands upon the shoulders that looked just like mine. I felt my Altered Reality spell fizzle out of existence, revealing that the person the Golden Sword Sect disciples had been attacking all this time was their sect leader.

      “Well done.” I clapped my hands slowly as I dropped my unnoticeability spell and stepped out from behind a nearby doorway. “But now that you’ve gotten all that fighting out of your systems, I think it’s time you surrendered to me.”

      My taunt only drew the sect leader’s ire. She’d killed several of her true mages and wounded one of her wizard’s thanks to my ploy. If she wasn’t willing to fight me before, she was now.

      The sorcerer swung her blade, and I spun Spell Eater around in my hand. She sank into a stance, and I matched her with one of my own.

      “You know how to use that spear?” The sect leader said in surprise. “It’s rare to see a wizard who knows their weapons and their spells.”

      “I’m curious to see if I know this spear as well as you know your sword,” I said, as I beckoned the sect leader forward.

      She took my challenge. She spun like a top, twisting until she was ten paces forward in the blink of an eye. Golden light continued to trail from the tip of her blade, but it was subdued now.

      I matched her with a simple forward lunge. Spell Eater had more reach than her blade, and she’d need to adjust her course if she wanted to dodge it.

      As I expected, she dodged. She continued to spin as gracefully as she had before, twirling on her toes like a ballerina as she swung for me.

      I held Spell Eater horizontally and caught the weapon on my spear’s shaft. She swept low to try to take off my fingers, but I pushed forward off my back leg and knocked her off balance with my shoulder.

      There were probably a dozen ways either of us could have used magic in that exchange, but both of us couldn’t help but be curious. Who was the greater master of their weapon?

      And so we fought to answer that question, sword to spear. Neither of us used a spell before the other as we embraced this rare opportunity to fight against someone of similar skill.

      This sorcerer wielded her weapon on a level that was beyond what Yorik and Assyrus could have dreamed of when I met them and they first started teaching me. But since meeting them, we’d all practiced on the Training Grounds, enhancing our growth rate so that we had decades of training in mere months.

      In that time, I’d trained with axes, bows, swords, and especially the spear. Now, Spell Eater sung in my hands, swiping left and right as though following the tune of a song. Wielding this familiar weapon came as naturally as moving my arms.

      I used my long reach to keep the sect leader back. She tried to weave through my guard and push Spell Eater aside, but I saw through each move as it was born in the muscles of her calves and the twist of her spine. I swept wide, and she ducked low. I lunged forward, and she rolled back. It was a delicate and deadly dance, and one I was slowly winning.

      She aimed a swing for Spell Eater, and I let her catch the haft of my spear with the edge of her blade close to the guard. With her leverage and the strength of a sorcerer, she pushed me, hoping to knock Spell Eater aside and drive her blade home.

      But to her shock, Spell Eater didn’t budge, no matter how hard she pushed. The physical strength of a sorcerer's spirit cultivation was nothing compared to a Silver Realm body cultivator. Especially one who wielded the World Titan Fiendbody.

      A tuft of hair drifted on the wind, unnoticed by any but me and my opponent. My latest swing had cut a few strands off her head, which was the closest either of us had come to landing a blow. She looked at me in shock, one hand going to touch her hair.

      That was all the opportunity I needed. In a fight of this level, an instant’s distraction meant certain death, and I sent Spell Eater headed straight towards her throat.

      The sect leader held up her fingers and golden light shot from her palm, forming a wide cone that protected her and pushed Spell Eater aside. A flush filled her cheeks as we both realized I’d beaten her.

      “It seems I still have much to learn.” The sect leader huffed. “But let us see how you handle a sorcerer’s spells!”

      Golden light blossomed down the length of the sword, as I’d seen it before. The sect leader began her dance again, and this time she spun in tune with swirling rays of light.

      With magic aiding her, she was many times more deadly. But I had yet to show her the full extent of my spear skills.

      She covered the distance between the two of us in rapid flashes of light. One moment she was in front of me, and the next she was behind me. The light streamed from her in great rivers, wrapping around me in the blink of an eye. Though they were only light, I knew these beams would cut as easily as swords.

      The speed of her movements was astonishing, and most other foes would have been overwhelmed by it. But for me, a single moment might as well have been hours. I cast Moment of Clarity, and the world froze in place. The beams of light hurtling towards my head slowed to a crawl.

      Ordinarily, a mind mage with this spell would merely grant themselves the time to see what was going to kill them. Their bodies were too slow to react at these speeds. But not mine.

      I watched the sword coming for me, moving even to my massively enhanced sense of time. I reached up with my left hand and pinched the blade between my thumb and forefinger, bringing it to a stop above my head. With my other hand, I thrust Spell Eater forward.

      The tip of my weapon pierced the sect leader’s stomach. But she had eyes only for her sword, trapped in my grasp.

      The elf fell to her knees, and I pulled Spell Eater out of her before it drained all of her zeal from her.

      A man who cared only for victory would have finished the sect leader off there, but no red-blooded orc would waste such beauty. Perhaps I'd spent too much time around Yorik’s people as of late, but I couldn't help but think how much nicer it would be to have this sorceress kneeling with my elves in the Whitewood Clan and the others I'd defeated.

      I reached into my Dimensional Storage for one of Argona’s latest creations, a zeal restraining collar meant to contain the powers of a sorcerer. She’d engineered one thanks to the guests we already had back in the Hearthwood and then had happily added a few more to my Dimensional Storage.

      “If you want to live, put that on,” I said as I dropped the collar in front of her.

      “What, so you can humiliate me at your leisure?” The sect leader hissed, though a faint blush rose in her cheeks as she glanced up at me towering over her with my weapon in hand. She glanced to her own sword, trapped beneath my heel and the flush in her cheeks grew as she realized she was truly helpless.

      I laughed. “I promise nothing will happen to you unless you forget your pride and beg nicely for it. With your cultivation, you'll be too intimidating to most of the orcs in the horde, collar or not. But at the same time, having another pet sorcerer would be useful in the Hearthwood.”

      Because the sect leader had the sunlight aspect, I was sure Nela could find a use for her helping the Songstone Clan. And failing that, she was a splendid swordswoman. If she could teach Comela to be half as good, preserving her life would be worthwhile.

      Still clutching her wounded stomach, the sect leader grimaced and grabbed the collar. With trembling hands and a look of utter defeat on her face, she snapped it shut around her neck.

      The rest of the Golden Sword Sect stood nearby. When they saw their sect leader had been defeated, they knew they had no hope of victory.

      “I’ll extend the same offer to all of you,” I said as I opened my Dimensional Storage to let more collars clatter to the ground.

      One by one, the elves of the Golden Sword Sect bowed their heads and reached for a collar.

      They followed their leaders’ example and snapped them around their necks, sealing their fates. Some faces held somber expressions of defeat, others held faces full of sorrow, and still more held faces filled with anxious anticipation.

      Battle Won! +34,500 points!

      Now that the threat from the Golden Sword Sect was finished, I closed the Pocket World doorway I left open for Yorik. That was my signal to her that things here were taken care of. Then I opened a doorway to the Hearthwood and elves from there came spilling out, led by Pelise.

      Though most of these people of mine were only mage acolytes, the Golden Sword Sect was restrained. I did not doubt that these wizards and true mages felt complete humiliation at the thought of a group of mage acolytes threading leashes through their collars and dragging them back like conquered trophies.

      Being hauled off like that was embarrassing enough for an elf in the clutches of an orc. Having it done by another elf was twice as humiliating. But I was certain I would find a use for all of them, eventually.

      Many members of the Golden Sword Sect had been wounded or killed in the fighting, either by me or by their sect leader. Pelise split her group into two teams, one to recover the wisps and another to heal the wounded who still lived and give them the same set of choices I’d given the rest of the leaders of their sect.

      I’d defeated a sorcerer, three wizards, and over a hundred true mages. All of them accepted my offer, though they expressed some worries over what would happen to the Golden Sword Sect.

      Dealing with the mage acolytes and heartwielders of the sect took longer, but only because I had to gather them up and tell them what had happened during my brief visit. I told them that the Golden Sword Sect had been defeated, but the Hearthwood wouldn’t waste the legacy they’d built.

      They might have the chance to be part of the sect once again if they stuck around. Most of the mage acolytes in their current generation of disciples would go to the orcs, but I was certain some would refuse or find their way into the Hearthwood’s clutches instead.
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      I was finishing up my affairs with the Golden Sword Sect and was about to call for Yorik to send in the orcs to clean this place out as soon as the Hearthwood cleared out everything we wanted.

      The sorcerer and the three wizards were by far the most valuable prizes. But I was also very pleased with the sect’s sword collection and spell library. In particular, there were a huge number of sunlight aspect movement abilities, most devised by the sect leader’s own hand. I had a sudden thought and sent a message to Comela through my Dimensional Storage.

      “You called me, father?” Comela asked.

      I handed her the sect leader’s sword. “See if you or one of your younger sisters can use this. Its old owner won’t be needing it much.”

      “It looks like an incredible sword!” Comela said. “A shame I don’t know how to use a blade like this. Look at the gentle curve down its length...” she muttered as she stroked the blade’s side.

      “Its wielder might also be of interest to you,” I said as I jerked my thumb to the collared sorcerer kneeling in front of Pelise as my daughter tended to her stomach wound. “She’s a sorcerer.”

      “And you defeated her? Incredible, father!” Comela beamed with joy.

      I chuckled. As heartwarming as it was to see that look in her eyes, I didn’t call Comela here just to stroke my ego. “She’s a sorcerer of the sunlight aspect. That kind of tutor is hard to find. And as a sect master, she’s probably no slouch at teaching either. Once we get her attitude straightened out, I want you and any of your sisters you can convince to join you taking cultivation lessons from her.”

      “Is that wise?” Comela asked. “What if she leads us astray?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s that foolish. But if you’re worried, make sure the lessons take place inside Castle Mac. He can listen in and correlate everything she teaches you with The Wanderer's database. He knows even more about cultivation than I do at this point, and he’ll catch her if she so much as thinks about telling a lie.”

      Comela voiced her approval and suggested I think about setting up the same sort of system with the sovereign of the Auquilian Islands and the pair of sorcerers from the Ancient Tree Temple. I had a lot of children, and they’d all need tutors.

      “That’s not a bad idea, Comela,” I said as I rubbed my daughter’s head fondly. She looked around to make sure none of her subordinates were around to see it. “I suppose I’ll have to find a poison aspect sorcerer for Argona and her sisters. And hopefully, the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had at least one female sorceress to teach mind magic.” The very thought of James or Tim anywhere near one of my children made my blood boil, let alone the thought of them teaching them anything. But if there was a beautiful mind mage in need of a rescue, I certainly wouldn't mind liberating her so she could repay me by teaching my children.

      “Thank you for spoiling us, father.” Comela hugged me before she went to speak with the Golden Sword Sect’s sect leader.

      I gave one last speech to the surrendering elves to keep their spirits from rolling too far downhill. “Remember, you’re prisoners of war and sometimes potential thralls. Not slaves, mind you. I’ve long since made such a barbaric practice illegal in the Hearthwood.”

      The captives looked at me askance as the women of the Hearthwood stripped them of their weapons and clothes and tugged them along on leashes. At the moment, they looked very much like a line of slaves, but I assured them there was a difference, and they could expect far better and fairer treatment because of it.

      “Just trust me,” I said, as I waved their questions off. “We have a unique system of rewards and punishments in the Hearthwood, not just for people of your status, but also for the members of my clan. Work hard for the Hearthwood, and you can earn your way to great rewards and enduring happiness.”

      My daughter Jatese would no doubt wish to subject these prisoners to her rigorous training regimen, and I had no qualms about that, considering how well it was working for the Rakaren Queendom. Before long, all these nations would stand by to listen to the sound guidance of me and my family. It would also save me from having to change my clan’s name. The Hearthwood Empire just didn’t have the same ring to it.

      I was just about to head off and fetch Yorik when one prisoner stabbed me.

      I looked down in surprise as an elf half my size lunged for me with a dagger. I didn’t have my Everlasting Jade armor on but collared as she was, she couldn’t use any spells to enhance her strength. A true mage would have trouble piercing my skin under ordinary circumstances. Without their magic, they stood no chance.

      I tilted the young woman’s chin up to look into her eyes as she continued to thrust her tiny dagger pointlessly into my stomach. If my sense of touch wasn’t so well-honed, I wouldn’t have even felt it.

      Thanks to my perfect memory, I recognized her face even though she wasn’t wearing the robes of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye anymore. I’d allowed their members to surrender with the Golden Sword Sect. They’d tried to throw a few mental attacks in my direction, but compared to James, these elves only hurt themselves the more they tried to attack me.

      “How did you hide that dagger?” I looked her over. The Hearthwood elves had taken all of her clothes as a safety precaution, not just the robes. There wasn’t a pocket on her to hide something like a dagger, even if this was a rather long and thin one.

      I grabbed the cultist’s hands and saw she had the same blade Illiel once wielded. “A secret keeper...” I muttered. “Interesting. Truth be told, I’m disappointed the Cult of the Unblinking Eye didn’t send more assassins for me and my women. The first one they sent has already given me many children.”

      The cult assassin’s expression turned pale as she realized she’d thrown away her life without even scratching me. Truth be told, she should have known better than to attack me, especially after she put that collar on.

      No... Wait... I squinted at the back lip of the collar and noticed she’d woven a tiny ring of grass to keep the collar from sealing completely, though it looked closed. And now that I was looking for it, I detected magic in her thrusts. The amount of power they added was just too little for me to notice.

      “You’re very clever,” I said as I plucked the grass ring out of her collar and clicked it all the way closed. “But also very foolish. If I thought any of you had any hope of harming me, I wouldn’t be walking around here, would I?”

      I plucked the dagger from the cultist’s hands and realized it was slightly damp. I handed it off to the nearest Hearthwood soldier, who accepted the dagger and gave it a tiny lick.

      “We’ll have to investigate every orifice of every prisoner to make sure nobody else has something stashed away.” The Hearthwood soldier threw me a salute and quickly got to it.

      “Heh.” I chuckled. “I doubt the other prisoners will be pleased with you. They aren’t yet at the point where they’d enjoy this sort of thing. Now, why did you attack me?”

      The cultist soon explained that her superior in the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had ordered her to help the Golden Sword Sect stop me by any means necessary. I traced the date of her orders back and found that they’d been given shortly after I invaded the Sunspire Kingdom. Back then, the cult didn’t understand how big a threat I was.

      According to this cultist, she and her sisters were supposed to all charge me at once with poisoned daggers. Just getting pricked by one of those daggers should have been enough to bring a normal man down, let alone a dozen of them. Unfortunately for this cultist, all her sisters lost their nerve, and she was the only one who attacked me at the signal they’d agreed upon. Not that she would have fared any better with more help.

      “You did well to tell me everything,” I said to her. “I’m going to mark a few demerits down for you for trying to kill me, though it wasn’t threatening enough to even be called an assassination attempt. However, you’re going to need a lot of remedial training... a month cleaning the Monster Dens it is, followed by assisting Illiel with bureaucratic duties.”

      I jotted a note down that sealed the cultist’s fate. A month cleaning the Monster Dens under Mac’s supervision would let him warp her loyalties like the room did to the monsters we normally kept in them. Once she was under the Hearthwood’s sway, a master mind mage like Illiel would have her spilling secrets she didn’t even know she knew.

      Such a regimen would be ineffective against a completely resistant subject, but if this young woman had even the slightest inkling of genuinely serving the Hearthwood, Mac and Illiel could turn that into an all-consuming passion. Maybe she could even turn the burning loyalty that let her throw away her life for the Cult into a burning loyalty for me instead.

      With my assassination attempt taken care of, I sat down on the nexus of all the ley lines in the area. I’d absorbed a lot of power using my aura after the fight, and I took it all in and processed it. The zeal was strong here, and I fed on it.

      The moment I sat down to cultivate, I felt good. Like a lion basking in his dominance, unmatched in his domain. It was a masculine and intoxicating feeling.

      Those thoughts led to more animalistic desires, and I remembered taking Yorik the night before, and Nela before that.

      My cultivation slid into place, and suddenly I knew my aura on a deeper level than before. I understood its dominance. Its greedy desire to conqueror and claim. There was more than a little of that in me as well, even before joining with the aura.

      Congratulations, you have discovered a concept. You are now a level 35 wizard.

      Endless Greed ability discovered.

      I sighed in contentment at the unexpected boon. Maybe the next time I saw Tivana, I’d be a sorcerer too. And perhaps she wouldn’t be able to sneak up on me anymore.

      My new ability had a strange name, and I wasn’t quite sure what it did. My options were either to buy an analysis of it from The Wanderer or to try it myself. I did both.

      Identify with Universal Analyzer?

      -150 points.

      Endless Greed

      This aspect of aura originates in the Island-Devouring Earth Wyrm’s ability to digest raw earth into zeal. When combined with the Pith of Iron aura’s natural ability to absorb and convert zeal between aspects, it formed a new ability that allows the user to extract larger amounts of power from zeal devoured from stray wisps and the material world by processing them on a deeper level.

      So it was a cultivation enhancer, rather than any sort of combat spell. That was fine by me, as I already had many passive abilities active at all times.

      I activated Endless Greed, and a wave of zeal hit me like a physical force.

      If I’d been standing, I would have been knocked off my feet. Zeal poured out of my aura. It must have been trapped there, unused, until I gained the ability to convert and process it. The current of zeal continued to flow through my body, tripling the quantity I had flowing through my meridians.

      It wasn’t just my spirit cultivation that was affected. The zeal in my World Titan Fiendbody also multiplied, as though each particle had spawned four more in its place. My cultivation arts were far from ordinary, and I always had a huge quantity of zeal flowing through my body. Now I was bursting with it. Zeal leaked out from my mouth and from under my fingernails, seeping into the loamy soil at my feet. The earth grew stronger, and the grass growing in it took on a deeper hue of green. Seconds passed, and I watched a lumpy brown humanoid pull itself out of the ground by my feet and scurry off into the distance.

      I probably should have killed it in case it snuck off and grew powerful enough to hurt someone, but I was too busy trying to hold all this power inside of me, lest something far worse happen. When I converted zeal into points using the mana generator, everyone across the Hearthwood felt the effects.

      But losing control for me would be far worse. Not just because of the sheer quantity of zeal, although that was a factor. No, my aura fragments and cultivation arts flavored my zeal. All of which were powerful, and not particularly friendly. If I let them get loose, they’d form more than a tiny elemental scurrying in the grass.

      I had to get to the Cultivation Chamber. It was insulated to prevent zeal from escaping.

      I staggered to my feet and headed towards the portal I’d left open for Pelise and her people.

      “Father, do you have an upset stomach?” Pelise asked as she saw me stagger past. “You shouldn’t eat so much cheese. I think—” I waved her off and stumbled through the portal, which soon took me to The Wanderer.

      [Don’t tell me, you had Dean’s nachos again, didn’t you?] Mac said. [Just make sure you make it to the restroom this time.]

      I waved Mac off too, and I slipped past both Eltiana and Illiel and made it to the Cultivation Chamber. One of the two rooms was available, and I climbed down the hatch.

      I sighed as I released my grip on my zeal. It flowed and spilled into the surrounding room, creating the most zeal-dense area I’d ever seen. The air was filled with power, and if I wasn’t already stuffed to the brim, I would have been sucking more zeal in with each breath than I normally could in a month.

      I needed somewhere to dump this power. I looked inside myself, staring at the particles of zeal in my bones. My body had adapted to Silver Bones quite well, and the particles inside them had finally settled. They looked integrated with me now, which meant the time had come for Silver Marrow.

      I had already rehearsed this process in my mind and knew what to do. My marrow was the deepest part of my body, and the last stage to ascend to the Silver realm. Once I converted the Bronze Marrow particles in my body to Silver Marrow, I would be at the peak of the Silver realm.

      I surveyed the work I was about to begin. This would be a lengthy process, and not one I could allow being disturbed in the middle of. Ordinarily, with how much was going on in the outside world I would hardly have the time for this. Thankfully, the Cultivation Chamber had its time dilation feature to deal with situations just like this. I spent the points to activate it and then got to work.

      Time Dilation activated at maximum. -300 points.

      I reshaped the particles within my marrow, converting them into more complex structures bit by bit. If the mechanisms that let bronze-realm orcs store power and reinforce their flesh were like a set of sturdy tools, the Silver realm was an elaborate interconnected system of ropes and pulleys. It was an order of magnitude more complex, and required a massive amount of concentration, especially when working off the instructions for a system as complex as the World Titan Fiendbody.

      But I knew my work well, and the passive effects of the Cultivation Chamber made it appear the world had become a trance. Time drifted by and I scarcely noticed its passing. Before long, the last part of the procedure fell into place and I stretched my sore muscles, now filled with Silver-realm particles from the skin down to my marrow.

      Congratulations, you have successfully refined your marrow. You are now a Level 37 Silver Marrow body cultivator.

      I reabsorbed all the zeal I’d dispersed throughout the room. The air had been so dense with zeal that some of it crystalized into little spellhearts, and I had to shatter them to get the zeal back into suspension.

      But after a few deep breaths, they were one with me once again. I folded them into my new cultivation base, filling the outlines of power I’d made in my marrow with zeal and making them whole and permanent. When that was done, the only way to get stronger would be to push for the Gold Skin realm, which would enhance my strength to another realm entirely.

      I curled my hand into a fist. I already felt superhuman. My fingers could carve through stone like scooping sand, and my skin was tougher than the strongest steel. A sweep of my hand could knock over buildings and a single punch could shatter fortress walls. What would it be like to be even more powerful?

      Though my body cultivation techniques meant I no longer needed to worry about adapting to an enhanced level of strength, I still wanted to see what I could do.

      I dumped the last of the zeal in the room into my mind cultivation and reached the peak of true mage without issue.

      You have reached the eighth layer of true mage. You are now a level 28 late true mage of the mind aspect.

      You have reached the ninth layer of true mage. You are now a level 29 late true mage of the mind aspect.

      I debated buying more mind spells, but I didn’t want to strain my mind cultivation without having something in mind. That thought reminded me I had purchased several rooms in the Hearthwood that I hadn’t had time to inspect when I’d last been here.

      So I left the Cultivation Chamber. Upon exiting, I heard Mac’s voice in my head.

      [I trust there’s no mess in there to clean up.]

      “Only my dignity. I hope you and Pelise were the only ones who saw me staggering off to the Cultivation Chamber.”

      [There’s a medical team waiting for you with soup and warm towels.]

      I rolled my eyes. “Tell them I’m fine. I want to see those new rooms you built. What were they again?”

      [The Celestial Map, Enchantment Core, Oracle Matrix, Pool of Reflection, and the Trans-Reality Oculus.] Mac said. [Not counting the Monster Dens. Or the room Assyrus, Korra, and Yorik have claimed from you.]

      “What room is that?” I asked curiously.

      [The Weight Training Chamber. They’ve taken a liking to it.]

      My mind immediately thought about my three women panting and sweating as they struggled and strained under heavy weights. Sweat cascading down their backs as they trained for muscle tone, making their already-perfect bodies even more beautiful.

      “Are they there now?”

      [Did you not hear what I was saying about a Celestial Map? Enchantment Core? Oracle Matrix? A Trans-Reality Oculus!] Mac repeated. [You can catch glimpses of the past and future! Attempt to gain enlightenment! Peer into alternate dimensions! And instead, you want to look in on an elf, a catgirl, and an orc during their workout?]

      “There will be time for fortune-telling and alternate dimensions in a bit,” I said as I waved Mac off. “Now point me to this weight training room.”

      Mac did as I asked, and I soon found myself back in the Command Center. From there, I took a turn down a hallway that I had remembered being shorter than the last time I was here. I was using the ship entrances to the various rooms instead of the external entrances, which would make visiting the other new rooms Mac wanted to show me considerably easier.

      “That’s it, push!” I heard Assyrus say. I opened the door to find Korra underneath a barbell with Yorik behind her, holding her hands under the weight to make sure it didn’t fall on top of Korra.

      Korra had a few tiny weights on either side of the bar, no bigger than a coin. But she held it steady in her grip, despite being new to this. Yorik nodded in approval as Korra hoisted the bar one final time and set it on the rack above her.

      “Your turn, Assyrus,” Yorik said. She adjusted the weights higher by adding a second coin-sized weight to each side, then ran Assyrus through the same series of bench presses Korra had just done.

      “I’m glad to see you’re all having fun.” I grinned as I tapped on the door. All three of them were indeed deep in their workout. It wasn’t as sexy as I’d hoped on first envisioning the three of them, but it was very heartwarming to see them getting closer.

      “Back for a brief stay,” Yorik said. “Horde can raid minor camps on its own.”

      I nodded along, thinking that was the case. The weight room was about what I would have expected from a decent-sized hotel. It had a few machines I was familiar with, along with the more simple dumbbells and bars. The girls seemed to stick with the regular weights, since that was what Yorik was familiar with.

      “I wonder what I can curl these days...” I said aloud as my fingers traced the weights on the shelf. I soon found a dumbbell as big around as my head. The highest weight had one hundred imprinted on it and was a block the size of my torso. I’d hoisted heavier pieces of iron without issue, so I figured this would be no problem.

      To my shock and surprise, the dumbbell marked one hundred didn’t budge when I pulled.

      “How heavy are these things?” I asked in shock.

      “Heavy,” Yorik confirmed as she picked up a dumbbell that looked like it should have been no heavier than a fruit. The muscles on her face strained as she curled it.

      I picked up a pair a few sizes larger than Yorik and turned to the mirror to watch myself use it. My biceps bulged as they strained against this impossibly heavy weight. Soon I was bathed in more sweat than I’d been coated in since I built that first furnace for my little camp after waking up.

      I took off my shirt to cool off a little and was shocked at what I saw in the mirror.

      I scarcely recognized the man standing before me. He had my tall and lean build, but he was by no means lanky. Every inch of him was covered in muscle, pulled taught, and straining with barely contained power. He looked like the man who could punch through fortress walls or hurl boulders. This was the body I’d expect from a divine being full of masculine power.

      “And here I thought you came to admire us.” Korra teased. “You just wanted to look at yourself in the mirror.”

      I didn’t respond. Instead, I tightened my abdominal muscles and watched them ripple and harden. I knew from experience that these abs could block bullets, but it wasn’t until now that I realized they looked like the kind of abs that could block bullets.

      I felt Assyrus drape her arms over my shoulders. “Now you see yourself the way we see you.”

      Reaching out, I touched the mirror. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was looking at a completely different person.”

      “You’ve always been like this, underneath,” Assyrus said. “Now you’re like this outside too.”

      Assyrus reached around and undid the knot of my trousers. Then the three women helped me admire another part of myself. In return, I helped them with a different exercise.

      When that was finished, Mac cleared his throat, eager to show me the other rooms he’d made. So I left the girls to clean up and finish their workout in what time they had before Yorik needed to meet up with the orcs of the horde again.

      [This is the Celestial Map.] Mac announced as I opened a door to a chamber filled with a swirling nebula. [Behold, the Ten Thousand Worlds! Or at least, as much of them as our systems can scan for now.]

      “It’s breathtaking,” I said, as I swiped my hand through the holographic projection. “There are so many stars. I’ve seen two or three in the sky occasionally, but there must be thousands of stars on their own, not counting the worlds or the one covered by the incomplete Dyson sphere.”

      [It takes a lot of light to illuminate ten thousand worlds.] Mac said. [And there is a pattern to their movements. There are some very complex celestial mechanics at work, but this room simulates them well.]

      “I hope you’ll let me know if anything is going to collide with us. Otherwise, I think we’ll use this room mostly to put satellites above us. Eventually, maybe we’ll even put starships in space with the Hearthwood’s banner on them. I bet the two of us could do better than those aliens we found.”

      The Enchantment Core was also interesting, mostly because Argona was already there poking at it. “This thing lets you design the rules of an enchantment language! Make whatever we want. I have so many ideas, father!”

      I looked around to find us in a circular chamber. In the center of the chamber, there was a round pillar with a flat face, stretching from the floor up to the ceiling. The circular wall of the room had shelves all over them in a grid pattern, mapped to each reference a point on the pillar. As I watched, Argona placed some sort of enchanted device on a nearby shelf. The drafter’s diagrams glowed for a moment, and then matching symbols lit up on a pillar, as though the way to make such magic had transferred over to the Enchantment Core.

      “This is incredible!” Argona cried as she reached into her bag of holding for another enchanted object.

      “I thought you might like it.” My hand went to the pillar, running my fingers across its smooth surface. “I have a few ideas of my own. I never liked how interwoven the elven and orcish systems were. The only way to enchant anything is by understanding the entire piece at once. What if we had something more modular, where you can define specific tasks and call them as needed. Enchanters wouldn’t need superhuman minds to make impressive enchantments if the work can be broken into pieces.”

      [I see what you’re getting at. You’re thinking about making something structured after one of those silly programming languages you humans love so much. If you’d just update your brains to working with binary...] Mac sighed in disapproval. [But I suppose I can help you with that since between the three of us I’d say I’m a computer whiz.]

      Argona and I both threw out a few ideas, and Mac implemented them as we watched. It was rather fascinating sensing an elaborate system of runes take shape within the Enchantment Core itself. By the time we were halfway done, Argona could wait no longer, and she dragged me to the Drafter’s Workshop, where she etched a bronze disk not too unlike the ones that Tim and the Sunspire Queen had used to summon sorcerer-realm golems.

      “Look at this, father! Thanks to the new design, I can symbolize the intent to control the elemental this disk produces using an internal energy matrix with just a single word! You were right, all we have to do is make a template then put it into storage in the Enchantment Core chamber, and then we can activate that same enchantment over here in this device!”

      I sensed my daughter would soon understand this room even better than I did. I left her to unravel its secrets and had her promise to explain it all to me later.

      Upon visiting the pool of reflection I found it was already quite popular. Sava, Illiel, and Eltiana sat around the pool in a quiet ring, legs folded in silent meditation. The chamber looked like a tiny grove, complete with a small waterfall. Liquid drained from above to a small pool below, which trickled drop by drop into an even smaller basin. It seemed like water at first, but it was too clear. Something about the mysterious material made it seem like it was thought itself its given form.

      To avoid disturbing my three women cultivating around the pool, I cast an unnoticeability spell over myself. The longer I stayed in the chamber, the steadier and more rhythmic the trickling of the water became. There were patterns there, just beyond my perception that were slowly luring me into a distant daze.

      I stood there for a while and let my mind wander, but no sudden burst of enlightenment came to me.

      Pool charging. A period of enlightenment will be available in one hundred and fifty hours.

      I assumed there was nothing available for me for the time being. I was about to leave when I spotted one of my other daughters holding a cup just outside the door. It was Comela, and she looked longingly at the water collecting in the basin.

      I plucked the cup from her hands, and she glanced at her empty palms in shock before glancing warily around her. I dipped the cup into the basin. This had to be the Water of Clarity available for collection. While the Pool of Reflection above and around it could only be used by me and my sworn followers, my daughter could make use of the liquid that ran out of it.

      I left the chamber and dropped the unnoticeability spell. Comela jumped back in surprise as I registered to her senses again, and I placed the cup in her hands. “I remember promising you one of these.”

      “Yes!” Comela said, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “I’ve been waiting for this. I just didn’t want to disturb the matriarchs. This is the last thing I need. Next time you see me, father, I’ll be a true mage!”

      I wished her the best of luck. Besides assigning a few guards to her room while she attempted the transformation, there wasn’t anything more I could do. Only Comela herself could decide whether or not she reached true mage. But I trusted she was as prepared as she claimed to be.

      Mac led me to the Trans-Reality Oculus next. When I opened the door, I found myself in a strange chamber with a rounded ceiling. The entire chamber had a heavy and oppressive feeling to it, as though I were standing on the edge of something beyond perception. In this case, I guessed that something was a reality.

      A tube extended from the ceiling to head height. It had a place for the user to rest their face on and a pair of lenses. I stepped up to it and took it in my hands.

      [This is called a periscope.] Mac said. [But it’s not just any periscope. It’s a magical periscope! Or just an advanced technological periscope. I can’t tell, though I suppose since I can’t tell the difference between the two it doesn’t matter.]

      At Mac’s instruction, I activated the periscope. At first, I saw only an empty void. Then Mac shifted things into focus and I could just barely make out a shimmering barrier.

      I turned the periscope left and right and saw a familiar scene. Tall twisted gnarly trees stood around me, with roots as thick as an elf was wide, spreading throughout the ground. These were the Hearthwood’s trees but twisted by evil creatures. This was the Devilbeast Wilds, the pocket dimension made by Dean that overlapped with the Hearthwood.

      In the Devilbeast Wilds, I spotted several valuable plants Sava might be interested in, along with no small number of lesser monsters. But as I watched, something big and angry slid through the strangely twisted mirror of my home, sticking to the ground on an undulating wave of suckers.

      It looked like something that belonged at the bottom of the sea, but it had no trouble crawling along on land. It tore branches off trees in passing, and I saw no eyes or mouth. It was just a wall of moving flesh.

      As terrifying as the creature looked, it was only about as strong as the greater Kraken I’d slain in the Myriad Monsters Sea.

      I studied the Devilbeast Wilds for real for the first time. I’d only ever seen this place through a tiny crack or gash in reality before. Now I truly studied this separated space. The zeal in this part of the Hearthwood had been far higher than my home before I started opening the nexus seals. It was a symbol of what the Hearthwood would become if that new magic could run wild and feed monsters.

      I wouldn’t allow that to happen. My clan would harness and tame the Hearthwood, making it a safe and happy place to raise my children. Looking at the wild wasteland I was peering into, I couldn’t help but dream of what it would be like to tame this wild place as well.

      I scanned and counted this pocket realm and soon found a dozen wizard realm monsters, along with a few sorcerer realm monsters. Before, the very act of cracking open this pocket realm was terrifying. But now I’d faced bigger foes than these monsters.

      The Hearthwood wasn’t ready to crack open this pocket world yet, but it soon would be.

      As nice as peering into the Devilbeast Wilds was, it wasn’t what I bought the Trans-Reality Oculus for.

      “Mac, I want to find the friends of our Timeweaver guest.”

      [That’s going to be a lot harder to focus on... hmm... I have an odd energy signature coming off our prisoner in the Monster Den... I imagine I can match it... ah, there we are!]

      The image in the periscope changed, and soon I was looking at that strange dimension of interwoven lines. This differed from the space I fought the Sam imposter in, but it was the same space.

      [Interesting...] Mac muttered. [Hold on, I’m mapping this extra-dimensional space right now to see if I can find any areas of interest.]

      “What does the map look like?”

      [On the whole, the extra-dimensional realm is only slightly larger than Deania. It is connected to other extra-dimensional realms, but mostly, it is quite small. There are a couple of tethers holding it to our space here on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. Those tethers look somewhat artificial, so I wouldn’t be surprised if the creatures we fought connected their home to this place.]

      “We’ll have to ask a few more questions of our guest in the Monster Den. I presume it’s a bit more cooperative these days?”

      [Yes and no.] Mac replied. [I suspect the Timeweaver species is a hive mind. However, the Monster Den seems to have severed whatever extra dimensional means it uses to communicate, and now it is on its own.]

      “Good.” I nodded in approval. “Please continue mapping their dimension and find any crossover points. I’d like to know as much as we can about these things and what they’ve done with my friends.”

      [Consider it done.] Mac replied. [Now, one final room.]

      “Ah, yes. The Oracle Matrix.” I smiled. “It has an impressive name.”

      The Oracle Matrix looked similar to the room for the Trans-Reality Oculus, at least at first glance. There were subtle differences, though. Instead of rounded and oblong, the roof of the room was perfectly spherical. In place of a gloomy and gray chamber, this room was bright and silver. Instead of a periscope descending from the ceiling, a pedestal rose out of the floor.

      Atop that pedestal was a large glass orb about the size of my head.

      “A crystal ball. How quaint.” I laughed.

      [Two crystal balls.] Mac replied. [One inside the other. You’re standing in front of the smaller one.]

      I looked at the crystal ball in my hands. Gazing into it, I could just see the back of a muscular man staring into something in front of him.

      I turned, and the man turned with me. I’d been looking myself over in the mirror recently, so I quickly recognized my figure inside the crystal ball. Intrigued, I turned around to gaze at the wall. At some point, the walls had shifted from a bright silver color to transparent, and I could see the room beyond. In it, a man stood with his back to me.

      I raised one hand. The man outside the room and the man inside the little sphere both raised their hands at the same time. I put my hand down, and the others followed.

      “Creepy,” I muttered as I glanced between the massive image of myself outside the room and the tiny image of myself inside of it.

      [It gets worse than that. Keep quiet and listen. Your hearing should be good enough to pick up the sounds, faint as they are.]

      I did as Mac asked as I leaned against the far wall, pressing my ear to its rounded surface. Beyond this wall, the other me was doing the same to the walls of the surrounding room. Now that I was focused on that distant wall, I saw yet another version of me in the distance. The pattern went on and on, beyond perception, even for eyes as good as mine.

      “Very creepy,” I muttered, and like a whisper in a cave with no end, I heard a reply echo back to me.

      Very creepy... very creepy... very creepy...

      My voice trickled down to me from beyond the walls, and the sound of it sent a shiver down my spine for a reason I couldn’t quite place.

      [Did you hear that?] Mac asked. [There were subtle variations in your pitch and intonation. More than can be accounted for by an echo.]

      “What does that mean?”

      [I’d wager that’s the influence of fate zeal. Whether it is warping the sound or whether it is sending it to you from different potential realities, I don’t know.]

      “Alright, I finished admiring myself for the day before I came here. Let us see something futurist.”

      [One fortune coming up!] Mac replied.

      Would you like to buy a prophecy?

      Minor Prophecy: 1000 Points

      Major Prophecy: 10,000 Points

      Grand Prophecy: 100,000 Points

      I let out a low whistle. “These things aren’t cheap. But I suppose I ought to try one of them at least once now that I have the room. Mac, I would like to order one Minor Prophecy.”

      Minor Prophecy purchased. -1000 points.

      Your prophecy will begin.

      Light flashed, and when it faded, the image inside the little sphere and outside the big sphere had both vanished. Both spheres glowed, but I could just barely make out shadows flickering somewhere behind them. It was like there was a curtain, and the light behind it cast a few distinct shadows. I couldn’t make out the specifics of what was going on, but I knew for a fact something was happening.

      Sensations poured into me, one after another. A sense of pride, followed by fury, then despair. Words appeared before me, slowly materializing from the light as empty shadows, like blotches of ink on white paper. I heard them spoken in my ear, like a voice from a half-remembered dream.
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        Darken mountains, ruby fangs grin.

        Shattered skies, words of sin.

        Crawling spiders and weeping shades.

        Sickness comes with poisoned glades.

        

      

      As quickly as they appeared before me, the words faded. In moments, the Oracle Matrix returned to the way it had been before.

      “Did you get that, Mac?” I asked.

      [I did. I’ve already run a comparison with our current intelligence operations and all the entries we’ve cataloged in Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecy.] Mac answered. [I have determined that the mountains mentioned most likely refers to the floating mountains of the capital. The reference to crawling spiders likely has to do with our Timeweavers.]

      “Ruby fangs likely refers to Countess Frostweaver’s goddess. And poisoned glades could reference the Satyr King. We’ve been hearing more of him lately, and I even discovered one of his agents in the Ancient Tree Temple. His people use Sacred Grove magic. I’m not certain what weeping shades is supposed to reference.”

      [Based on these assumptions, I theorize that there is a ninety percent chance that something of importance will happen in the capital soon.]

      “Agreed,” I said. “I need to wrap things up in the north. When I’ve freed up the necromancers, I can take them south while my horde cleans up the enemy nations. Deania doesn’t have many wizards, and I’m sure Xoreda and her peers would be of great help to Tivana.”

      Mac and I hashed out another plan, and he agreed to analyze the prophecy further as events unfolded. Then, I headed north again to lead my orc horde into battle once again.
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      The last of the enemy nations opposed to Deania was called the Lifekeeper Sanctum. They were the ancient enemies of the Circle of Necromancers north of the Hearthwood, and once Tivana started speaking with the necromancers, they started speaking with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.

      From what I heard, their entire nation was descended from a single band of zealots who chased the necromancers from another continent before the end of the sixth golden age. Both forces settled north of Deania and had been locked in an intergenerational struggle ever since.

      Lucky for the necromancers, I was about to put my foot down on the necks of the Lifekeeper Sanctum and tilt the balance of power in their favor.

      “Yorik, what is the horde’s current status?” I asked as she organized the returning leaders of bands back into a cohesive unit.

      “Thirty of thirty-six warbands have returned,” Yorik answered. “They bring war loot in tow. Only two cities still kneel to the Golden Sword Sect.”

      “Will the remaining six warbands be enough to deal with them?”

      Yorik judged that the six warbands we were leaving behind would be enough to deal with whoever remained, and so we headed toward the Lifekeeper Sanctum.

      As we left the Golden Sword Sect’s valley, the terrain turned from lush greenery back to a barren rock, then to sparse grass and tundra. Despite its name, the Lifekeeper Sanctum wasn’t particularly flush with life. What little the people here grew had to be kept in greenhouses and sustained with nature zeal. The founders of the Lifekeeper Sanctum must have hated the necromancers to force their descendants to live here out of spite.

      I imagined eking out an existence was rather difficult for the heartwielders among the elves. Even some orcs with me were complaining about the cold. During the night, the temperature dropped well below freezing, and I passed out some blankets from the Hearthwood so the orcs could keep themselves and their elves warm.

      Mage acolytes and Stone skin orcs were immune to such weather though, and so we slept out in the open air despite the temperature. I stayed up throughout the night, working with Yorik and the horde as we prepared for another assault.

      “Fought with these six. They’re good.” Yorik told me as she introduced me to six Bronze realm orcs. Each of them were chiefs in their own right and could have led a horde independent of mine, but had followed me, anyway.

      “Then the rest of the horde will be counting on you.” I nodded to each of the row of orcs all of whom stood tall and proud. “There will be true mages among the elves here. I’ll be dealing with the wizards, but it’s your job to keep the horde alive and counter anyone who might slip through.”

      “Understood, chief! Lead us to victory once again!”

      The following morning, we split the horde into six legions, each with one orc I’d spoken to leading them. I flew ahead on my flying sword while Yorik guarded the rear. Despite the army at my back, most of the fighting would be done with my own hands. At more than a hundred thousand strong, they were a cleanup crew that would make Mac proud.

      The greenhouses grew denser as we came closer to a settlement, and my orcs quickly overran the town. I slapped the settlement’s outer walls with my palm, sending cracks through the entire structure and bringing the eastern half crumbling to ruins.

      Most of the Lifekeeper Sanctum elves surrendered after that. A few true mages tried to put up a fight, but the Bronze realm orcs took care of them and bundled them up like prized possessions before I needed to intervene.

      Moving quickly, we conquered four of the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s largest cities by late afternoon. Despite being large cities, I didn’t run into any wizards. This region was mostly protected by the Golden Sword Sect and their sorcerer. They didn’t have a sorcerer leader of their own, but they had several wizards, along with the wizards who’d been away from the Golden Sword Sect when I destroyed it.

      “Our enemies must be rallying elsewhere,” I said to Yorik. “They want to make some final stand.”

      Yorik snorted. “Gathering themselves up so you don’t have to hunt them down.”

      Sure enough, Yorik’s words were proven true before nightfall. The fifth and largest city we came across was deep inside the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s borders. The wizards inside did not try to conceal themselves among the true mages and mage acolytes. They hovered in the air on flying swords or stood atop the walls, filled with magic.

      By their sides, they had elementals under the control of spells, powerful weapons, and in one case a dragon made of glowing golden light.

      “I take it you’re not here to offer your surrender?” I shouted at them.

      “Chaka, you have been corrupted by the necromancers and the orc scum behind you! Surrender yourself to our care and we’ll retrain you into an upstanding member of society!” One wizard shouted back at me.

      Yorik laughed, and I chuckled. “I doubt these self-righteous elves are going to admit they’re wrong before they feel the sting of an orc hand against their rears. We’ll have to make sure that happens by the end of the day.”

      I flew forward, done with words. As before, I planned to knock down the walls. Then I’d deal with the wizards in the air. Once they were taken care of, I’d hunt down the true mages and the orcs in my horde could take care of the rest. That was a plan that had worked several times before.

      Only this time, as I approached the city, a wave of hysteria swept through my normally well-disciplined orcish horde.

      “There’s a giant! Run!” One orc screamed, pointing at the empty air. He’d been one of Yorik’s handpicked commanders, to see him trembling in fear, pointing at nothing meant something unusual was going on.

      That orc was far from the only one affected. Others howled or screamed. They broke ranks and fled, shoving and trampling their comrades as they did so. I heard more nonsense from them and tried to make sense of the strange shouts and behavior.

      “The milk-bringer has come! The end is near!”

      “Tits the size of wrecking balls! They’ll crush us all!”

      I turned to Yorik, who’d thankfully been unaffected. We’d seen this kind of spell before.

      “Mind magic,” Yorik said, and I immediately nodded in agreement. So this was where the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s remaining mind mages had been hiding. I found it rather odd that a nation hell-bent on the destruction of necromancy would be so fast and willing to embrace mind mages. But perhaps the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had been working on them longer than anyone could have guessed.

      “Go keep the soldiers from killing themselves or the elves they’re carrying.” I jerked my head behind us. “I’ll cut off the mind mages at the source.”

      I poured more zeal into my flying sword, and I moved faster towards the shimmering barrier outside the city. All the wizards inside the barrier braced themselves, pouring their magic together to reinforce the defensive spell.

      My fist struck the shimmering white light with a thunderous crack, and the barrier broke in a hole in the shape of my fist, despite the combined power of so many wizards.

      “Quick! He’s going to get in! Repair it, fast!” One wizard ordered the others.

      Though I’d only knocked a small hole in the barrier that was rapidly shrinking, that was enough of an entrance for me. I used my cloud shift ability to turn incorporeal for a moment, then I poured myself through the shrinking hole. An instant later, I rematerialized inside the barrier.

      “He’s in! Run!” one wizard turned to flee, but she’d been unfortunate enough to be standing right next to where I rematerialized.

      My arm wrapped around her wrist like an iron manacle. She tried to pull herself free, but to me, it felt no different from a tiny spider trying to pull itself out of my grasp. If my senses weren’t enhanced to superhuman levels, I might not have even noticed her trying to escape.

      “Let me go!” She demanded, as I hauled her close to me. “Uh... let me go, please?” She asked in a much sweeter voice.

      “I don’t think so,” I replied, and I reached into my Dimensional Storage for a zeal restricting collar.

      I tossed her over my shoulder, and she hung there limply after a few pointless attempts to rouse her zeal into moving. When she realized how swiftly and how thoroughly she’d been defeated, she lay limp over my shoulder with a long sigh.

      “What is it these days, a decade of captivity for an elf wizard captured in battle?” The wizard asked. “I suppose I could use a vacation if nothing else.”

      While my first captive talked, the other wizards rallied themselves for battle. The one wielding the golden dragon pointed her finger in my direction, and the creature made of light flew towards me. I pulled Spell Eater into my grasp and swung its point to meet the dragon. The steel in my weapon absorbed the dragon’s zeal the instant they made contact, and the creature made of light dispersed at first touch.

      The wizard who’d cast the spell gaped at me with an open mouth, unable to believe her golden light dragon had been destroyed in a single swing. That spell had been strong, and it was likely her greatest weapon in times of crisis. She’d probably spent a lifetime learning and honing that ability, but it was no match for my strength and weapons.

      In her shock, she was too slow to flee from my approach, and I swept her up into my other arm. “W-what? How?” she stuttered as I locked another collar around her neck and tossed her over my other shoulder.

      The wizard with a water elemental sent her pet flying towards me on a cloud, but I swept my hand across it and broke the thing with the back of my hand and a single casting of Magical Shattering.

      I pulled my Sword Storm blades out of my Dimensional Storage and swept them wide around the area in an arc. I preferred to capture these elves whole and alive, which was something my Sword Storm blades weren’t good at. They were, however, quite good at keeping elves from running from me, so I used the Sword Storm blades to corral the wizards in my direction.

      My enemies flew around me, realizing they’d need to fight. I activated Layered Defenses and my Everlasting Jade armor, and both sprung into existence around me. Someone threw a fireball at me, but my newly cast defensive spell absorbed the full brunt of the attack harmlessly.

      “We can’t fight him at this distance or he’ll get us with these flying blades of his!” an elf protested.

      “Well, we can’t fight him up close! He’s far too strong!”

      The elves settled for encircling me about five paces away. That was out of arm’s reach, but close enough that my Sword Storm blades wouldn’t be able to turn quickly enough to fend them all off.

      “Open fire, throwing everything you’ve got at him!” One wizard ordered.

      “But don’t aim for his face! He has very nice lips, and I would hate to wait for them to heal!” another wizard added.

      I was touched by their concern, though annoyed at the attack. A bolt of lightning detonated near my crotch. With my defenses and durability, the attack was nothing more than an annoyance, but I still didn’t enjoy it.

      “Ha! I read that’s every man’s weakness!” The lightning aspect elf who’d used the spell taunted.

      “Alright, you’re next,” I said as I jumped off my flying sword and pushed off against a nearby building. With one shove, I hurled myself toward the lightning aspect elf. She looked at me in fright as I flew past her and swept her into my arms. I caught her, trapping her in my embrace while being careful not to lose the two elves already slung over either of my shoulders.

      I landed on the streets of the city below, and I snapped a collar around the elf wizard’s neck. I only had two shoulders, so one elf had to scooch over as I piled her new companion next to her.

      The other wizards raced downwards to follow me. They dropped to the ground around me, surrounding me like they had in the air.

      One of them charged forward with a spear trailing lines of wind. She lunged at me with the point of her weapon, and I reached out my hand.

      I wrapped my fingers around the shaft of the spear as it thrust towards me. The strength in my fingers crushed the ribbons of wind trailing behind the spear, and my fingers brought the weapon to a dead stop.

      The wizard wielding the weapon flinched back, and I tore her spear from her hands. I swung it around so that the blunt end was behind her back, trapping her against me. She yelped as she found herself pressed against me, and her cheeks flushed red, unable to meet my eyes.

      I placed a collar around her and shoved her spear back into the bag of holding at her hip. I was having a surprising amount of fun. This felt less like a battle and more like a game of tag. I was starting to feel like a giddy kid on the playground as I nabbed another elf.

      She went over my other shoulder, and soon I had two elves over either arm. That was about as many as I could fit over either shoulder, so I’d need to think of something else to carry the rest of these wizards.

      The remaining eight wizards all charged me at once. Spells went flying one after another, and I relied on the strength of my defenses to weather them.

      I took a sword strike against my hip, and a club struck my shoulder. Poison filled the air in a murky cloud, and someone breathed a burst of fire into my face. I slapped my hands together like I was clapping. The cracking sound that rang through the air was thunderous in volume, and my attackers were all deafened for a moment.

      Then I breathed in a lungful of air and blew, pushing away the poison cloud approaching me like a sudden gust of wind.

      I charged forward and grabbed an elf, and I realized I was grinning as I did so. Perhaps I’d spent too much time watching the orcs in my horde go about this, but I realized I was enjoying myself a lot more than I expected. Perhaps orcs were right to go on pilgrimages here. This was rather fun.

      “You can’t run from me!” I chuckled as I clamped a collar around the neck of another elf and threw her over my shoulder on top of the two who were already there.

      I grabbed another wizard by the ankle as she launched a magically enhanced kick at my face, and I spun her around over my head before she fell into my arms. Dazed and confused, she tried to blink herself back to her senses before her hands went to her throat, where she found a collar locking in place.

      I stacked her with the others over either shoulder. They were getting a little unwieldy piled on top of each other like they were, but I persevered.

      Despite warning the remaining wizards they couldn’t run from me, they continued to try. Once they realized their attacks were doing nothing against me, they split up and ran down the streets. I chased after them, either with my Sword Storm blades or with my real body.

      I tuned my senses to my surroundings. The bustling city was filled with frightened heartwielders, and mage acolytes, so even though I could hear their panting breaths and the beating of their hearts I couldn’t distinguish them from those of everyone else.

      Instead, I tuned into Spirit Sight, which let me look for signs of intense magical power. The wizards tried to hide by releasing less zeal, but with my Sword Storm blades on their tails they’d need to use escape spells now and again, and that’s when I’d pick up their trail.
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      I spent the next half hour chasing fleeing wizards down all over the city, running through buildings and smashing aside the stone foundations wherever I went.

      “The city’s collapsing! We have to get out of here!” An elf shouted.

      “There’s an army of orcs outside! They’re frothing with their lust for battle, and you heard what they were shouting earlier. Something about boobs for the boob god, and butts for the butt throne!” Another elf replied.

      A nearby building collapsed, and their decision was made for them.

      Thankfully, Yorik had figured out how to counteract the mind magic most of the horde had been hit with initially, and by now the mind mages were contained to be dealt with after I rounded up the remaining wizards.

      I scooped them up one at a time as I chased them down all over the city. Before long, I had a pair of elves under each arm and over my shoulders. Thinking quickly, I pulled one of the flying carts the orcs liked to use over flying swords and piled a couple of the elves I was carrying on top of that.

      “This is humiliating.” One of my captive wizards said as I dropped one of her comrades on top of her.

      “I’ll have you know I’m one of the nicest orc conquerors I know.” I chuckled. “Now, be good captives and tell me where your friends are trying to hide.”

      Eventually, I got the wizards to sell their friends out for the right to sit upright in a position that was at least halfway dignified. With their help, I rounded up the last of the remaining wizards. The true mages in the city had long since born witness to the chaos and destruction I’d caused in my rampage through the city, and most of them had left with the heartwielders and mage acolytes to surrender to the orc horde waiting outside.

      “We’re all set in here, Yorik!” I shouted to my lover. “Send in the horde to clean out anyone still left in there!”

      Yorik happily signaled the charge, and the orcs rushed forward, seeking vengeance for the indignities they’d suffered under the influence of the earlier mind magic spells.

      I went to deal with the culprits behind those particular acts of magic. The mind mages had secured themselves in a keep inside the city, labeled with the symbol of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Their organization had taken up residence in this city years ago, and their keep looked weathered and well-used.

      “You might as well come out now,” I announced at the outer gates. “The rest of the city has surrendered.”

      “Send your orcs in to drag us out!” One elf inside the keep shouted. “Because we won’t be leaving otherwise. And you don’t look like you have the arms to drag us out yourself!”

      She was right. Even after piling some of the captured wizards onto the cart hovering behind me, I had to throw a few extras over my shoulders and under my arms. I could have put them down, but that just didn’t feel right. And making them stand and walk on their own feet would have just felt strange.

      Sending in the orcs would have been an obvious trap. They’d just get hit with mind magic like they’d been hit the first time. In all likelihood, invading the keep would be far worse.

      I had several options at my disposal, from distributing anti-mind magic pendants to fetching Yorik who had her mind magic, to dropping these wizards off in the Hearthwood.

      But I had another method at my disposal that I’d been interested to explore.

      “Hey, come on out,” I said as I pulled the large death-aspect spellheart out of my Dimensional Storage. The living spirit art inside it stirred to life, and I scooped a bit of death zeal off the spellheart.

      [Oh, I’m out again. What can I do for you?] The spirit asked. She sounded much clearer now that I’d repaired her spellheart. These days, I wouldn’t have even been able to distinguish her from a living person if not for the fact that she lived inside a magical rock.

      “I want to deal with a few pesky mind mages,” I explained. “I’ve heard undead are immune to mind magic. I believe it, but I’ve always wanted to see it in action.”

      [Very well. Will a few true mage skeletons suffice?]

      “That sounds perfect. Walk me through it.”

      The spirit inside the death spellheart was eager to please me after our previous discussion, and I waved my hand, ejecting a tiny amount of death zeal out of my fingers into the air in front of me.

      The zeal carried with it my lingering intent. Though, without the skill and structure of a death cultivator, the magic would quickly dissipate. Before it did so, the stream of death zeal was met by a sister strand projected from the death aspect spellheart itself. The spirit inside the spellheart deftly manipulated the few particles of zeal it released, working it like a baker would knead dough.

      I watched the entire process as it slowly took shape. The skeletons sprung into existence, starting as four sets of thin black lines. The lines stretched and writhed. And to an observer without the ability to perceive zeal as I could, it would appear the squirming lines were growing wider with each moment. To my enlightened eyes, I saw death zeal interacting with the particles in the air, manipulating them in a very specific pattern.

      Now that I was looking, I could tell fate zeal was playing some role here. It was as though the death zeal was being reversed, building some semblance of what it had once been when it was alive.

      Many of the death zeal particles I was using had come from creatures, and knew what it was like to drift among living bone. The spirit inside the spellheart was making the particles remember that feeling, and through their memory, she built a skeleton from thin air.

      “Incredible,” I muttered. “Plucking skeletons right out of nothing. If this was a wizard spell, I’d be impressed. But I know for a fact heartwielder necromancers can do the same, and that defies conception. There’s no way necromancers at the zeal accumulation ranks should be able to perform so delicate a spell, and yet I know for a fact they can.”

      I’d seen Segolas practice this spell back when he was whole. Taking the bones of the freshly dead was easiest, but like other necromancers, he could conjure bones from nothing if he needed them.

      [It’s not as hard as it looks.] The spirit said. [The zeal remembers. You just need to encourage it.]

      “Death zeal sounds strange,” I muttered. “Perhaps that’s why I could never get that first spellheart I found to bond with me.”

      Four skeletons formed in front of me, with bare-bones and no ligaments or tissue to hold them together. Looking closely, I could tell those little issues were patched over with magic. There was a dash of force zeal, and a bit of water zeal there. Under spirit sight, it almost looked as though the skeletons were robed in cloaks of different aspects, which allowed them to function as the necromancer required.

      This was likely how all the undead I’d witnessed in the past had functioned as well. I imagined that while the skeletons themselves all looked the same, the elaborate structures of zeal puppeting them probably varied dramatically with the level of the spell used to animate the skeletons.

      “Oh, ancestors forgive me!” One of my captives moaned. “I’ve been captured by a necromancer! I bring shame to my mother and her mother before her.”

      “Relax.” I shot back. “I’m not a necromancer. Just someone who owns a favorite pet rock that is a necromancer.”

      [...I’m a favorite pet rock?] The spirit inside the death spellheart asked.

      “Only if you continue to behave,” I said. “Now, let’s see what these skeletons of yours can do. Send them in!”

      Though the four skeletons looked indistinguishable from the common heartwielder-level variety that I found in the dungeon controlled by Mac, these things were on a completely different level. Their movements were smooth and natural, like living beings with invisible flesh.

      They hopped on their spry legs, and I tossed out a few ironwood swords to equip them. They latched their bony fingers along the wall of the keep and crawled up the side like spiders.

      “Heads up! The chaka is sending something our way!” One cultist inside the keep warned her comrades.

      I watched an elf lean out a window, which was a terrible mistake. Once they spotted her, the skeletons jumped like frogs, pulling themselves up the side of the keep and launching themselves at her.

      With no flesh to weigh them down, the skeletons were incredibly strong for their weight. They propelled themselves upward and wrapped their bony arms around the elf and yanked her out of the tiny window, where she fell from the tower. She tumbled poorly as she did so, and her skull would have splattered against the rough stone ground had I not held out my hand to catch her.

      Once the elf was out of the way of the window, the skeletons wormed their way inside. I heard clashing ironwood and knew the cultists had engaged the skeletons in single combat.

      [There are a few true mages in there.] The spirit warned me. [But don’t worry. The cultists aren’t good at direct combat. My skeletons should take care of them.]

      While the skeletons fought my battle for me, I questioned my new captive about anything of value in the tower. There were several important artifacts the Lifekeeper Sanctum had captured during their recent raids against the necromancers.

      “Valuable artifacts!” The cultist in my grasp assured me. “All of them are great treasures of the necromancers, centerpieces worthy of building castles around! Of course, the Lifekeeper Sanctum had no use for necromancer artifacts, so they kindly tributed them to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye...”

      “No doubt with a great deal of mind magic to encourage their generosity,” I said. “I want these artifacts for myself. They’re either valuable to me, or they’ll be valuable to Xoreda and her necromancer friends. Lead the way.”
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      The cultist I’d captured led me to the front door, which I kicked in with one blow. Upon entering, I found the Unblinking Eye Cultists who’d been guarding the keep kneeling on the ground with their heads bent to the ground and their hands in the air as the skeletons patrolled around them.

      “Well done,” I said appreciatively to the skeletons. They looked up at my words, and one of them swept its arm wide and bowed at the waist in my direction.

      The cultist I’d captured quickly led me to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s zeal crystal stash, followed by their supply of potions and elixirs meant to improve the cultivation of mage acolytes and true mages. I took everything in the name of the Hearthwood.

      It wasn’t until we went into the basement below the keep that we starting running into things I found interesting.

      “This skull has an awful lot of death zeal in it,” I said as I hefted a jawless lump of bone. Its eye sockets had been filled with crimson-red rubies, and onyx-black stone swept over the top of its head as though trying to resemble hair. If whoever made these modifications had been trying to make the skull look less creepy, they’d failed.

      [It should be.] The spirit inside the death spellheart said. [The zeal drifting off it tells me that skull once came from a chaka. A human, as you call yourself. Corpses left by your kind are the greatest sources of death zeal a necromancer can find. Even though this human never made it past mage acolyte, wizards and sorcerers would kill for the death zeal in his skull.]

      “Well, that’s somewhat disconcerting,” I muttered.

      [Given your level of power, your skull would be exponentially more valuable.] The spirit continued.

      “Unfortunately for anyone interested, I’m still using it. And I intend to keep using it indefinitely.”

      I put the human skull back on the shelf and looked through the rest of the items. There were several large death spellhearts, along with a white chest of smaller ones. Necromancers constantly needed these things, so they’d all be valuable.

      I wasn’t so sure about the human skull. As much as the necromancers would thank me for returning it to them, it was some guy’s remains. I’d have to ask around to see who it belonged to and if he was an ass or not. If the guy was a jerk, I’d sell his skull, but if he was a decent guy, I’d give him a proper burial.

      [I’m sensing something responding to me.] The spirit in the death spellheart said.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      [Look at the chest in the far right corner. There’s something in there.]

      I did as the spirit asked. The chest itself didn’t look very impressive. It was just a box made of bronze and wood. Amidst these treasures, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see it contained something as mundane as gold. After all, it was only protected by a simple lock and lacked any form of magical defense.

      I jammed my finger through the keyhole of the bronze lock, crushing the pins inside and flipping the lock mechanism with a flick. The lock clicked open, and I swung the lid aside.

      The chest had a stack of gold bars, which I’d guessed it would have. There were also a few gemstones and a few exotic metals I couldn’t name, but had to be at least as valuable as the gold in the chest.

      “Hmm... this amulet could make a good present for one of my kids...” I muttered as I pulled a small pendant meant for mage acolytes into my Dimensional Storage. “What is it I’m looking for, exactly?”

      [Back left. Under the gold.]

      I pulled the gold into my Dimensional Storage to make room, and I found nothing but the empty bottom of the chest. Most people would have given up there, but I detected the tiniest hint of zeal flowing beneath the wooden boards.

      I moved the chest to look and see if there was anything underneath it. When there wasn’t, I examined the chest again. The floor on the chest was thicker than the rest of the walls.

      “There must be a secret compartment on the bottom.” I realized as I rapped on the ironwood boards. A bit of investigation revealed a small set of runes hidden under a strip of wood. I’d seen the design before. This was a simple magical lock that would open if zeal was inserted of the correct aspect and quantity in the right pattern. Ordinarily, it would be much more difficult to break than the bronze lock.

      But I had more Drafting magic in my head, so my mind came up with several ways to disrupt the enchantment. A small modification was all it took to render the part of the enchantment that measured zeal quantity irrelevant. After that, I disabled the part that measured the zeal aspect. With my skill at using earth zeal, defeating the last obstacle was easy.

      The latch popped open, and a small silver shield fell into my hand, about the size of my palm.

      [That’s what I was sensing!]

      “What is it?” I asked.

      [It’s a Spirit-binding Talisman....] The spirit said slowly. [That must have been why I reacted to it.]

      “Spirit binding?” I raised an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”

      [...Well... it’s the bigger sister of the much more common Elemental Subjugation Talisman.] The spirit began. [It’s used for exactly what it sounds like it would be used for. Binding spirits.]

      “Spirits like you?” I pressed.

      [...Yes. Spirits like me. I suppose this talisman would work rather well on me. It tamed feral spirits that would have malevolent intentions and never work with another being. It works by the simple method of interacting with a spirit’s zeal structure to serve as an alarm system towards any negative thoughts towards the talisman’s owner, then delivering a punishment set by the talisman’s creator. Like training a pet.]

      I was surprised the spirit would explain such things to me. I was still extremely suspicious of her, but maybe I didn’t have to be if what she was saying about the talisman I was holding was true. Still, I wasn’t about to just take her word for it. She had tried to possess me the first time we met, after all.

      Scan object with Universal Analyzer?

      Analysis purchased. -150 points.

      The Spirit-Binding Talisman is a powerful tool for controlling otherwise malevolent spirits. A high-leveled talisman can subjugate spirits at the wizard or sorcerer realm, making these otherwise incredibly dangerous entities safe to use. The World of Tooth and Claw extensively uses these talismans in their elemental spirit binding system of cultivation.

      On the World of Sanctuary and Serenity, elven necromancers also use spirit-binding talismans to help tame entities that can aid their control over their undead minions, and the more powerful the spirit the greater the minion the spirit can inhabit.

      This talisman was crafted on the World of Tooth and Claw for use with spirit binding cultivation, and using the talisman creates a link between the user and the elemental spirit the talisman is used on.

      This talisman is suitable for binding wizard realm spirits and is fully charged and ready for use.

      I’d learned a bit about elemental spirit binding from Korra. Like spirit cultivation for the elves or body cultivation for the orcs, elemental spirit binding was how Korra’s people gained power. They merged spirits that naturally accumulated power into their existence, and by being in tune with nature, they would nurture the spirits inside them and thus grow more powerful.

      “You didn’t mention that this thing would create a tether between the user and the spirit,” I said.

      [...You’re going to use it on me, aren’t you?] The spirit in the stone asked. [It would be the logical move. I’m a powerful wizard-realm spirit who could bestow you with superb mastery over death zeal if you took control of me.]

      “I’m sure any wizard would love to do as much,” I admitted, as I examined the talisman before me. “Activating this thing would be incredibly easy, and you’re already quite helpless. One little talisman and both you and your power would be mine.”

      The spirit was silent for a long moment.

      “However,” I continued, “I have some qualms about coercing people to do things they don’t want to do. I wouldn’t feel comfortable with you. Knowing a spell or talisman kept you obedient to me and that you might someday free yourself of it and betray me when I least expect it. No, I only work with those truly loyal to me.”

      [B-but the power I could give you! You could gain the strength of a wizard-level necromancer in the blink of an eye!]

      “I can already kill a wizard-level necromancer in the blink of an eye,” I said with a dark chuckle. “So your offer isn’t that appealing to me. You’re months too late to catch my interest.”

      [I see.] The spirit in the talisman said. [I have to say, I’m relieved. Also confused, and maybe a little disappointed. Forming a bond with you would allow me to be more than a spirit stuck in a stone.]

      “There is another way.” I offered. “I could modify this talisman. It wouldn’t be hard using the Drafter’s Study. A few changes are all it would take to remove the control and domination aspects of the spell and replace it with something a bit more balanced. I still plan to hold the upper hand in this relationship, but I wouldn’t be against something fairer to you.”

      [Okay.] The spirit agreed immediately.

      The modifications were relatively straightforward. I marked up the talisman in my hands with an inkwell and drew up a diagram on a piece of paper. I didn’t want to perform so delicate a procedure without a workbench and the proper tools, so I just told Argona what I wanted to do and sent it to her through my Dimensional Storage.

      When the talisman came back to me, it had been changed to encourage friendship and loyalty, not coerce it. And despite my words, I really wouldn’t mind having a few necromancer tricks added to my repertoire. It was something I always wanted, after all.

      “Luckily, we have plenty of death spellhearts here to integrate the talisman with your structure,” I said as I pulled out an enormous cauldron. I filled the cauldron with enough solvent to cover the spellheart sitting near me and I dumped fistfull after fistful of death spellhearts, along with a few zeal crystals to further boost the amount of raw zeal in solution.

      When the potion was practically bubbling over with power, I dumped the big death spellheart I was holding into the cauldron, then placed the Spirit-binding talisman on top of it.

      “Take this new zeal into you, and with it, integrate the talisman,” I instructed the spirit even as I urged the process along with my power and attention, meager as my affinity for death zeal was.

      As the spirit cultivated, the zeal in the cauldron came out of solution and crystalized on the spellheart’s surface, adding to the power there and locking the Spirit-binding Talisman in place.

      “There we go,” I said to the spirit in the stone. “I hope you like the feel of that talisman now because it won’t be coming off without a hammer and chisel.”

      [I do.] The spirit said. [And I think I can feel your presence now.]

      I nodded appreciatively. I too could feel the spirit’s connection to me, like a leash leading from my hand to her. But unlike the leash the Spirit-binding Talisman had initially come with, that would reward or punish the spirit based on my thoughts, this was a subtler thing. It would allow me to sense the spirit’s thoughts and sentiments instead.

      “If we’re going to be working together, you should have a name. You sound like a Minerva to me, agreed?”

      [I... I’ve never had a name before. Minerva...]

      I took that as agreement. And so the living spirit art inside the stone was Minerva.

      “Stick by my side, Minerva, and we’ll do great things.”
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      After I dealt with the wizards, the cultists, and a fair number of true mages, I let Yorik and the horde of orcs take the rest of the city. Everyone who’d remained inside was one of the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s zealots and wouldn’t surrender even when their city was crumbling around them. They resisted the orcs for as long as they could and didn’t stop fighting until they were clasped in a pair of firm orc hands.

      “How cute! She wants to fight to the death!” An orc chuckled as he threw a net over a squirming elf.

      “Orcs! You’ve allied yourselves with necromancers and dark forces of evil! I will not allow myself to be taken prisoner by you!” The elf spat from inside the net.

      The orc smiled as he bundled the elf up. “Shh... you don’t have to keep trying to impress me. That was a very orcish thing for you to say, and you’re very brave to keep fighting despite the odds. But I’m going to take care of you from now on.”

      “W-what? B-but I’m going to fight to the death!” The elf said as the orc scooped her up in his arms and carried her away.

      This city was close enough to the border of necromancer territory that I expected someone to fly over and scout what was going on. Looking up in the air, I spotted a few ravens hovering in the air. Despite their lifelike motions, I sensed death zeal flowing through them instead of vitality.

      [Undead scouts.] Minerva said.

      “I agree. Do you think the necromancer can see through their eyes?”

      [It’s most likely recording what it sees in an imagined stone. The necromancers can replay the message when the undead return to them.]

      I knocked one of the undead ravens out of the sky without damaging it, then held it up and said hello.

      “Please send Xoreda my way. I know her.” I explained to the bird before releasing it.

      The necromancers must have been running a very efficient operation, because Xoreda arrived in the city within the hour.

      “You know, the Circle of Necromancers has tried to take this city seven times in the last three hundred years,” Xoreda said as she landed beside me. “And you took it in just one try.”

      “There’s something to be said for punching things hard.” I chuckled. “I imagine the shield gave you a lot of trouble.”

      As we continued to converse, I noticed Xoreda’s entire demeanor to me had shifted since we’d last spoken. Before, she’d been a wizard leagues more powerful than I was. While she’d been nice, she’d also been distant and carried the amiable politeness of an adult addressing a promising child.

      Now, our dynamic had completely switched. I was a wizard, like her, but we weren’t equals. I was deep into the wizard realm, and in taking this city I proved my body cultivation was nothing to be scoffed at. Thinking back, I realized I might have seen a few ravens in the sky above the Golden Sword Sect, so it wouldn’t surprise me if Xoreda knew about that as well.

      “How is Segolas these days?” Xoreda asked me. My son had been her disciple for a time before he was injured.

      “We’ve attempted to free him of the hex,” I said. “None of our attempts have proven successful so far, but we have high hopes.”

      “That is good to hear,” Xoreda said. “I’m glad about that. He was the most charming disciple I ever had, and I had big plans for him.”

      “So, did I,” I said sadly.

      “Alas, the best laid schemes of elves and elementals go oft awry,” Xoreda sighed. “I suspect my chance to snatch him for my Circle has passed. Judging by how much the Hearthwood has grown when he’s cured he’ll want to stay with his mother and father.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I chuckled. “He’s an independent lad. He might want to stand on his own feet.”

      A familiar figured wandered in our direction, and I waved to Yorik as she approached.

      “Got those wizards of yours taken care of,” Yorik said. “They’re back in the Hearthwood, awaiting transport to Moonbow City.”

      “Thanks for taking care of them for me, Yorik.” I nodded. “Xoreda, you remember Yorik, don’t you?”

      “Ah, yes, the orcess. I must admit she stuck out when I first met her.” Xoreda said. “I’m afraid I saw her but never spoke with her when I last stayed in the Hearthwood.”

      “Well, now’s your chance.” I chuckled.

      I was just about to leave Yorik to speak with Xoreda while I looked over the horde’s conquest of the city myself, when a crack ran through the sky.

      It started as a sharp snapping sound, like fine glass cracking. Spiderwebs ran over the horizon from one corner to another, creeping above our heads like they sought to embrace the world.

      Every head turned upward, for everyone heard the noise. The lingering sounds of fighting in the city came to a stop as elf and orc alike looked upwards.

      “W-what was that?” Xoreda asked, turning to me.

      At first, I thought I was as clueless as she was, but then I realized I had seen something like this before, but on a much smaller scale. Whenever I broke the barrier between the Hearthwood and the Devilbeast Wilds, cracks like that appeared. Only they were usually on a much smaller scale. These cracks encompassed the entire sky. What could have done something like that?

      I had my answer at the center of the web of cracks. A column of crimson light shot into the sky, like a needle trying to pop a balloon from the inside. In the empty void beyond the sky, there was another, far larger pillar of crimson light meeting the column of energy.

      It didn’t take long for me to figure out exactly what was cracked. The barrier that surrounded the world had been damaged somehow. The crimson lines spread, furthering the damage even as the barrier tried to heal itself. The two forces warred with each other, but more power flowed in from the two columns of crimson light, and the world barrier was slowly losing.

      “Don’t like the look of that,” Yorik said.

      “Me neither,” Xoreda said.

      “Judging by the direction, that column of crimson light is coming from Deania,” I said. And I probably knew what it was. Tivana’s aunt, Countess Frostweaver, had been building a crimson tower of frozen blood the last time I’d seen her. Looking at the light in front of me, I realized it was the same shade as her tower.

      “I... need to tell my Circle that something is going on,” Xoreda said, eyes to the sky as she tried to figure out what was happening.

      “I suspect a certain countess is doing something with that goddess of hers,” I explained. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out the Wargod’s token. “Wargod Grognak, if you can hear me, something bad is happening in the World of Sanctuary and Serenity.”

      I shook the token a few times and tried injecting zeal into it, but it didn’t start glowing like the last time it had activated. Maybe the wargod had gotten my message, and maybe he hadn’t. In either event, I would not wait around for some distant force to deal with this.

      “It looks like my time abroad has ended,” I muttered. “Yorik, get the horde together and be prepared to sweep Deania clean. Now that we’ve taken care of each enemy nation, all we need to do is deal with James and whoever didn’t abandon his army when their homes were attacked. I’ll contact Meldrik with the first horde and tell him to do the same.”

      “Done.” Yorik nodded. “It will be good to see our son again.”

      That settled, I realized it was time to head back to the Hearthwood. So I popped back home through my Pocket World passage.

      “I’m back Mac.”

      [Theo! I think something is wrong with the sky.]

      “I noticed. I think it’s Countess Frostweaver.” I said.

      [In all likelihood, it’s just that. But I don’t think she’s working alone. Come to the Trans-reality Oculus. There’s something I want you to see.]

      I did as Mac asked, nodding a terse greeting to Illiel as she scurried through The Wanderer’s command center to the pocket world passage that was still open in the capital of Deania.

      “Theo.” Illiel nodded in reply before slipping herself into the passage. She seemed like she was in an awful hurry, so I didn’t try to slow down whatever business she had in the capital.

      I made my way to the Trans-reality Oculus, which was just as I left it. Mac opened a panel in front of my eyes that showed me several images. I recognized the hazy washed-out appearance as images taken using the oculus.

      [Dial in these coordinates and have a look for yourself.] Mac said as I stepped up onto the periscope platform.

      I reached for the knob but found the dials already turning themselves. It seemed like Mac had something he really wanted me to see.

      Moments later, I agreed with his anxious nervousness. He wanted me to see the Lifekeeper Sanctum through the Trans-reality Oculus. At first, I didn’t know what I was looking at other than that it didn’t look like everything else.

      “It’s full of holes,” I said as I stared through the lenses of the periscope.

      [Exactly.] Mac replied. [And those holes lead from our reality to the reality where the Timeweavers dwell.]

      “And that means they’ve been burrowing from their world into ours.”

      [Not just that. I’ve observed Timeweavers crossing over in person. They’ve been up to something in the city you just took.]

      “Interesting...” I muttered. “I need to go back and check on some things there. In the meantime, keep the Trans-reality Oculus trained on the capital of Deania. I have a feeling something is going to happen there as well. Also, where are those wizards Yorik brought?”

      [The prisons. They’re making zeal crystals with their cultivation bases for now. And that’s where they’ll be until you decide to do something else with them.]

      I went to see these wizards. They blinked at me, bleary-eyed, as they found themselves drained of zeal again and again.

      “Hey there...” One wizard drawled, drool leaking out the corner of her mouth as she stared at me from behind bars. “W-what are you doin’ tonight?”

      “Trying to save the world, most likely,” I admitted. “Now hold still. I need to figure out whether you’re a monster in disguise."

      I pricked the wizard with a thin ironwood blade and drew a few drops of red elven blood. While that alone wasn’t enough to know whether this elf was a Timeweaver wearing elven skin, her body’s attempt to heal the damage was.

      I watched the zeal course through her body in steady rhythm. I didn’t recognize the spirit art she used, but I knew for a fact that it was a spirit of art, and it used elemental lightning zeal, not any of the Timeweaver’s strange fate magic.

      “Clean,” I announced as I wiped the blood from my blade. I tested each of the imprisoned wizards and each of them turned out to be real elves. I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow. These days that only ever happened from stress.

      Had I not seen all the holes with the Trans-reality Oculus and Mac’s account of the Timeweavers passing through from their dimension, I would have thought I was just being paranoid.

      The wizards would have been the obvious choice, since they had the most energy, power, and influence. So why didn’t the Timeweavers go for them?

      They must have had other targets. But who?

      There was only one other group in that city of consequence other than the wizards leading its defense. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye and its agents.

      I quickly asked Mac if any of those cultists had made it back to the Hearthwood.

      [No, as far as I know, they’re still wherever you left them.]

      My heart skipped a beat when I realized I’d left them with Yorik.

      I headed back through the Pocket World passage. I picked up speed as I did so, and though I still felt like I was merely walking, I covered a dozen paces with each step.

      Soon, I was in the Lifekeeper Sanctum’s territory again. Yorik wasn’t far from where I set up the portal, but I heard her long before I saw her.

      A wordless battle cry echoed out from her location, and I knew I would recognize the thump of her hammer anywhere.

      “Yorik!” I shouted as I turned my rapid pacing into a jump that sent me farther into the air.

      When I came down, I landed on top of a spider’s head, slamming it into the ground beneath my boots.

      Yorik was unharmed by the spider, though Xoreda had a few scratches on her from defending them.

      Seeing them both well eased my worries, and I broke out into a small smile. “Just thought I’d drop by.” I chuckled.

      Yorik rolled her eyes. “Help us smash a few bugs.” She pointed to several Timeweaver spiders in the area who appeared from the bodies of Unblinking Eye Cultists.

      I looked to the ground near the one I’d just crushed and found there was a loose pile of skin in the middle of dissolving into motes of white light. The tissue had been alive until now, though it had been hollowed out from the inside. These Timeweavers were certainly disturbing creatures, and I felt bad for the cultists who’d been murdered and replaced. The only question was why.

      “Why did they attack you?” I asked Yorik and Xoreda.

      “Mentioned we’d send them to your Whitewood estate instead of sending them to the Hearthwood,” Yorik replied.

      “They seemed awfully keen to get taken to your home,” Xoreda added. “They probably would have forced themselves through the pocket world passage had we not been between them and it. We were caught entirely by surprise when one prisoner contorted her head and removed her zeal restricting collar from her neck in a way that shouldn't have been possible. She would have snapped it around my neck instead had Yorik not bashed her with a hammer. That was when the creature had to reveal herself as a Timeweaver.”

      “I’ve also noticed their disguise falls apart after being damaged. If you look closely at a slight wound, you can tell whether the elf is flesh and blood or a Timeweaver imposter.”

      For me, determining whether someone was a Timeweaver was even easier. All it took was glancing at a slight wound and scanning the target in question a second time. If they were a normal elf, I would have two identical readings. If they were a Timeweaver, the second reading would pick up the monster inside the elf’s skin.

      Several of the other cultists turned out to be Timeweavers as well, much to the fright and horror of the non-monstrous cultists, who did not know their comrades had been eaten and replaced.

      The news of the Timeweaver’s actions quickly spread throughout the entire camp, and I realized I’d have to bring the orcs of the horde in on this in an orderly fashion or risk chaos.

      “The rumors are true. A species from a strange pocket space called Timeweavers has replaced some elves. They look like spiders with many heads. They’re dangerous, and they practice an esoteric branch of fate magic. That means they can heal their wounds through some sort of time dilation, and deal wounds to you depending on where you’ve been in the past. They are extremely dangerous, and they are to be handled with care. Yorik and Xoreda will demonstrate a protocol for identifying Timeweavers.”

      “They’re eating elves!” An orc gasped with a look of horror and fury on his face. “T-those monsters!”

      “That’s right!” Another orc added. “Elves are to be cherished, loved, and owned! These Timeweavers have declared themselves enemies of all orc-kind!”

      The orcs in the horde were unexpectedly fanatic at the thought of defending the elves from the Timeweavers. I could tell by looking over the crowd that they’d grown angry, and I suspected their desire to fight these Timeweavers would be even greater than their desire to capture more elves.

      After a quick demonstration from Yorik, I sent them to look over at everyone we’d captured from the city and identify any Timeweavers among them. Despite having recently captured the city, the orcs were rather gentle with the elves they’d taken, standing guard over them like they were watching over a pen of kittens instead of elven warriors defeated in battle.

      “This puts a bit of a wrinkle in things,” I said as I looked up at the crack in the sky.

      “You want to help Tivana.” Yorik nodded. “Go. Find out what’s wrong. Help her.”

      “What if one of those spiders had gotten you by surprise?” I asked. “What if they’d targeted you instead of Xoreda?”

      “Then I would have bashed them with my hammer.” Yorik grinned. She wrapped her arm around my waist and nuzzled against my side for a moment, planting a small kiss on my cheek as she did so. “Go.”

      “Will you be safe alone like this?” I asked Yorik again.

      She rolled her eyes and took a step back. “Look at me.”

      I did as Yorik asked and saw a strong, orcish woman. “What am I looking at? Besides your toned and beautiful body, of course.”

      “My strength.” Yorik crossed her arms and waited.

      Yorik Blackgorge (Silver Skin, Level 30)

      “You crossed over into the Silver realm!” I said, in excitement. “When did that happen? How did I miss it?”

      “A week ago.” Yorik shrugged wryly. “In the Cultivation Chamber. Didn’t want to make a big deal about it.”

      I pulled Yorik back into my arms. “It is a big deal, Yorik. Typically, elven clans have a whole celebration when one of their members makes it to the wizard realm. It’s second only to the nationwide festival held when someone reaches the sorcerer realm.”

      “I know. That’s why I kept it quiet,” Yorik said.

      I chuckled. “Alright. So you can handle yourself. Still, take these vitality potions. I’ve also got a few healing talismans for you. Oh, and I pulled these teleportation talismans off one wizard earlier. And I think this wristband is a defensive artifact.”

      I handed Yorik a dozen ways of protecting herself before she finally ushered me off.

      “Go!” Yorik insisted. “Tivana needs you.”

      I knew Yorik was right, and this wasn’t the time for lengthy parting words. So with one last look, I headed back into the Pocket World passage and then into the Hearthwood. From there, I doubled back around and took the other Pocket World passage that was still open inside of the capital itself.
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      The first thing I noticed was that the capital looked different. For one, it was far dirtier than it had been when I’d last stayed here. The ground was unswept, and rags were drying in the open air as they hung outside of buildings. Dust filled the air, and the lack of wind made the whole place feel a little stale, like the inside of a cave.

      Next, I noticed that there were far fewer people on the streets than I remembered. The capital had been packed because of all the attacks around the country, and the last time I’d been here every street was lined with homeless elves waiting out the war and the surrounding siege. Either Tivana had got a lot of additional housing constructed elsewhere, or something was happening.

      I looked above me at the sky, where crimson cracks shot out of Countess Frostweaver’s pillar of blood, stretching tall and unblemished into the sky, repaired after its destruction to even greater heights than before.

      The shields around the city were still intact, which I took to mean that Tivana was still maintaining them. It looked worn and yellowed instead of transparent though, like paper left out in the sun for a month. I would need to check on Tivana herself. She was the one powering the shields, so if they looked bad, the effort of maintaining them would be wearing on her. I had no doubt James had done his best to hassle her as best he could while he was outside the walls.

      I left the small warehouse the Hearthwood had been using as our outpost in the capital. Sava owned it and had been using it as storage for her alchemy shop before my Pocket World passage turned it into the only way to get goods in and out of the capital. There should have been somebody watching over it, both from the Hearthwood and from Tivana’s royal guard. At the very least, there should have been a few Hearthwood Soldiers in this warehouse.

      I had expected either Sava or Illiel here as well as managing the flow of goods. But there was no one here at all. The only explanation was that both of them had left, and they’d taken the Hearthwood’s guards with them.

      There were only a few places they could be, and of those, the palace was the most likely location. Since Tivana was there as well, that’s where I headed first.

      As I made my way to the palace, I started coming across more elves. I waved to a few of them, but they skittered inside buildings and other structures. At first, I thought they were merely shy, but all of them? No, they weren’t avoiding me. They were keeping out of the light like they feared the sun overhead.

      I thought that was strange. Had the cult used some sort of light-based attack recently? With the Sunspire King still outside with James, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they tried to get through Tivana’s barrier that way. I would have to finish dealing with them once I figured out what was going on with the sky.

      There were royal guards outside the palace, which made me feel relieved. However, that they were standing out in the open shot holes in my theory about the Sunspire King using a light attack on the city.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the two of them.

      “Sir Theo!” one guard said. “Captain Amisra said that if you came, we should usher you into the palace immediately. Forgive us for not greeting you upon entering the city.”

      “At ease,” I said. “All is well, and I would not want you to abandon your duties on mere formalities. I can walk through the palace easily enough, with or without escorts. Stay at your posts.”

      “...As you wish, sir.” The two royal guards said, as they let me pass.

      I slipped by them and headed onto the palace grounds, which was much as I remembered it. The rest of the city would make Mac weep, but this area was clean and well-groomed enough to just barely meet Mac’s standards for the Hearthwood.

      “Captain Amisra is in the barracks with Matriarch Sava from your clan!” One of the royal guards shouted as I left.

      I found that a curious thought. Amisra and Sava had gotten along well enough on the World of Struggle and Strife, but not so well that I expected Sava to make social visits. Amisra needed Sava for something.

      Sava was one of the most skilled alchemists in the capital. In fact, I would have bet an arm that she was already better than anyone else. So it stood to reason that Amisra needed Sava for something related to alchemy. But what?

      The answer came to me as soon as I entered the barracks.

      “What is that stench?” I waved my hand in front of my nose.

      “Theo!” Sava turned to greet me.

      Amisra also turned. “Welcome to the capital, Patriarch Theo.”

      Sava flung herself into my arms, and I swept her off her feet like she was as light as a feather. I gave her a big kiss as I cradled her in my arms before setting her on the ground. Amisra watched the display of affection, and I laughed as I wrapped an arm around her.

      “And how’s my little thrall doing?” I ran my fingers through Amisra’s long red hair fondly.

      “Doing... fine, thank you,” Amisra said, eyes darting to her fellow guards scattered throughout the barracks.

      I caught her nervous look and didn’t want to embarrass her, so I pulled Sava to my side with one arm and stood close with Amisra on the other side.

      “What you smelled when you entered was blood,” Sava explained. “That was what put the foul stench in the air.” Sava pointed to an open barrel filled to the brim with dark crimson blood. There was a talisman nailed into the barrel that I’d seen on perishable liquids like milk to help keep things fresh longer.

      “Why do you need a barrel of fresh blood?” I asked.

      “It’s not just any blood.” Sava protested. “We had to get donations from everyone in the palace to fill that barrel. Even Illiel and I gave a little. I’m still feeling lightheaded, so if you could carry me around a bit more, I’ll give you ancient and powerful potions beyond your wildest dreams.”

      I scooped Sava up and put her on my shoulder. I’d gotten rather used to putting elves there, and now that the World Titan Fiendbody had broadened my limbs, I could have a dainty elf like Sava perched on my shoulder without a trace of discomfort for either of us.

      “Okay, so you have a barrel of elf blood. That still doesn’t answer the question why.” I insisted.

      “We were trying to feed her,” Amisra pointed to a cage in the far corner of the room. A pale and gaunt elf sat there in crimson robes, wearing a pair of silver chains around her wrists and neck. She wore a symbol I recognized only because I’d seen Countess Frostweaver wearing it. A pair of fangs.

      “Is she one of Countess Frostweaver’s followers?” I asked.

      “She’s more than a follower,” Amisra explained. “She’s one of her new priestesses. We captured her this morning.”

      “Interesting. And you were feeding her from a barrel of blood?”

      “Don’t tell Assyrus,” Sava warned me. “But she’s a vampire!”

      “A vampire?” My eyebrows shot up. At first, I found it hard to believe. Assyrus believed in plenty of fairy tales and myths, and most of the ones she repeated to me made little sense. But her tale about vampires had a grain of truth to it. I remembered reading about Grognak getting an elven wisp from the vampires somewhere in the Book of the True Man.

      “That’s right!” Sava said with a big, giddy smile on her face. “You know how much of their bodies you can use for alchemy!? All of it! Blood, bones, skin, hair, you name it!”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I think right now Assyrus would be more afraid of you than that caged vampire.”

      “Now scare that vampire into giving up a little blood for me!” Sava pointed in the cage's direction.

      I carried her over, with Amisra trailing behind me. The vampire had pointed elven ears, and overall her features suggested an elven body. The only changes I saw were that she was paler and thinner than an elf ought to be, and the way she curled in on herself without moving seemed unnatural.

      I listened and found her strangely quiet. No breathing, and no heartbeat. The creature before me didn’t twitch in the slightest at my approach. It was like she was a corpse.

      Frozen Blood Priestess (Early True Mage, Level 20)

      “Interesting,” I said, as I examined her up and down. Sava requested information, so I used the Universal Analyzer to find out a little more.

      Analysis purchased. -150 points.

      This Frozen Blood Priestess was created through the transference of an energy parasite through a connection to a powerful entity known as the Frozen Blood Witch. The energy parasites consume the host’s cultivation, sending a portion of power back to their creator while granting their host several notable abilities inspired by the Frozen Blood Witch’s powers.

      One of those abilities is the power to perform the same parasitic act their parasites put on them, allowing the parasite hosts to consume the vitality from another elf as blood, and even steal portions of other elves cultivation bases through prolonged intimate physical contact.

      The parasite inhabiting this creature is specialized for use against elves. Humans are immune to the effects of vampire bites due to the high vitality within their bodies.

      “Magical parasites and stealing cultivation through sex.” Sava pouted. “Between the orcs and these vampires, I’m thinking the whole Ten Thousand Worlds are out to get us.”

      “Seems like. If it’s any consolation, it looks like what you said about me being immune to vampires is true.” I said, as I ran my fingers over Sava’s thigh as she sat on my shoulder.

      “That was just a guess.” Sava blushed. “I was barely a two-star alchemist then! But yes, now that I’ve had the chance to study this creature a little, I think it’s safe to say any of them that tried to bite you would be in for a bad day. And that’s assuming their teeth could even get through that thick hide of yours.”

      Sava poked my cheek with her finger. Though my skin was as soft as it had always been, it yielded to a certain point and then no more. An ordinary elf couldn’t bruise me even if they took a sledgehammer to my jaw.

      “Has the vampire moved at all since you captured her?” I asked Sava and Amisra.

      “Only when we put a bowl of blood in front of her,” Sava said.

      I turned to the barrel in the back of the room and scooped out a ladle full of blood with a bowl. Slowly, I slipped the bowl between the bars and placed it in front of the vampire.

      Her eyes swung open in an instant, and she scrambled forward onto her hands and knees, lapping blood out of the bowl with her tongue like a cat.

      “So much for the infamous pride of the vampires,” Amisra said. “In the stories, they were always lofty, haughty figures who couldn’t stand the slightest bit of disrespect.”

      “Remember, this one was an elf like us until recently,” Sava said. “Older vampires might be different.”

      “Or perhaps it takes a long life of being pampered and served to make a vampire arrogant,” I said with a shrug. “In either event, this one will know more about what’s going on than we do. We need to get that information out of her.”

      The vampire was surprisingly loyal to Countess Frostweaver, likely because of the parasite inside her. But she was clearly hungry, and the barrel of blood was enough incentive to get her to cooperate. I had to ask quite a few probing questions that danced around the subject, so she was never directly telling us what she knew. I had her describe what she did each day while Sava and Amisra wrote down all the relevant details they could.

      As we suspected, Countess Frostweaver had established a connection with her goddess, the Frozen Blood Witch. Her goddess instructed her to build the spire of blood, reaching into the sky and touching the clouds. The spire broke through Tivana’s barrier yesterday and contacted some force outside the world. That was what caused the cracks in the sky.

      “That’s the world barrier Grognak described to me.” I explained. “It protects the World of Sanctuary and Serenity. Without it, this entire planet is vulnerable to anyone who wants to land and conquer it.”

      “Like the orcs?” Amisra asked.

      “Much worse than the orcs,” I said gravely. “The weak and mid-level orcs come here for their pilgrimage. They come, then leave with their war prizes. They are a catastrophe for any nation they attack, but they’re not a permanent one. Their Wargod has a way to temporarily smuggle some of his people through the barrier that defends this world, but it only works for him. If the barrier was down, far worse could come for us.”

      Mac had done a lot of research into the barrier since I first described it to him, and observing it with my own eyes had unlocked some of The Wanderer’s information on the thing. I learned that having that thing in place was very important to the elves who lived here.

      “So then why would Countess Frostweaver want to break it?” Sava asked.

      The answer became apparent as the captive vampire kept talking. Countess Frostweaver intended to hand this world over to her goddess, the Frozen Blood Witch, who would rule over it herself, raising her most loyal minions all the way to the demigod realm of spirit cultivation.

      “And for helping her break through the barrier, Countess Frostweaver would be among one of those most likely to be lifted to demigod.” Amisra said as she turned to me. “Have you tried contacting Anya the Seer yet? I’ve heard one of your matriarchs became her disciple, and she’s the only demigod any of us can reach. I’m certain she could destroy that blood spire.”

      “The last thing I heard from Melise was that she was at the Fateweaver Society,” I said. “If we want to contact Anya the Seer, we’d need to contact her first.”

      “I’ll make the inquiries,” Amisra said. “But I warn you, things aren’t looking good for the Fateweaver Society. The royal guard’s intelligence tells us they’re on the brink of internal collapse, and it’s only a matter of time before they fracture into open conflict. The return of Sam the Fateweaver is the spark that lit the blaze.”

      “He’s still around?” I stared at her in surprise. The last Timeweaver to impersonate Sam was still sitting locked in a Monster Den back in the Hearthwood. That there was another one here meant that someone else was out wearing that disguise. I should have grabbed it when I had the chance, though I’d been eager to get out of there.

      “That’s right,” Amisra said. “He’s made several speeches to keep the populace calm, despite the growing spire and Amisra’s vampires taking blood from the populace of the city. A couple thousand people have disappeared as of late, and people would rather camp by the lake than on the street the spire is on.”

      “Considering the size of the piranhas in that lake, that means they’re more afraid of being bitten by a vampire than being eaten by a giant fish,” I muttered. “Things have been dire. Have you tried arresting Sam and any of the vampires you can get your hands on?”

      “This was the most I’ve dared to do,” Amisra explained as she gestured at the imprisoned vampire. “If Tivana could back me up, I might try taking on the imposter of Samuel the Fateweaver, but as it is, his cultivation is the same as mine. I’m even warier of falling into Countess Frostweaver’s sights." Amisra curled her fingers, digging her nails into her palms. “If only I’d been able to reach the sorcerer realm...”

      I put a comforting hand on Amisra’s shoulder. “I’m sure you’ve been doing the best you can. I’m here to support you now. I want to check in on Tivana, and perhaps Illiel as well. Sava, I heard Illiel came to the capital with you?”

      “She did,” Sava confirmed. “But we split ways not long after passing through the portal. She’s probably in the palace talking to our children, who are tending to Tivana. Maintaining the barrier has been stressful on the princess.”

      Tivana was my next stop. While I was gone, Sava and Amisra would continue grilling the prisoner for more information about Countess Frostweaver, her goddess, and her plans.

      The trouble was, she and her vampires were only one half of the problem. How did the Timeweavers fit into this?

      I wasn’t certain, but I was hoping Tivana would know. I headed into the palace to see her.
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      I saw several of my children scurrying around. To my surprise, I noticed a few of them were already mage acolytes. Tivana must have been generous with the cultivation supplies. The only other place where they could have cultivated so quickly was the Hearthwood.

      “Father.” One of my children by Illiel nodded to me.

      “Have you seen your mother?” I asked her.

      “No. Is she in the city?” My daughter asked.

      “She’s supposed to be...” I frowned.

      Where could Illiel have gone?

      Since she didn’t know where Illiel was, I had my daughter take me to Tivana instead.

      I found Tivana sitting in the throne-like chair, doubled over as she pressed her fingers against her temples. Beads of sweat streamed down her head, and she looked more disheveled than I’d ever seen her.

      “She’s been plagued by constant headaches,” my daughter explained to me. “James and his bunch have been attacking the barrier with mind magic. When it was intact keeping them out wasn’t a problem, but now that there’s a massive hole in the barrier maintaining it is a lot more difficult for her.”

      As we talked, my daughter ran a wet cloth over Tivana’s neck and forehead, wiping away the sweat there. To strain the body of a sorcerer so, Tivana’s task must have been a truly monumental effort.

      Her eyelids fluttered at the sound of our voices. “Theo... you’re back?” Tivana whispered, wincing in pain as she did so.

      “I am,” I said. “And don’t worry, I rounded up most of the orcs who would have attacked Deania, assembled them into two massive hordes, and had them attack our enemies instead. That should gut the army we have waiting outside. It isn’t exactly the treaty you were hoping for, but it’s the best I can do.”

      Tivana let out a pained laugh. “Oh... that. You did very well, Theo. Better than I’ve done here.” Her eyebrow twitched as a jolt of pain ran down her spine. “Sorry. The Unblinking Eye Cultists outside tried another mental attack. Even with one of my grandfather’s pendants, weathering it is difficult. How is the rest of the city doing? I heard things were getting worse.”

      I told Tivana about the blood spire and the cracks in the sky. I also told her what I knew of the new imposter of Sam running around, and that Amisra said the Fateweaver Society was about to collapse.

      As we spoke, Tivana’s gaze grew distant several times. I had to pause while she grimaced and let out a few muffled chokes, weathering attacks from outside the barrier.

      “I’m okay,” Tivana said once the attack was over. “Continue, please. What’s going on outside the city’s walls?”

      I tried to open my mouth to keep speaking, but I found my jaw clenched so tightly I couldn’t get words out. Seeing Tivana like this set my blood ablaze.

      “Wait here, Tivana.” I said. “We’ll finish talking later. I’m going to swat a few bugs outside the walls.”

      I left the palace with all haste toward the secret exit, past the capital’s barrier. Tivana knew what I was doing and opened up the passage from her seat in the control room. I slipped outside of the city and spotted what remained of James and his encampment.

      When Tivana dropped the mountains, she’d crushed a huge portion of his army. What remained hadn’t grouped up so closely again, and they were spread around the city in a wide formation. At first, there still looked to be nearly a hundred thousand tents and temporary stone structures. But those numbers were deceiving.

      Looking closely, I could see that those tents were empty, and had been for quite some time. That drew a small chuckle from me. If I were a true mage in James’ army and I got news orcs were rampaging through my home, I wouldn’t be too inclined to sit and be part of a siege that had nothing to do with me. I imagined James’ army had quite a few deserters as of late.

      Most of those who remained were just heartwielders or mage acolytes, fleshing out the army’s numbers, though they added little to their power. The true mages and the wizards that remained needed people to see to the mundane concerns of a siege, like digging latrines and preparing food. They were just underlings following orders, so I ignored them. Once the sorcerers, wizards, and true mages were taken care of, Deania’s forces could take care of them.

      All the true mages and wizards were in one spot to the north of the city. I cast an unnoticeability shroud over myself again. Then I slipped into a ley line and headed for James’ encampment.

      His set of buildings were both the largest and the nicest in the field, grown from wood by nature aspect elves from the Ancient Tree Temple. Of those elves who remained in this army, the Sunspire Kingdom and the Ancient Tree Temple were the most numerous, which meant they had no shortage of light and nature cultivators.

      I stared at the set of structures under spirit sight. As I expected, they housed a series of wards surrounding enchantments meant to funnel power and influence into a weapon in a central location. That weapon was shaped like a massive laser, and it was shooting a constant beam of energy made of many intertwined aspects of zeal.

      The set of wards was like several of the weapons Argona had made for the Hearthwood. They channeled and combined the attention and power of multiple weaker cultivators, allowing them to challenge a stronger power by working in harmony. It would let these true mages and wizards keep Tivana busy while James and his crew gathered their strength to attack Tivana’s shields at their leisure.

      It was time to put a stop to that. The wards weren’t that different from a Drafter’s diagram, and I quickly identified the channels through which power traveled. I used earth magic to create a block in the flow of power through one of the warding arrays.

      The depletion forced one of the other groups of meditating true mages and wizards to compensate with their flow of power. But then I blocked them off too. One by one, I cut off each channel of energy for a few moments. Then I connected each of the channels to an earth ley line in the ground. It would take the elves some time to realize their power was being channeled beneath their feet instead of into their weapon, and by then I’d have disabled the weapon itself.

      I felt something lock on to me and my unnoticeability shroud shattered. One of James’ companions spotted me, and a true mage’s mind spell evaporated like a cloud in the sun before the power of a sorcerer. My time had grown short, so I quickly summoned a stone obelisk in the room the weapon itself was in, skewering whatever enchanted device fired that beam with a pillar of stone rising out of the ground from beneath it.

      The sorcerer whose attention I’d caught appeared above the encampment. I locked eyes with him. He was a human male who James had pointed out before. His name was Ned, though I had paid little attention to him since the last time we’d met. He pointed his finger at me and amber energy clustered around his finger, spinning on itself like a tiny whirlwind of mind zeal.

      I activated my mental defenses to handle this incoming spell. Mind Trap was already up since that was one I kept constantly activated. I used Parallel Thought to split my mind in two. One half took control of my mental defenses, while the other focused on finding an opportunity to strike back.

      The enemy sorcerer shot at me with his mind spell, already preparing another. He must have heard the story of my mind trap spell because when his attack bounced off me and headed right back at him, he had a shield prepared to catch it. The zeal spun around his fingers again and returned to him, tamed and brought back under his control so he could cast it again as part of a second, larger and more powerful spell.

      To handle that, the half of me that was holding my mind magic defenses together cast Mental Fortress, timed perfectly thanks to also casting Moment of Clarity.

      But I was only a true mage in mind magic, and if I relied on those skills alone, I’d be quickly overwhelmed. While half of me defended, the other half cast Gravitational Control and Petrification.

      His spell hit me at the same time my spells hit him. I felt like I’d just been hit by a train, but at the same time, it was like I’d merely watched someone else get hit by a train. The part of me managing my mental defenses endured the full force of the blow, leaving my other half unhindered by the attack.

      Meanwhile, the sorcerer felt himself grow many times heavier, and my spell plucked him from where he hovered in the air on a flying sword and sent him crashing into the ground. My eyes glowed crimson. And he had to disperse the petrification magic that would turn him to stone if left uncountered.

      That took the pressure off my mental defenses, and the part of me managing that scrambled to strengthen what had been damaged by whatever I’d just been hit with.

      I used this opportunity to dive into a ley line with Unearthly Movement and appear behind him. I grabbed the man from behind with either shoulder and cast Return to Dust.

      The man screamed as his shoulders turned to dust, and I wrapped my arms around both his limbs, pulling with all the might of the World Titan Fiendbody. With all the might in my limbs, I tore one of his arms off and cast it aside, then grabbed ahold of him by the back of the neck to tear the other arm off as well.

      I’d hoped disarming him like this would prevent him from using some sort of escape talisman, but he was a mind cultivator, so it did not surprise me to find he had enchantments that mere thought could activate.

      He vanished from my grip in a flash of light, only to appear near his discarded arm half a kilometer away. He scooped his torn limb up and tucked it into his bag of holding before activating his teleportation magic again and vanishing a second time.

      I would have chased after him, but James’ and his other fellow cultist appeared at that moment.

      “Theo,” James said with a clenched jaw. He’d lost the jovial, false friendliness he’d shown me before. Behind him, the other cultist who I remembered being called Will scrambled to slap healing talismans on their comrade’s armless stump.

      “Why are you fighting us, Theo?” James demanded. “We’re all humans here. We should be like brothers!”

      “He’s too attached to his precious elves.” The Sunspire King said as he appeared by James’ side.

      “I like them a hell of a lot more than I like the four of you.” I spat back. “You’re after what, some artifact Sam and Dean left behind? Can’t you tell we have bigger problems right now?” I pointed to the sky. “You realize the Frozen Blood Witch is trying to crack open the world, right? And the Timeweavers don’t seem too friendly to you either. I was just in the Lifekeeper Sanctum. Timeweaver spiders ate and replaced half the elves wearing your robes. Why are you attacking Tivana at a time like this?”

      James curled his lip. “We’re aware of the Timeweaver threat. And the threat that blood spire poses to this world. That’s why we’ve redoubled our efforts to break into the city. Just this morning we received orders from the cult’s master himself to figure out what is going on in Deania.”

      “If you hadn’t made yourselves our enemies, I would have been happy to work together.” I snarled back. “But right now? I wouldn’t trust you not to steal from my pantry, let alone behave yourself in the capital of Deania.”

      “Don’t you see? This is exactly what the Timeweaver’s and the Witch of Frozen Blood want!” James said. His voice had a peculiar note to it, and it rang in my head like the echoes of a bell whispering long after it had been rung. “We need to overcome our differences and work together to overcome this threat, together! Talk to Tivana on our behalf. I’ll call a truce from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, and we can cooperate.”

      James’ words echoed through my head, and they started making sense. The half of me that had been controlling my earth magic and World Titan Fiendbody was quickly convinced of the honesty in James words. But the half of me controlling Master of the Inner Castle was not so easily fooled. That half of me had been on the lookout for any mind magic attacks from the moment our fight began. And he smelled it in James’ honeyed words.

      My mental defenses activated, and my head cleared in moments. James frowned as his spell lost its hold over me.

      “Don’t try that again,” I warned him.

      James held up his hands. “My words may have been laced with magic, but that doesn’t mean they were lies. You know we should work together to solve this.”

      “I beat you before, James. And I came out here to beat you again. If you saw the state you’ve put Tivana in, you’d be begging me for mercy right now.” I growled.

      “I think you'll find my real body considerably more capable than the avatar you met before. But I'd rather not have to prove my power to you. Alright, how about this,” James waved his hands placatingly. “You already got my aura fragments, or I’d offer those to you as a peace treaty. Which one did you end up bonding with, the Sagely Void Gazer Toad? Or perhaps the Lightning Dragonfly Stalker? Or maybe you even coaxed that Unknowable Primordial Essence into bonding with you?”

      I wasn’t sure how, but James’ face spread into a wide smile as soon as he spoke the words, as though he’d plucked the truth out of my skull. I checked my mind for any sign of a spell from him, but detected nothing.

      “What’s it to you?” I demanded.

      James shrugged. “We’ve learned a lot about mind cultivation. With a bit of help from me and the cult, your path from true mage to sorcerer would be as clear as dwarven glass. We won’t even require you to join us, and we’ll even sign a little peace treaty. You’re strong enough now that so long as you don’t interfere in the affairs of the cult, we’ll consider the Hearthwood your playground. To sweeten the deal, we’ll even forgive that traitor you keep at your side, Illiel. Our organization will hold back any retribution towards her for abandoning us and even help her reach the sorcerer realm as well. We'll do the same for your clan and declare that all past offenses between the Hearthwood Clan and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye are behind us. What do you say?”

      I wanted to tell him to go to hell. More than that, I wanted to grind his face into the dirt, then proudly return to the palace to tell Tivana that the people who’d been troubling her would never bother her again.

      But I had a rare opportunity here. I’d never before had the upper hand against the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. If I negotiated with them well today, I might get them off my back for a while. That would give me time to grow the Hearthwood and go searching for Sam and Dean to rescue them from whatever these Timeweavers had done to them.

      I eased my posture ever so slightly, letting my clenched fists fall to my side. The blood dripped off my knuckles, and my scowl turned less menacing.

      James breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you agree. Now--“

      I held up my hand to interrupt him. “I want all of Deania, not just the Hearthwood. As well as the six countries around it.”

      James balked. “Theo... seven nations is a lot of personal territories. Especially for someone who hadn’t even reached the sorcerer realm yet. None of us can claim anything close to that. Not to mention that one of those seven nations is claimed by our friend here, the Sunspire King.”

      “The Cult of the Unblinking Eye is supposed to have a good information network, yes? Then who’s occupying each of those seven nations? You or me?” I demanded. “And while I may not be a sorcerer, you can’t deny the fact that I have the power of one.”

      James sucked in a breath between his teeth. “I admit, I was shocked when I heard this Chief Blackgorge who’s been ruining our plans wasn’t an orc, but rather you. I was even more shocked after our brief encounter in the Auqualian Islands.”

      “You can’t be considering...” The Sunspire King looked at his comrade, aghast. “I spent the last fifteen years stamping out the last set of rebellions from the Sunspire Kingdom’s old royal line. After all that work, you’re going to make me give it to him?”

      “You’ll be compensated with land from one of our undivided territories.” James waved at the Sunspire King, who scowled in reply.

      “A Sacred Grove.” The Sunspire King demanded. "And a custom pocket world to move my palace into it."

      “We don’t have many of those from our deal with the World of Woods and Wilds.” James looked at his comrade askance. "And a pocket world suitable for a sorcerer is an expensive thing."

      The Sunspire King crossed his arms, waiting until James acquiesced.

      “Fine. A Sacred Grove for the Sunspire Kingdom, as well as one pocket world.” James nodded, looking at me. “The seven nations of this continent are yours to do with as you please.”

      “Good,” I said curtly. I forced my fingers to relax. There would be no more fighting yet, but I promised myself I’d been keeping a very close eye on these cultists. At the slightest sign of treachery or duplicity on their end and I’d be ready to do a lot more than rip a few limbs off.

      “Now, will you ask your princess to lower the shields for us?” James asked.

      “No,” I said back. “But you will stop attacking them. You’ll cease any further action against Deania. You’ll pick this army up and start using it to scout for Timeweavers and vampires.”

      “We can hardly deal with the spire out here.” James protested.

      “This is where I want you.” I insisted. “There are wizard equivalents among the Timeweavers. Use your mind magic to identify them and root them out. The remains of your army can help you manage the logistics.”

      Truthfully, I knew the shields were going to go down, anyway. Tivana needed time to rest and recover if she was to be useful in a fight against Countess Frostweaver, and at that point, the shields would lose their power source.

      At that point, I suspected James and his company would be perfectly willing to expand their search into regions of the city. But the knowledge that they were going against my wishes would keep them from getting too close to the palace and arousing my ire. That was where I wanted to keep them away from.

      “Very well,” James grumbled. “We’ll play support for you while you and yours save the world.”

      And so I held my instincts in check and shook hands with a member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. James wrote out a quick peace treaty, and I read and signed it using the ring Princess Tivana herself had given me all that time ago to represent her to the orcs. Just like that, we cut short the war between Deania and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.
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      I returned to Tivana’s side with all haste, wiping my hands clean after that last handshake and the leftover blood I had on my fingers.

      “Theo, the attacks on the shields have stopped!” Tivana said to me when I entered the shield’s control room. “Did you do something?”

      “I negotiated. If you recall, a certain princess granted me the right to represent Deania’s interests. We have a peace treaty with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. If they break it, I get to rip James’ arms off.” I explained.

      “That sounds like a rather painful clause.” Tivana wheezed as she sat up.

      “Trust me, they’ll uphold the treaty. So while we have the chance, I’m bringing you to the Hearthwood.” I pressed a finger to Tivana’s lips. “No protests. You need to rest and recover, and the fastest place to do that is the Hearthwood.

      Tivana protested again, but I assured her I would watch over Deania in her absence.

      “If you were anyone else,” Tivana said weakly, “I would resist this kidnapping attempt.”

      “I’ve had some practice stealing princesses away since the last time we met. I said with a wink.

      I dismissed the Pocket World passage to the capital that I had opened before, and opened it again in this room. Then I pulled Tivana into my arms and brought her back home.

      “Mac!” I said upon my return. “I have a patient for you. She’s exhausted and weary of holding up a barrier against constant attacks. See that she’s healed of whatever ails her.”

      [Hmm... I see she’s had more mental strain. I prescribe a quick trip to the Medical Bay followed by some meditation in the Chamber of Tranquility.] Mac said.

      I left Tivana with Mac and then swiftly departed. When I returned to the capital, I climbed to the palace’s highest tower and surveyed the city.

      The palace’s highest tower didn’t even come close to the height of the spire of blood. Countess Frostweaver’s creation pierced the clouds, staining them red with reflected crimson light.

      The broken sky wasn’t much better, and the crimson energy pouring against it made the entire thing look like it was bleeding. Despite the height of the sun overhead, the color of the sky made it look like twilight in the city.

      Just outside the walls, I could see James and his crew hesitantly peering into the city, testing the place the barrier had been as though trying to make sure it wasn’t there anymore.

      I looked for the lake behind my palace and to my left. The Fateweaver Lodge was across the lake from the capital, and Melise was caught up in whatever troubles were going on. If fortune favored me, I could contact Melise and use her to get to Anya the Seer, who would help us resolve this mess.

      I jumped off the palace’s tallest tower, striking cobblestones below with as soft a landing as I could manage from such a height. From there, I headed towards the near side of the lake, where a single lakeside cabin stood. Anya and Melise had been living here early in Melise’s training before they moved back to the Hearthwood.

      When I got there, I found the cabin was not alone. Many elves were sleeping under the open sky on blankets tossed on the beach, and a few of them had even been bold enough to make themselves at home upon the porch in front of the lakeside cabin.

      “Don’t bother trying to get inside. It’s locked with fate magic,” one elf on the porch said. “Damn Fateweavers. If they’d used their magic to predict the fall of Deania instead of using it to lock their doors, the orcs and enemy nations would have left this country for greener pastures long ago!”

      I ignored the grumpy elf and brushed my hand against the door. I spoke the password, unlocking it and slipping inside before anyone could follow me in.

      Upon entering, I quickly realized the hearth was cold. Nobody had been here for days. There were two cots set up in the back room, and my keen sense of smell told me one of them reminded me of Melise. I ran my fingers through the sheets she had slept in and found my hands wrap around a piece of cloth beneath her pillow, which turned out to be one of my missing shirts, wrapped in a bundle around something.

      I unwrapped my shirt from whatever was inside and found a little notebook with Melise’s handwriting on the front. I flipped through the first few pages and read from them.
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        The Fateweaver Society’s Circle of Oracles is completely divided. The Red, Purple, and Yellow Oracles were all firmly against me joining the Circle, but they couldn’t exactly refuse a direct request from Master. Despite that, only the Blue Oracle has been treating me as one of them. The Green and Orange Oracles distrust me, but they do so only because they are under the impression that Samuel the Fateweaver has returned and told them not to. Theo told me of how the Timeweavers impersonated Samuel the Fateweaver before, and they’re probably doing it again. If I can expose him, I can swing the Green and Orange oracles to my side.

        The Red Oracle is only interested in taking control of the Fateweaver Society herself, but if the Timeweaver’s are exposed, the Purple and Yellow Oracles will no longer support her, and I’ll be able to bring the strength that remains in the Fateweaver Society to bear against the Timeweavers and the vampires that have invaded the city.

        I know Theo could pull this off. The only question is if I can do it too. Master wants me to do this without her help, which means I might have to fight the imposter myself. I’m a wizard now, but I’m not so confident in the new spells that I’m ready to take another wizard on in battle.

        

      

      I scanned the next few pages of Melise’s notebook. In them, she hashed out several plans, including calling a meeting for the Circle of Oracles and attacking the imposter of Sam right in the middle of the meeting. I wasn’t sure which of her plans she planned to go with, but in all of them, she was forgetting the most reliable solution. Asking for my help.

      I wrapped the notebook back up in my shirt and stuffed it under Melise’s pillow, just as I’d found it. Then I hastily left the cabin and looked toward the Fateweaver Lodge. I’d never entered their compound before. It was time to see the legacy Sam had left behind.

      I dove into the water and swum, despite the warnings of the elves on the beach. Several of the lake’s infamous piranas tried to take a bite of me, but they ended up with a jaw full of broken teeth for their efforts.

      The human form wasn’t well suited for traveling underwater, but I could make up for what I lacked in hydrodynamics with brute strength. I shoved my hands in front of me and flung myself forward, displacing water with enough force to make waves ripple on the surface above me. The few piranas that hadn’t yet learned their lesson by attempting to bite me found themselves blown away with the force of my strokes.

      I shot forward like I had a propeller on both arms, and I soon rocketed across the lake. I pointed myself downwards so that there would be no disturbance on the surface of the water to mark my arrival.

      When I surfaced, I was just a little way past the Fateweaver Lodge’s compound, near what looked to be an herb garden. I concealed myself behind a patch of magical chives as tall as I was and quickly pulled my wet clothes into my Dimensional Storage.

      Just as I did so, I heard a faint rustling, like someone diving into a nearby bush. I parted the plants before me to peer around, but saw no one. Good. This would be a rather embarrassing way to get caught.

      I pulled clean and dry clothes out of my Dimensional Storage and quickly changed into them. I also cast an unnoticeability spell as well while I was at it, then I went looking for Melise.

      Doing that turned out to be harder than I thought. On the surface, the lodge and the surrounding compound turned out to be far larger than they initially appeared. At first, the Fateweaver Society looked to have only a dozen buildings clustered around one central structure. I figured I could use mind magic to look for signs of people, and maybe even attempt to skim a few surface thoughts again to find out what was going on.

      Instead, the dozen smaller buildings were mere representations of structures. After detecting no signs of people in any of them, I grew bold enough to slip through a door and found each of the buildings contained its individual pocket world, just like I’d seen back in the Sakaku Clan.

      The pocket world itself housed an array of rustic wood and stone structures identical to the ones I’d seen outside, sitting on a lake that looked just like the lake near Deania.

      Everything seemed exactly as it had been outside the hut, down to the herb garden, with giant chives towering up from the ground. Those chives were rustling now, and I realized there was someone behind them. I ducked to avoid catching attention.

      The figure behind the chives parted the surrounding leaves before hiding again with a sheepish look in their eyes. I squinted at the figure. They were tall and broad for an elf, which was strange considering their universal feminine beauty.

      It was then that I realized I was looking at a human man. A naked human man. I was about to shield my eyes when I felt a rock hit me in the side of the head.

      The stone itself did nothing to me besides get my attention. I looked for the source of the thrown stone and my vision passed over the culprit several times before my mind latched onto the fact that there was someone there.

      “Stop peeping,” a male voice said. It sounded awfully similar to my own. “He wouldn’t like it.”

      I blinked in confusion. The other man must have had an unnoticaiblity spell, just like my own. Then I looked at the man again and realized I recognized him. He was strong-looking, with a wiry and muscular build. As of late, I’d been seeing him in the mirror.

      “Yeah, I’m you, from a little while in the future.” The other me explained. “You were wrong about this being a pocket world. It isn’t, it’s a pocket time. The same events are looped in on themselves over and over with different variations, and traveling through the buildings takes you through different altered timelines.”

      “How does it work?” I asked in an awed whisper. “If anyone can travel through time just by walking through a doorway, how do the timelines stay stable? Why don’t they diverge? Do we have free will in this pocket world?”

      “Through a lot of hard work and magic.” The other me said as an annoyed expression crossed his face. “You do have free will, but you’re not going to be using it today. I want to stick to what happened before, except for one tiny change. I need you to do exactly what I tell you. If you stray from my guidance, then we’ll have to do this all over again.”

      I didn’t enjoy being ordered to follow orders mindlessly, even if I was getting those orders from myself. Still, this guy seemed both handsome and intelligent, so I wouldn’t mind following his lead for a little while.

      “So, how’d you go back in time?” I asked myself.

      “The same way you did.” The future me whispered in reply. “By walking through one of these buildings. Sam set up a rather interesting system where each building sends you backward or forwards a bit. But be warned, go too far into the past and future and you might not wind up in the same past or future you came from. That’s what the big central building is for. No matter how badly you screwed up, it brings you back to where you belong.”

      “So this is like an alternate dimension, like where the Timeweavers come from?” I asked.

      “Yes, it’s a dimension used to create a very limited form of fixed-point time travel. The design for each of those small huts is identical to the magical hallways in the palace. Except instead of opening a door that leads to somewhere else, you open a door that leads to somewhen else.” Future me explained. “There are quite a few parallels between Deania and the Fateweaver Society. Apparently, Sam’s got nearly as many kids as Dean, but all of them are staying away from this time period. A shame, since they’d be rather useful in proving the Timeweavers are imposters. That would certainly make this a lot easier for Melise.”

      “So she’s doing it then?” I looked at myself. “Trying to expose the fake Sam, I mean.”

      “That’s right.” The future me agreed. “She came up with a decent plan to ambush the Timeweaver imposter and expose him when he shows up for the next meeting of the Circle of Oracles. She figured out Timeweaver disguises aren’t as stable as physical bodies in normal time, so she plans to ambush him with a spell designed to further destabilize him just as he entered normal time through the doorway of the big building in the center of the lodge.”

      “Will it work?” I asked, hoping he’d seen it in action already.

      “It would have if Melise had the time to cast it.” Future me explained. “The imposter caught on to her plans. He must have spotted her researching the spell in the society’s library. So he pushed back the date of the meeting by a few hours. That meant the original meeting time became, or rather will become, an ambush for Melise.”

      “And we’re going to stop it, I presume?” I asked.

      “Mostly you.” Future me asked. “I know. I don’t like it either. But when I was in your shoes, that’s what the other me did, and I want to stick as close to that timeline as possible. You just have to make sure you listen to me when I tell you not to help her. Do that and our victory is assured.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to trust that I’ll know what I’m doing when I’m you,” I grumbled.

      “Good.” Future me nodded curtly. “Now stick close and keep that unnoticeability spell up.”

      Future me led me to one of the nearby huts. “The ambush happened about an hour ago, but don’t worry, we’ll be just in time to set up a counter-ambush of our own.”

      We headed through the door to a red hut, appearing in a place that looked much the same, save that there were members of the Fateweaver Society walking around now. I hadn’t realized how empty the area had been until now. Why had everyone disappeared when I arrived?

      “Melise will set up her ambush soon, so we need to get into position quickly.” Future me warned.

      We set ourselves up in a courtyard in front of the big building in the center of the compound. Melise would pass through here in a few minutes before concealing herself. The shrubs nearby were the best hiding spot, but since that was the position Melise would take, we couldn’t hide there.

      Instead, the other me hollowed out a chunk of a nearby wall using earth magic, making just enough room for the two of us to squeeze inside.

      “A little cozy here, aren’t we?” I asked myself as I elbowed him for a little more room.

      “If I took away any more supporting stone, the wall would collapse.” Future me replied. “Besides, remember that time you waited to ambush Kysalian with Nela? You were packed together tighter than this.”

      “That’s different.” I protested. “Nela’s hot. You’re not.”

      Future me looked down at himself, then at me. He raised an eyebrow and looked at me. “Did you just call yourself ugly, because these days, that's objectively untrue.”

      Future me laughed, and after a second of indignation, I joined him.

      We both cut our laughter short though when we spotted Melise turn around the corner. It took me a few seconds to identify her because she was wearing a long black cloak that covered her from head to toe. She leaned forward, creeping along one step at a time, looking more like a burglar out of a children’s storybook as she slipped behind the brush and activated one of the invisibility talismans we had leftover in the Hearthwood from our time fighting against the Corpse Collector Company.

      I shifted in position, as though my body was unconsciously telling me to go to Melise’s side. Only the hand of my future self holding me back kept me from causing any trouble by interfering with our plan, Melise’s plan, and who knew what else.

      “Here’s how this is going to go down.” Future me whispered. “Melise is going to wait for the imposter of Sam to step into the doorway. Then she’s going to cast her spell. But the imposter won’t pass through the doorway. Instead, he’ll stand there. Then a bunch of the members of the Fateweaver Society that are loyal to him will jump forward and attack Melise all at once. One of them will get a lucky attack in when the imposter destroys her defenses, and then a Timeweaver will try to drag her back through their pocket realm, presumably to steal her body and make a puppet of her.”

      I felt my nails dig into my palms at that thought. If any Timeweaver dared even think about making a skin puppet out of one of my women,

      I’d make them into a puppet instead.
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      We stood in wait for a while longer, not daring to speak lest Melise hear us. Future me seemed to count down the seconds, glancing at his surroundings through the gap in our hiding space. When he saw a fair-haired elf woman carrying a basket pass by the entrance to the courtyard, he nudged me with his elbow as a signal to be ready.

      Sure enough, Archreaver Samuel strolled by not long after. He wore Sam’s face, and he had the same amiable smile I remembered my friend having so long ago. But this wasn’t him. This was a creature that had stolen his face, and now was trying to usurp his legacy and twist the Fateweaver Society to its diabolical ends when Deania needed the Fateweaver Society by its side more than ever.

      I watched Melise lock eyes with the imposter of Sam. Meanwhile, the future version of me pointed out the robed figures following him. While Melise’s attention was on the man himself, she didn’t notice the figures sneaking up on her.

      “When do we fight?” I asked the other me.

      “Not until it’s all over.” The future me replied.

      The imposter of Sam reached for the door to the central structure of the Fateweaver compound. He grasped the knob in his hands, turning it with aching slowness. He put one foot forward, looking for all the world like he was about to cross the threshold.

      An instant later, Melise sprung her trap. She burst forth from the bushes, throwing her cloak aside as she pressed her palms together. She closed her eyes in a moment of concentration, and when she opened her eyes again they were glowing with golden light. Fate and light streamed from her in equal measure, and as the energy poured from her, a change came over our surroundings.

      It was as though the crimson pallor that shrouded the sky had been lifted for a moment, and we basked under the sunny blue sky as we’d known the spire of blood took it from us. I sensed a change flow over me, though I couldn’t quite place its nature or location. The world blurred, and with one eye I saw what the view from this spot must have been yesterday. With the other, I saw the world as it was today.

      Melise gasped when her spell faded. She realized Archreaver Samuel hadn’t yet crossed over the threshold into the real world’s time, and her efforts to destabilize his fake body did nothing more than make his skin wriggle unnaturally for a few moments. He turned and revealed a wide grin on his face as he put his leg back down.

      “I saw your little trick coming days ago.” Archreaver Samuel said. “You’ll have to do a lot better than that to best me. Sadly, this was your one and only chance.”

      “Time for my backup plan,” Melise said as she reached into the pouch at her waist and drew a spear as long as she was tall out of it. She twirled it over her head for a moment before leveling it at Archreaver Samuel’s chest and charging up the steps.

      Archreaver Samuel snapped his fingers, and several figures appeared from their hiding locations outside the courtyard.

      “Though you haven’t been with us long, Melise, the way you combine light and fate has already become something of a myth in the Fateweaver Society.” He glanced down at his shirt and pants. “And finding a change of clothes would make me late for the circle’s gathering tonight. Though I’m afraid you won’t be able to make this one. Or after it.”

      Archreaver Samuel nodded to his minions, and they lunged forward to attack Melise.

      I felt myself lunge forward, only to once again be stopped by the hand of future me over my chest.

      I looked up at him for a moment, shocked that someone was powerful enough to hold me in check with how strong my body had become. Then I remembered the person holding me back was me, from another time.

      “Are you just going to stand there and let them attack her?” I growled at myself.

      “Yes.” Future me replied coldly.

      And then Archreaver Samuel sprung his trap, and Melise was caught in his clutches.

      Melise lunged forward with her spear, and Archreaver Samuel activated a defensive fate spell. As casually as though he was taking a stroll, he sidestepped to the left, dodging the point of Melise’s spear. Then the other members of the Fateweaver Society fell upon her, all wizards.

      “How dare you attempt to assassinate our founder! We trusted you!” One wizard protecting the imposter of Sam shouted at Melise, tears streaming down her face as she tried to cut Melise in half with her sword and spell.

      Melise dodged her swing. “He’s a fake! He’s not the real Sam the Fateweaver!”

      But the others would not listen. They surrounded Melise. For all the talk in Melise’s notebook about her not being ready for combat against wizards, she was certainly putting up a good fight. She wove beams of sunlight that she flung in one direction, only to have them strike at her enemies moments before she conjured the spell. As a result, her attacks were unpredictable, and she left no openings to exploit.

      Despite the exchange of blows, she didn’t make any lethal strikes against the six wizards attacking her. She bruised and battered them even as they were trying to kill her, but she didn’t kill them in return.

      “She’s trying to spare them,” I muttered.

      “Melise always had a soft heart.” Future me replied. “She knows her six assailants were fooled by the imposter, and she won’t kill them for that.”

      “But then they’ll kill her!” I protested.

      “Yes, they will,” Future me replied.

      “And you’re just going to stand here and watch while they do it?” I demanded.

      Future me crossed his arms. “Yes.”

      I noticed his hand was no longer blocking me. “Well, I’m not. Screw your plan, I’m helping Melise.”

      I shoved him aside and sprung off my back foot high into the air. My jump was unnoticed, but my landing was. I collided with the ground like a meteor, striking the earth, throwing up dust, and driving Melise’s assailants off.

      “Theo!” Melise said, voice equal parts surprised and excited.

      “Let’s teach these ladies a lesson about trusting you,” I growled, then turned my gaze to Archreaver Sam, who’d taken a step back at my appearance. “But don’t you go running off anywhere. I’m not finished with you yet.”

      A few of Melise’s attackers knew the same spell that let Melise fire off weak attacks into the recent past or future, and as soon as I reappeared a barrage of small projectiles struck me as ironwood balls, arrows, bolts, and a javelin.

      But all of them bounced off my skin and my Everlasting Jade armor harmlessly. They could attack in the past or future all the liked, they’d have just as much trouble penetrating my armor then as they’d have now. I cast Draconic Roar to daze them for a moment, granting me an opportunity to shatter their defenses before they could respond.

      I waved my arm, catching one wizard in the stomach and sending her flying into the far wall of the courtyard. When her back struck the stones, the wall shattered, and she sprawled on the ground in a pile of rubble. I let the stone beneath her go soft before hardening again, wrapping around her limbs. Then I grabbed another wizard by the arm, cast Titanic Strength, and then flung her into the nearby lake. The crying wizard tried to take my head off with a sword, but I caught the blade of the sword in my hand and pushed it aside.

      Her eyes went wide in shock as I twisted her weapon from her hand and tore it from her grasp. That shock turned to fear when my hand clamped down around her neck.

      “Don’t kill them, Theo!” Melise pleaded with me. “They don’t know what they’re doing.”

      I tossed the wizard aside with a huff. “Fine then. I’ll leave the last three for you.”

      If Melise had been holding off six, I trusted her to have a much easier time holding off three. I had to deal with the real culprit behind this.

      My quick scuffle had taken mere moments, and in that time, Archreaver Samuel had been preparing to make his getaway. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him dig his finger into the air like poking a hole in the cloth. He ran that finger downward, tearing open a hidden curtain and spreading it wide. A hole opened up before him, and he looked like he was about to slip through it.

      While I was fighting the wizards, I cast my Stone Obelisk spell, blocking the entrance to his escape portal. Parallel Thought was already active, and the part of my mind I’d already split off thought it would be a good idea to bring my Sword Storm blades to bear against him. He tried to open another portal, but he wouldn’t be able to do that while fighting off my weapons.

      I cast Return to Dust with my left hand. If I could destroy that disguise, whatever Timeweaver wore that costume of Sam now would quickly be exposed.

      He probably thought the same. The image of a seven-headed Timeweaver flashed overhead, and I knew this monster was using the powers of its aura.

      Well, two could play that game, and I had two auras to use.

      First, I brought my aura from the Pith of Iron fragment to bear. It took the form of a massive snake, swirling around me with a mouth full of fangs. Its head was the size of a wagon, and it continued to swell even larger with each passing moment. It was also clearer than it had ever been before, and it swam through the air as it did through the water.

      I had a second aura now, though, courtesy of James’ collection. I summoned forth the Unknowable Primordial Essence, which hadn’t stirred in the slightest since I’d taken it into me.

      I forced it out of that little ball of mind magic in the back of my head where it had dwelled since I’d first bound myself to it. It revealed itself slowly and reluctantly, reminding me more of the billowing shapeless mass my other aura had been when I’d first bonded with it. It was thicker and denser, but it had no shape or form, as though the very thought of such things was beyond its comprehension.

      My aura serpent turned to regard its peer for a moment before cocking his massive snake-like head in an arrogant snort, dismissing the other aura in its eyes. The other aura paid no heed to the insult from its roommate, burbling and bubbling as it hovered just a hair above the ground.

      The imposter’s Timeweaver aura rose into the air behind him, and I suspected this was less an aura fragment and more a hint of the creature’s true body and powers.

      A shimmering barrier formed over our heads, and Archreaver Samuel pressed each of his fingertips together, conjuring a smoldering red ember in his hands. There were traces of fire zeal in there, which I didn’t remember the previous Archreaver Samuel being able to use.

      “I hope you’ll be able to put up a stronger fight than your predecessor,” I said as I pulled Spell Eater into my hand.

      “I’m far stronger than the last time we met, Theo.” Archreaver Samuel warned me. “I’m a step away from the sorcerer realm now, and more of my old powers have returned to me.”

      I looked him up and down.

      Archreaver Samuel (Late Wizard, Level 39)

      Sure enough, he’d gotten stronger. At quite an incredible pace as well, based on usual standards. He was improving almost as fast as my women were. But he hadn’t grown as fast as I had.

      The first time I’d fought a Timeweaver wearing Sam’s skin, he’d forced me to retreat. The second time, I beat him, but his friends forced me to pull back. This time, I planned to crush him utterly, and no number of other Timeweavers crawling to his rescue could save him.

      I pointed, and the aura serpent lunged forward like it was an extension of my will. I hadn’t yet reached the wizard realm with my mind aspect aura fragment, so it continued to bubble and burble, heedless of my desires. When it became apparent it would not do anything, I dismissed the burbling cloud in my mind. For a mind aspect aura fragment, it seems very smart.

      Instead, I focused on getting my other aura fragment to fight the ghostly specter of the Timeweaver hovering behind Archreaver Samuel. During our last fight, all I’d been able to do with my aura was let it burrow into the massive spider and take tiny chunks out of it. Now my serpent was even larger than the spider was, and the ghostly monster under my command curled around the Timeweaver like a garter snake eying a spider snack. My massive serpent’s eyes flashed crimson, and an instant later it pounced.

      The barrier of glowing lines from Archreaver Samuel was weaving over our heads shattered into pieces, denying him the use of his most powerful time manipulation spells. “Stronger or not, you’re outmatched.”

      Archreaver Samuel’s brows tightened. He curled his hand into a fist and thrust it in my direction. Zeal curled around his fingers as he did so.

      I made a fist myself and cast Magical Shattering. Our fists met each other midway, and I heard chitinous snapping ring out from his fingers that sounded more like the cracking of a shell than the breaking of bones.

      Archreaver Samuel flinched away, and his punch was cut short by the mangling of his hand. My fist carried onward and struck him with incredible force, dispersing the Magical Shattering spell throughout his body.

      I did not know how these creatures disguised themselves as Sam, but I didn’t need to know how a spell worked to break it, especially with this spell.

      Archreaver Samuel’s eyes grew distant, and parts of his skin flaked away to reveal the monstrous visage beneath. I hoisted him by the arm, and the creature inside Sam crawled out like a slug out of rotten fruit. It didn’t seem nearly as nimble in normal time and space, and the Timeweaver Spider skittered pathetically low to the ground and hissing, leaving behind an empty pile of skin.

      I grimaced at the gruesome lump of flesh that resembled my old friend but held it up all the same, so the Fateweaver Society elves looking on at me got a good look at both the monster and its disguise.

      “This was not Sam!” I shouted to them all. “It was a fake! It tricked every one of you.”

      The elf I’d thrown into the wall craned her neck as she continued to work a healing potion out of her bag of holding. The other one I’d thrown into the lake was covered in small bite marks and dripping water as she flew back to the fight on her flying sword. She stopped in her tracks when she saw the Timeweaver and the disguise it had been wearing.

      The three attacking Melise also slowed their coordinated advance, and when Melise lowered her spear, the three of them turned to look in my direction.

      There were gasps all around, and I grabbed the Timeweaver by a chitinous leg and hefted it over my head. “Let all the Fateweaver Society come and see the creature they’ve been letting lead them!”

      Members of the Fateweaver Society streamed out of the surrounding huts in groups of two and three. I grabbed the Timeweaver by the leg, and it writhed in my hand. I held it up to the light, which seemed to pain it more than the fresh air. The monster tried to scratch and bite me, but if it couldn’t penetrate my armor before, it certainly couldn’t now.

      The stone walls around the courtyard collapsed to give everyone a better view of the monster I was holding. I expected the future version of me to appear and lend a hand after admitting he should have run forward to help as well. Perhaps my decisive victory eliminated the need to go back to this moment in the first place?

      The group of six soon became a group of twelve, and then a group of thirty. Our crowd doubled twice more after that, and I waved my catch before them all. I’d been told the Fateweaver Society wasn’t a large organization, so I knew this had to be most of their membership standing here in front of me. They all pointed and gasped, looking and staring. Among them were several figures in faded and colorless robes, some with expressions of shock and fear, and some with scowls on their faces.

      From Melise’s descriptions, those colorless robes marked members of the Circle of Oracles, who were the leaders and most important members of the Fateweaver Society. This revelation would no doubt tip the balance of power away from those who’d been supporting the imposter’s agenda.

      “How do we know this isn’t a fake?” One oracle demanded with a finger pointed at me. “You could have caught any strange and exotic creature, then had someone create that... thing in your other hand. All to make us stray from the words of our founder!”

      “Do you think Sam the Fateweaver would have ordered you to abandon Deania in its hour of need? To cloister yourselves here at home and bicker among yourselves? That doesn’t sound like the Sam I knew, and I bet it wasn’t the Sam any of you knew either. You know Melise, and I’m sure a few among you know who her master is. If she thought this imposter was the real Sam, do you think she’d let her disciple scheme against him?”

      “Well... I...” The oracle stuttered, uncertain of what to say.

      Mutters ran through the crowd as the oracle’s accusations were heard and dismissed. The crowd turned against her then, and those who were already leaning toward believing Archreaver Samuel was an imposter voiced what they had been thinking for ages but had been afraid to say.

      “I am the Blue Oracle, and I told you all long ago!” One of the other oracles shouted, pointing one hand at the creature on display while looking at the oracle who’d spoken before. “The real founder wouldn’t have joined the Cult of the Unblinking Eye! He was disgusted by their tactics and their use of mind magic to control their people.”

      Murmurs ran through the crowd once more as the Blue Oracle gathered more support and her opposition found herself discredited.

      “Melise, you were right all along.” The Blue Oracle congratulated Melise.

      Several others came forward, gushing more praises for Melise as they approached her. Seeing the battle was over, Melise stuck her spear into the ground and wrapped her fellow Fateweavers into a warm embrace.

      “Now that everything is settled, we need to talk about what the Fateweaver Society can do....” I began, but my voice trailed off as Melise’s expression turned from one of peaceful bliss to one of shock and surprise.

      One of the Fateweaver’s embracing her turned and hooked a finger, exactly the way I’d seen Archreaver James do. She brought that finger down, tearing open a doorway in space like ripping a paper curtain. She stepped away just in time to throw Melise inside, and as they backed away with her, I watched Melise spit out a mouthful of blood and look down to see a long iron dagger implanted in her stomach.

      Hastily, Melise tried to cast a time spell to reverse her stabbing and heal herself. Before her spell could take effect, another dagger landed on her side.

      I cast both the Timeweaver and the sack of skin aside and jumped into the crowd. With one hand, I swept aside everyone near Melise, though some were no doubt trying to help her.

      I pulled the iron daggers embedded in her out in an instant, and I slapped a set of healing talismans over each wound and plucked a vitality potion from my Dimensional Storage, and started pouring it down Melise’s throat. She gulped at the potion, and her eyes stopped looking so distant.

      “You with me again, Melise?” I held her close. I used my control over iron to pluck any lingering scraps in her skin. Elves didn’t take good care of their iron weapons, so they flaked off and left rusty bits inside a wound. Thankfully, the powers given to me by my aura were well suited to get rid of such contaminates.

      She wiped the back of her hand against her blood-spattered lips and used what energy she could muster to point behind me, where open fighting had erupted between members of the Fateweaver Society. Or rather, between members of the Fateweaver Society and the Timeweavers that had infiltrated it.

      “What did you do with the real Red Oracle?” The Blue Oracle demanded from one of her peers. Both elves had drawn swords now, and their crossed blades shimmered with fate magic coursing through them. Melise mouthed a few words, begging me to help them.

      “You need help too,” I warned Melise.

      But she shook her head and nodded toward the Timeweaver I’d recently defeated. It was busy scurrying into its discarded disguise and pulling itself back together. Soon it would be on its feet and would no doubt make its way through the open portal with all haste. I couldn’t let that happen. Even if Melise and I had exposed him as a fake today, we needed to take care of him so he couldn’t keep fooling the rest of the city.

      I pushed Melise’s spear into her hand, glancing at her anxiously as I opened a portal between here and the Hearthwood, ushering her into it. She waved me off and stood up on her spear, using it as a crutch as she stepped over the threshold to the portal. I turned to chase after Archreaver Samuel.

      Launching myself off the ground, I caught Archreaver Samuel in a tackle just as he was finding his feet. The monster tried to kick me off him, but I wrapped my arms around his legs and swung him upside down before smashing him face-first into a nearby wall.

      When he was good and dazed, I twisted him back around. “Don’t think you’re getting away that easily.”

      Archreaver Samuel grinned back at me through a mouthful of broken teeth. His eyes darted behind me to the portal Melise had been headed through moments before.

      Now, a pair of long chitinous limbs reached out of the open tear in space, clawing at her clothes and ankles as they dragged Melise somewhere else.

      I glanced at the imposter in my hands. I had a choice to make, but really, that was no choice at all. Melise needed my help.

      With a whispered curse, I threw the Timeweaver I was carrying into a nearby building, hoping I’d broken enough bones to keep him in place for a while. Perhaps the safer move would have been to kill him but I still didn’t have the full picture of what the Timeweavers were doing, or what they’d done with the real Sam and Dean. Instead, I settled for skewering its broken body to the ground with several of my Sword Storm blades still hovering in the air.

      Without another glance, I rushed towards Melise. One of my Sword Storm blades nicked the chitinous leg of the Timeweaver hauling her away, but the weapon couldn’t cut through the limb. I’d have to do that with my bare hands. So I grabbed the monster limb and twisted until it snapped, then took the severed limb and shoved it back into the spider it belonged to.

      The appendage stabbed into the joints of the monster’s exoskeleton, and I would have finished it if I hadn’t sensed something behind me.

      During the past few moments, one of the Fateweaver Society members who’d been replaced by a Timeweaver made her way over to Melise. I turned just in time to see the Timeweaver impersonator split open the beautiful elven face she was wearing, revealing a monstrous jaw far wider than an elf should possess. That jaw clamped down on Melise’s shoulder, and Melise screamed a cry of agony.

      I backhanded the Timeweaver I was fighting, snapping the neck on one of its several heads. Then I ran to Melise and kicked the Timeweaver biting her like kicking a ball. The head I kicked shattered like a melon struck by a cannonball, and the force of the blow sent the rest of the creature flying over the wall of the courtyard into the lake behind the Fateweaver compound.

      “Melise!” I said, hunched over her again with a healing potion in hand for the second time in as many minutes. I reached for another potion, but as I was doing so I was struck by a blow unlike any other I’d ever felt.

      The attack hurtled me into the ground as surely as if I’d been struck by a mountain, and an instant later I was blinking away dirt and dust. I was lying in a hole as deep as I was tall, buried in the earth the force of that titanic blow. Whoever hit me just then had been strong.

      I jumped out of the hole a moment later, still shaking off the force of that punch. I emerged just in time to see a spear come down on Melise’s heart. The attack carried even greater force behind it than the one that had struck me, and Melise exploded into a fountain of white light before the attack even landed.

      The figure wielding the weapon reached out and snatched Melise’s wisp between his fingers before it could escape, and the dust cleared, revealing a familiar weapon. The spear that had just killed Melise was Spell Eater, and the man who wielded it was me.
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      I never thought I’d need to fight myself, but when the moment came, I didn’t hesitate.

      “Get your hands off my girl, you bastard!” I shouted at myself.

      But Future me wasn’t going to listen. He shook his head sadly. “You will understand soon.” Then he planted his boot against my face and kicked me back into the far wall.

      I felt the back of my head slam into the dirt, knocking me senseless for a few moments. The force of the blow was shocking, and embarrassing. In an ordinary fight, mere moments meant little, but at a fight on the level I was at, moments might as well have been months. Future me could have put me out of my misery with a few well-timed blows right then and there. Though if he was the Future version of me he might be hesitant to do that and risk ending his existence in a time paradox if such things could even happen with Fateweaver magic.

      I blinked the stars out of my vision and found Future me was already nearly a kilometer away, jumping through the air. In the distance, I watched myself open up a pocket world passage, and I tried to open up my pocket world to catch him traveling through it. But The Wanderer must have had a way of keeping past and future me separate because I didn’t see him run past.

      Damn. That had been my last chance to catch him. Back in the Hearthwood, he could dive into a ley line and I’d never see him again. I knew better than anyone that I’d be just about impossible to catch if I didn’t want to be caught.

      I turned to the true culprit behind this mess.

      “You,” I said as I grabbed Archreaver Samuel by the chest. The broken chitinous exoskeleton inside him crunched together noisily as I hefted him in the air. “I have a lot of questions for you, and I’m not in a very good mood.”

      With my aid, the remaining Timeweavers were taken care of with less than a minute’s work. The Blue Oracle thanked me for my help, but I thrust Archreaver Sam into her hands.

      “Take care of this one. Now, tell me how to use these huts to go back in time!” I demanded hastily.

      “Well... it’s not time travel per se, more like movement between alternate realities that share causality at fixed points.” I held up a hand to stop the Blue Oracle's explanation.

      I had a feeling I had little time. “Where do I have to go to help me save Melise?”

      “Try the yellow hut.” The Blue Oracle said. “Enter it three times. That will send you back the furthest. You’ll have about three chances to do this differently. You should be able to use that same hut three times. At that point, you'll desynchronize from this timeline.”

      Without another word, I headed off to the yellow hut at a sprint. I tore open the door and stepped through, only to find myself stepping out of the main building in the center of the compound. In front of me was the yellow hut again. As soon as I spotted it I and ran over to it, entering it a second time, only to find myself back on the steps of the main building a second time.

      I repeated the process until I had walked through the yellow door three times, just as the Blue Oracle had instructed. Once I’d walked through the doorway three times, I found the door locked. I could enter it no more. It seemed this was the limit of whatever magic Sam had worked into the Fateweaver Society’s compound.

      The Blue Oracle said that I would have three shots at this. Hopefully, one would be more than enough. Based on what I’d been told, the yellow hut would send me back an entire day. I wasn’t sure if that meant I was three days in the past or three layers deep into an alternate reality of one day in the past.

      In either case, the sky overhead was unbroken and shone down clear and vibrant light upon me. Melise would be somewhere here among the elves of the Fateweaver Society. I only needed to find her.

      I scanned the surrounding area and realized it was more populated than the last time I arrived. Thinking back, the incident I caused by fighting Archreaver Samuel was probably what caused the Fateweaver Compound to be so empty when I arrived for the first time. I found my fingers stroking my chin just thinking about it. Time travel was certainly confusing.

      Nearby I saw the giant chives I found upon my arrival. An elf was tending to them now, giving them water and using an enchanted pitcher to inject nature zeal into the surrounding soil.

      I jumped and landed next to her, seizing her by the shoulders. I still felt the urgency of Melise’s impending doom upon me, even though I had more than a day and two more attempts to change things.

      “You there!” I demanded of the elf I grabbed. “Take me to Melise!”

      The gardener gasped, nearly falling backward into the chives behind her. “By the ancestors! You startled me.”

      “Sorry.” I apologize when I realized how aggressive I’d been just then. “But I need to find Melise of the Hearthwood Clan as quickly as possible. Her life depends on it.”

      I expected the gardener to look at me with a face full of doubt, but her face flushed with instant understanding.

      “Oh, ancestors! Something bad is going to befall her soon!? We must warn her!” The gardener said.

      “Yes, that’s exactly it,” I said, blinking away my surprise. I suppose this couldn’t have been an unknown situation to the members of the Fateweaver Society. The ability to share information with past and future selves was probably a massive boon to the Fateweaver Society, and it made me realize why they were considered such a fearsome force.

      I wondered what happened to those Fateweaver Assassins Amisra arrested. With a power like this in their corner, it’s no wonder they surprised me twice over. They probably had three chances to get it right, just as I did now.

      The gardener led me around the corner and soon began asking around for Melise. My woman was known in these parts since the Fateweaver Society hadn’t had a new member in years.

      “Melise? Sure I’ve seen her.” One of the gardener’s friends said. “Everyone’s been talking about her. She received a recommendation from Anya the Seer herself. The Circle of Oracles didn’t think she was still on this world anymore after the founder left with Dean the Destroyer.”

      “But where is she?” The gardener insisted. “The Chaka behind me has a message for her, and it’s urgent.”

      We followed a few leads and eventually I found Melise hunched over a book in the Fateweaver library. It turned out the buildings in the Fateweaver compound had actual rooms inside them after all and weren’t just portals to alternate times. To get to them, you had to use one of the back entrances.

      “Melise!” I shouted before I wrapped her in my embrace.

      “Theo!” Melise jumped up with glee. “I never expected to see you here!”

      “Melise, this is important,” I said, as I took her into my arms. “Something bad is going to happen soon.”

      Melise gasped. “You mean my plan will not work? Oh... I knew it.” Melise covered her mouth with her hands.

      “Well... not quite,” I admitted. “It ended up working, but you got bit by a Timeweaver and... died.” I didn’t want to admit it was a future version of me that finished Melise off.

      “Oh.” Melise nodded. “But it worked, right?”

      “Yeah, I suppose it did,” I admitted.

      “Perfect! That’s a major enough event for the Fateweaver Society that it might become a fixed point in our local timeline. Now, all we need to do is change the fact that I died and keep everything else the same.” Melise said.

      “Don’t you think it would be smarter to avoid the danger entirely?” I insisted. “Come back to the Hearthwood with me.”

      Melise poked a finger into my stomach. “And sit safe and warm at my home, watching as you take care of everything and save the day?” Melise looked up at me, planting a kiss on my cheek as I loomed over her. “Before I met my master, I might have taken you up on that. But I’m not the same Melise you first met. I want this. I worked hard for it. I will see this through.”

      I saw the determination in Melise’s eyes. She was firm and insisting she hide in the Hearthwood while I took care of Archreaver Sam myself would only start a fight. I didn’t want that, especially with something she seemed so passionate about.

      “Okay, Melise,” I said. “But I’m changing one thing no matter what. This time, you’re going to have my help from minute one.”

      Melise planted another kiss on the side of my cheek. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I briefed Melise on what I’d seen, and she told me the details of her plan. The spell she’d prepared was rather convoluted, and it would interact in just the right way to interfere with a Timeweaver’s disguise. Mac had done a surprising amount of research into the Timeweaver we’d captured and shoved in the Monster Den, so Melise could design a truly incredible spell with nothing but his help.

      “What do you think?” Melise blushed as she ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s nothing compared to your Sword Storm spell... but I’m pretty proud of it.”

      “You should be proud of it,” I said, smiling as I looked at Melise’s extensive diagrams. “This is some beautiful spell work. Your understanding of zeal theory had reached a new level.”

      “I am a wizard now.” Melise shrugged.

      “And you’re proving it right now.” I smiled. “Though to be honest, I’ve met quite a few wizards by now, and there are very few who could do what you’ve done.”

      She blushed at my praise, and I realized that if I continued any further down this line, Melise and I might stop working to pursue more physical concerns. Ordinarily, that would be perfectly fine, but right now we had a lot to do and little time to waste.

      “Alright, so this time instead of just you surprising him, it will be you and me,” I said. “Archreaver Samuel has already figured out about your plan to ambush him, but if I’m there that shouldn’t matter. I’ll shove him through that doorway just when he’s about to flinch back. That way your spell works. Then you can draw him back out into the open. Once all the Fateweaver Society members helping him ambush you see he’s a monster, you shouldn’t have to fight them. But just in case, I’ll be there to restrain them as well.”

      “Okay.” Melise nodded. “Wow. This is happening. My plan... I thought it was just something in my head, but now we’re going to do it!” She jumped to her feet, brows furrowed together with a look of determination on her face. “I feel like some sort of evil mastermind, plotting the destruction of my enemies! I’m three steps ahead of them all! It makes me feel kind of like you, Theo.”

      It was my turn to look sheepish. “Well, my plans don’t always go as planned. And do I have to be an evil mastermind? Can’t there be heroic and good masterminds as well?”

      Melise wrapped her arms around me. “I have heard a few rumors about a man leading an orc horde all over the place. The Fateweaver Society isn’t completely blind to its surroundings. A few drawings have come in of the Chief Blackgorge everyone has been talking about, and while most of them depict an old bearded orc, a few of them show a very handsome and familiar face.”

      I chuckled. “Alright, so I’ve been evil. But they were evil first by attacking Deania.”

      Melise kissed me on the neck again. “If you were an archdemon, I’d want to be the little imp on your shoulder.” She leaned in close and nibbled on my ear before whispering. “Or maybe the succubus in your bed.”

      The plan. Need to stay on top of the plan.

      Melise shrugged her shoulders, and her dress fell to the ground.

      Quick diversion. Back to the plan in ten, twenty minutes, tops.
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      We ended up losing nearly an hour that way. Our bodies had missed each other just as much as our hearts had, and Melise was keen to make up for the lost time.

      In the end, I was glad we got that distraction out of the way as quickly as possible. A lovemaking session that lasted less than a day was hardly enough to satiate me, but this took the edge off.

      We spent our remaining time refining Melise’s spell a bit more and doing a practice run where I pretended to be the Archreaver and she timed and cast her spell on me. Not being a Timeweaver, the spell did nothing but give me a pleasant blast of energy, but it gave Melise practice casting her spell at a target. I watched the sun and fate zeal cascade over me twice before deciding Melise was ready.

      By then, the time to enact Melise’s plan was nearly upon us. We positioned ourselves just where I’d seen Melise position herself before, but this time we arrived earlier than in my memory. I hid us both with an unnoticeability barrier, which would make us far harder to detect. If Archreaver Samuel was waiting for someone to tell him that an ambush was coming by spotting Melise taking her position, he might even be surprised by our surprise.

      I also watched the far wall, where future me and what was now past me had hidden in wait for Melise. Neither appeared. The timeline had changed, and those two iterations of me never arrived. Curious. I wondered what had happened to future me when I decided not to repeat what he did. Did he cease to exist because I chose not to follow in his footsteps? Was he out there in some alternate dimension where my choices were different?

      These were the questions I’d pester Sam with when we were finally reunited. I didn’t doubt that he’d spent the past few hundred years answering such questions from Dean.

      Melise and I waited and watched. Right when I was worrying that Archreaver Samuel changed his plans during this timeline, he finally showed up.

      “Preparing my spell,” Melise whispered as she channeled zeal of fate and light. The energies swirled around her, packed in a tight ball to stay within the confines of my unnoticeability barrier, just as we practiced.

      Just when we were thinking he was going to head into the building before us as planned, another Archreaver Samuel appeared, joining the other one, who was strolling towards the building in the center of the compound.

      “Hold on.” One Archreaver Samuel said to the other. He turned to our bush. “You might as well come out now, Theo and Melise. I’ve already seen your tricks.”

      Damn. We’d been seen through. But how?

      There was only one possibility. The second Archreaver Samuel had pulled the same trick I tried and went back in time to protect his young self.

      Melise unleashed her spell, but Timeweaver disguises were quite sturdy. They had to be to hold up to open combat. The spell that would have worked against a Timeweaver whose powers had already been disturbed by time fluctuations only found a few unnatural motions rippling through their skin like they were balloons full to bursting with water instead of flesh and blood.

      “Looks like we’re going to change our plans,” I said. “I’ll deal with both Archreaver Samuels. You just talk to the Fateweaver Society elves who are coming this way and keep them from attacking. We don’t want to kill our future allies.”

      “Okay.” Melise nodded as she burst forth from our bush.

      I jumped forward as well, lunging at one Archreaver Samuel.

      I’d beaten one of these guys handily. While two would be more difficult, it wouldn’t be impossible, especially when I unleashed my more lethal spells. After all, I only needed one prisoner.

      The Timeweavers both lunged for me with arms extended and glowing spheres of crimson fate energy burning in their hands. Two pairs of massive Timeweaver spiders appeared in the air behind them. They wove a net of power right where I’d land, but I cast Cloud Shift before I hit the ground and appeared behind them instead.

      I knew they’d use this moment until I was exposed later, so I cast Unbreakable here. Then I lunged forward with Return to Dust and Corrosive Touch in both my hands. My fingers latched on to two wrists, and both arms I grabbed dissolved as my power destroyed the bonds holding them together. Both Archreaver Samuel’s howled in unison, and I heard voices from Melise’s direction. I had little time to take care of these two.

      The Timeweavers looming overhead wove a net in the sky and that net clamped down around the world. Both Timeweaver’s cast a spell in unison, and they evaded my grip, appearing just as they had moments ago as they were walking into the courtyard. My destructive spell was nullified as their arms returned to the way they’d been before I’d even touched them.

      This version of the spell must have been even stronger, though, because I found myself back in the bush. Silken strands of time energy shot down from the web in the sky, binding me in place.

      Meanwhile, both Archreavers lunged at the position I’d been standing in when I attacked them. There, a frozen image of me landing stood, stuck in time. One of the Archreavers slammed a palm-full of what looked like tiny sparks into my face, and I felt the residual effects of being burned minutes in the past. The other tried his best to bury a sword point into my chest.

      Casting Unbreakable when I landed had been a wise move. The moment in time the Timeweavers had thought I was exposed was covered by that powerful defensive spell, and getting through it would be nearly impossible for them.

      I cast Cloud Shift again to escape my bindings, and then released my aura from my body. It split off from my shapeless cloudy form to take the sky and battle the Timeweaver auras. Then I cast Supremacy and Magical Shattering, preparing to crush these two human-shaped bugs with my next blow.

      My fist landed on one of them, and one of the Archreavers should have exploded into a pile of bloody pulp. He would have had another figure not shown up and attacked me from behind.

      I turned to find a third Archreaver Samuel standing behind me, and he lunged forward with fingers outstretched and glowing with fate zeal. His hand grabbed my arm, though the speed and force of my movement flung him forward. I felt a searing pain in my shoulder like I’d been lifting weights for a hundred years and had now lost all ability to move that limb.

      I slipped into an earth ley line beneath our feet, appearing close to the two Archreavers attacking the image of me, frozen in time. I pulled Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage and swept it through both of their heads. Two human heads rolled to the ground, staring listlessly at me.

      But being beheaded wasn’t enough to stop the Timeweavers inside the bodies from continuing to attack me, and the headless human bodies kept attacking me in the past despite their current state. I was feeling some pain in my chest and on my face from the two attacks and wondered how long Supremacy and my enhanced body could stand up to this continuous abuse.

      I didn’t plan to wait and find out. I attacked again, and this time I didn’t plan to leave either of these Archreavers enough time to cast a spell and escape me. I cast Titanic Force and struck with the full might of my World Titan Fiendbody. Spell Eater split the two headless bodies each down the middle, and then I split them again lengthwise.

      When that was done, I jumped into the air and planted my heels on both piles of blood and gore, sending a fountain of exploding bits of flesh everywhere. What remained certain wasn’t anything that belonged in a human body. Glowing, shimmering energy pulsed as it struggled to maintain its existence in this dimension, which was closer to reality than the Timeweaver’s home.

      “Two down, one to go,” I muttered as I eyed the last Timeweaver.

      I jumped on top of him and pounded on him with my fists. I broke both of his arms and his legs. As before, the chitinous cracking of an exoskeleton echoed out instead of the breaking of human bones. When he was disabled, I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and shoved his face through the doorway a few times. I watched his body grow unstable as it passed through, and I pulled him out, only to shove him through again.

      The Timeweaver inside this disguise hissed at me, growing less and less human as its spell started breaking down. The mere passive effect of walking through the doorway wasn’t enough, though. I needed Melise’s spell.

      But Melise was otherwise occupied. What had started as talking was now outright fighting. The Blue Oracle was among those who drew their swords against Melise, along with the Red Oracle. The ones who I knew were Timeweavers in disguise were at the front and were waving their swords the most aggressively, but there were plenty of genuine members of the Fateweaver Society among them.

      Melise fell back, the spear in her hand as she tried to fend off her assailants.

      “No, I’m speaking the truth! He’s not the founder, he’s an imposter. If you just wait, I can show you proof!” Melise said to the surrounding crowd.

      “Lies!” The Red Oracle hissed. “We never should have allowed her to join our society, even if she had the recommendation of Anya the Seer! Her companion just killed two of the founder’s potential pasts and futures selves!”

      “I’m sorry, Melise.” The Blue Oracle said. “But this just doesn’t look good for you. Surrender and submit to judgment before the Circle of Oracles and I will argue on your behalf.”

      “I can’t do that,” Melise said. “Half the Circle has been replaced by Timeweavers! The Red Oracle as well! Don’t listen to its lies.”

      “Ha!” The Red Oracle laughed. “Blue and I were both visited by future versions of ourselves mere minutes ago. Don’t you think they would have told us if they discovered there were imposters among us!?”

      “Not if they’d both been replaced as well!” Melise shot back.

      It soon became apparent that the Red Oracle didn’t want Melise to argue her case any further. She led the assault, and the other Timeweaver’s replacing members of the Fateweaver Society followed her lead. They attacked Melise as one. There were twelve wizards this time instead of just six, and I spotted a few faces in the crowd twice over. The second Archreaver must have brought his own posse of elves with him to join forces with his past self.

      As one, the group fell upon Melise. Though my sweet and lovely girl could hold off six opponents at her level, she couldn’t hope to hold on against twelve. She’d be overwhelmed by sheer numbers in mere moments.

      I had to intervene, so I cloud shifted again and jumped in.

      “Melise!” I shouted from the air. An instant later, I landed with a thud between her and the gathering crowd. “Cast your spell on the Archreaver and on anyone I punch. I can use Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust to disrupt their bodies enough for your spell to reveal their true forms as Timeweavers!”

      “Okay!” Melise channeled fate and zeal energy together, letting it swirl in on itself as she performed her self-made spell. The power reached a crescendo and washed over Archreaver Samuel, who was trying to crawl away on broken arms and legs.

      The power struck him like a bucket of water over his head, and he froze in place. There was a loud cracking sound, like a glass window breaking. Cracks ran through the imposter’s body, and the image of Sam fell away like it had become hard and brittle. It struck the ground and shattered into tiny fragments, revealing a broken and battered Timeweaver crawling to safety."

      “By the heavens!” The Blue Oracle said. “It was true! He was a monster impersonating our founding ancestor!”

      “And that’s not all!” I added as I grabbed the Red Oracle by the throat. I placed one hand over her face and cast my spells to break down her physical form. “Melise, another one!”

      Melise cast her spell again, and just as before, it shattered the Red Oracle’s disguise like breaking a case of glass. The elf fell away to reveal the hideous and insidious monster lurking within her borrowed skin.

      “Red! You...” The Blue Oracle gaped, face full of fear. She backed away with her sword held up, uncertain of whether to point the weapon at Melise or her comrades.

      I picked out several more faces in the crowd who I remembered being Timeweavers in disguise, and one by one I grabbed each of them so that Melise could cast her spell and reveal their true forms.

      “Now, all who want to prove that they’re real, walk through that doorway and then let Melise cast her spell on you,” I instructed the remaining Fateweavers.

      All of them obeyed. By now, I’d put my overwhelming strength and power on full display, so the elves of the Fateweaver Society were eager to listen to me. The number of monsters in their midst struck them all with terror, and those that were still living elves wanted to prove their innocence.

      “This is already going much better than last time,” I muttered to myself. I was just about to dust off my hands and call the matter settled when Melise suddenly swayed in place.

      She looked unsteady on her feet, and I turned back to her in alarm. “Melise! What’s wrong?”

      “I... I don’t know.” Melise ran her fingers along the back of her neck. “I just felt as though something had bitten me."

      I pushed away Melise’s hair and soon found two fang marks on the back of her neck. She’d been bitten by a Timeweaver just as before. How? When?

      Melise’s body grew stiff, and her eyes went distant. I shoved a vitality potion in her mouth and poured the healing power into it.

      “It’s no good.” The Blue Oracle placed a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve run into these spider creatures before. The ancestor has them in his records. Their bite creates a fixed point in time. It would take more powerful fate magic than any wizard of the society has to undo it through fate magic.”

      “What if I undo the situation completely?” I asked. “What if I prevent her from ever fighting in the first place?”

      “That should work,” the Blue Oracle admitted. “But if you do that, then Melise wouldn’t be here to help reveal that there are monsters in our midst. I will go back in time myself to warn my past self. Perhaps that will prevent this from happening.”

      The Blue Oracle promised to do everything she could, but as I waited and watched, Melise faded away into a wisp before my eyes. At first, she looked whole and healthy, but there was a tiny blotch along with her golden glow, marring her otherwise perfect form with the last remnants of the Timeweaver’s poison. The feeling of watching the Timeweaver’s poison fill her body struck my heart with an icy grip of terror. I would prevent this from happening, and then I would make the Timeweavers pay for what they might have done if I allowed this reality to come to pass.
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      For the next iteration, I planned to destroy the Fateweaver Society. The decision stemmed from the realization that Melise was in danger because I was waiting for our enemies to come to us. Melise had to set a trap to expose Archreaver Samuel, but now that I’d defeated him five times, I was confident I could beat him whether or not I caught him by surprise.

      There was no reason for me to wait for Melise to spring her plan. I would appear and crush everyone immediately, prevent Melise from even approaching the scenario where she was bitten by a Timeweaver to prevent the fixed point bite from occurring, and then scurry her back to the Hearthwood. Then, the Fateweaver Society would help me deal with the vampires and I would deal with the Spire of Blood.

      Maybe Melise and Princess Tivana could play card games in the Medical Bay and get better while I took care of things here in the capital. That would certainly make me more comfortable, though I doubted they’d agree to sit on the sidelines.

      The moment I made my way through the doorway of the yellow hut, I took to the skies on my flying sword. My two highest priority targets were Archreaver Samuel and the Red Oracle. They seemed to be the leaders of the Timeweaver cabal here in the Fateweaver Society, and either eliminating or exposing both of them would throw a wrench in our enemy’s ability to control the Fateweaver Society.

      Finding the Red Oracle was easy. She was in the middle of speaking to the Blue Oracle and a group of gathered elves, all of whom I recognized from their joint attack on Melise.

      “But Red, my future self arrived in person and told me that there were imposters among us!” the Blue Oracle said.

      The Red Oracle shook her head. “No, that’s just what a Timeweaver would want you to think. They’re incredibly intelligent and clever entities we can’t possibly hope to defeat in a battle of wits. They probably replaced you in the near future and then went back to give you a false warning.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what must have happened!” another wizard chimed in. I recognized her as one of the other oracles who’d been replaced. “These creatures are probably ten steps ahead of us. Perhaps we should surrender to them, knowing they are doubtlessly the superior species?”

      “That would mean getting eaten and replaced!” the Blue Oracle protested. “Do you want to be eaten from the inside out and worn like a flesh-suit? Because I certainly don’t want that!”

      “Get back!” I shouted at the Blue Oracle. This was going to be messy no matter how I did it, but if this ended up being the true timeline, I could explain everything to the Blue Oracle later.

      I landed on top of the Red Oracle’s head. Her bones crunched under my heel, and I grabbed her by the neck and cast Corrosive Touch and Return to Dust. Without Melise’s spell, I couldn’t expose these two as Timeweavers efficiently. I could, however, cause enough damage to their bodies that they’d want to escape.

      I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and jammed its point into the back of the neck of the other wizard who’d been turned into a Timeweaver. Using that move against an ordinary elf would paralyze them from the neck down. True mages and up wouldn’t have any trouble recovering from that, but it would take them out of the fight.

      Not so with these Timeweavers. They weren’t constructed the same as normal elves, and there wasn’t anything like a spinal cord running through the back of their necks. The Timeweavers used some interdimensional tucking and folding to fit their large spider-like forms into a small elven body while manipulating their skin like a puppet. And more of those mechanisms would be exposed the more damage I did.

      The Blue Oracle flinched back as she saw me ruthlessly sever the spine of one of her fellow oracles, but she was clever enough to sense something was wrong when that elf kept moving and even reached around her head to pry Spell Eater out of the back of her neck.

      I helped her out and shoved Spell Eater through her neck so that her head was sliced through completely. The Timeweaver wasn’t interested in playing dead, because it bent over to scoop up its severed head and held it under her arm while she drew a sword with another.

      “Uh... wait...” I watched the Blue Oracle put the pieces together. She already had her blade drawn on me, but she was quickly realizing I wasn’t the enemy. “You two were the Timeweavers! I have to call a meeting of the Circle!”

      She scurried off, and most of the real elves standing among this circle of Timeweavers followed her. I dealt with a couple more known imposters and then started looking for Archreaver Samuel or anyone else I recognized.

      I spotted him hurriedly conversing with a figure I hadn’t met before, another oracle in colorless robes. From their conversation, I realized she was the Purple Oracle. By her closeness to the Archreaver, I suspected she was a Timeweaver as well.

      “Hello again, Samuel,” I said as I punched through the wall just above the Archreaver’s shoulder.

      Before he could respond, I grabbed a hold of him and slammed him face-first against the very wall I’d just broken through. I swapped out my flying sword for Archreaver Samuel’s back, and I kicked him through the stone wall and rode down the three flights of stairs standing on top of him.

      I slammed into the ground with my heel on Archreaver Samuel’s head, and he twisted his neck around unnaturally.

      “You!” Archreaver Samuel hissed.

      I didn’t have time for words. The fury at Melise’s potential death still coursed through my veins, and I grabbed the Archreaver by the hair and slammed his face into the ground. Twisted around or not.

      I struck the center of his chest with my fist, shattering what should have been the point where his ribs met. After breaking whatever was mimicking a rib cage, I poked a finger through the skin and dragged it down, using my hand like a surgical blade to split this monster’s disguise open from stem to stern.

      The skin split and I grabbed the wriggling mass of whatever was underneath. My fingers latched onto something solid and I grabbed hold of it and tore it free.

      What I grabbed ended up being one neck of the Timeweaver inside Archreaver Sam. This one only had four heads instead of seven, but it still bit down on its neck with one of its other heads, cutting the head off to get away from me.

      It was too slow, though, and when it tore one of its own heads off, I grabbed two more. Its one free head tried to snap at my hands with its teeth. I was curious to see just how few heads these Timeweavers could keep functioning with, and I tore off the two I had in my fingers until it was down to just one.

      Grabbing hold of that one remaining head, the Timeweaver seemed to realize there was no escape from me now.

      “Now reveal the identities of the rest of the Timeweavers,” I commanded, the thing I had pinned beneath my knee. “If you don’t speak fast, I’ll pluck off the last head.”

      The Timeweaver was reluctant to speak at first, but I was feeling a lot more ruthless than usual today. Melise might think this next bit would cross the moral line. But I will do far worse than this if it meant keeping my women safe.

      So I grabbed one of the spider’s legs and plucked it off just to show I was serious. The Timeweaver was loyal to the rest of its kind, but I had another idea.

      I’d once skimmed Melise’s surface thoughts and fantasies as just a heartwielder. Shortly afterward, Melise had warned me against the dangers of such magic and I’d steered clear of delving into somebody else’s head. But now I was a true mage with mind magic, and one far more powerful than most. The time may have come to dust off some of those old skills and try my hand at them again.

      When it became clear, I wouldn’t get an actual answer out of the Timeweaver, I started skimming its thoughts while I asked demanding questions of it.

      “What passes for a commanding officer among you creatures?” I demanded. I reached out with my mind magic. Amber tendrils extended from my mind to the Timeweaver’s, wriggling in the air like ghostly appendages visible only under mage sight or more powerful magical vision.

      Under spirit sight, the tendrils were clearer than ever, and I could make out more of them coming from the Timeweaver than I would have had I just been using mage sight. I felt around for an access point and soon attached myself like a leech on the belly of a wolf.

      Immediately upon making contact, my mind was filled with strange thoughts. For a second, I felt like I was about to vomit, but then another feeling surged through me. It took me a second to realize those feelings were coming from my mind aspect aura fragment. That must have been the Unknowable Primordial Essence, or perhaps the Sagely Void Gazer Toad aura I’d sacrificed to it using the Aura Condensing Talisman.

      Whatever the case, the strange convoluted mess I needed to make sense of soon fell into focus and comprehending the thoughts of a being from a different dimension seemed as natural as opening a second set of eyes I never knew I had.

      “Who is the Purple Oracle?” I demanded.

      I caught flashes of an elven face, mixed with the face of a Timeweaver. So she was one of them as well. As I suspected.

      “What about the Green Oracle? The Yellow?”

      There were a couple of the oracles who the Timeweavers were hunting down and replacing. Killing anyone in the Fateweaver compound was an incredible task, since doing so required killing them at least three times. The rules of time and reality weren’t quite the same as they were here or in the Timeweaver’s home dimension. Sam had made too many changes and twisted the laws of the universe too far for anyone but him to work around them.

      Eventually, I had a long list of names who I was almost certain were Timeweavers. I needed to track each of them down one by one and confirm whether they’d been replaced. Then I’d need to track down each of the elves the Timeweavers were targeting for replacement and protect them. Even saving them once would prevent the Timeweavers from killing them off completely.

      The next hour was a long and bloody process. I was wrong twice about a pair of Fateweaver elves who’d been targeted but hadn’t yet been replaced with Timeweavers. Luckily, I was fast enough with my healing potions to heal them both. Saving them here would keep the Timeweaver’s from taking them over, even if they’d succeeded in the other iterations of this time period.

      Melise almost caught up with me twice. Even she had joined in on the hunt for the mysterious invader who was hunting down members of the Fateweaver Society in their own compound. I ran into other versions of Timeweaver imposters I killed along with real Fateweaver Society elves. It was all quite a confusing mess, and without the mental enhancements of reaching True Mage with the mind aspect, I doubted I’d be able to keep it all straight in my own head.

      In the end, I killed over forty Timeweavers. I saved the elf I attacked each time I was wrong, so I didn’t end up eliminating anyone from the Fateweaver Society by mistake.

      This version of the day had gone completely different from all previous iterations, and I was certain I’d avoided seeing Melise poisoned. The only watch I had was the one that had belonged to Tim, and it had no face on it to tell time. I was forced to check the time by the location of the sun in the sky.

      “There’s the invader!” Melise shouted up at my cloaked figure as I patrolled the skies above the Fateweaver Society. Melise hefted her spear. “It looks like he’s coming for me this time! I need help here!”

      I was disappointed to note only two elves came rushing to Melise’s aid when I swooped down on top of her. One was a true mage, and the other was a wizard, but neither was particularly powerful. Still, I was grateful Melise had made these two new friends, though, and I wasn’t about to hurt them. I use Gravity Control to pin them both to the ground.

      “Get your hands off them!” Melise shouted at me. She thrust her spear at my face, but I dodged it and grabbed it just beneath the head.

      Melise couldn’t hope to hold on to her weapon when I grabbed it, and I quickly tore it from her grasp. Melise started activating several of her offensive spells, but I cast Supremacy and weathered them easily.

      “Alright, you asked for it!” Melise shouted. “Starfire Cru—mfff!”

      I covered her mouth with my hands and bent Melise over the nearby table. Her eyes went wide as I cut off her most powerful spell, and I felt bad for scaring her like this. Still, I had to do this to make sure she was safe.

      I pushed Melise’s hair aside and watched the back of her neck. Seconds ticked by, and Melise tried to squirm out of my grip to no avail. She was glaring at me angrily until her backside pressed up against something familiar. I couldn’t help but grow rather aroused at the helpless position I held Melise in, and she must have sensed some familiarity with the situation.

      I sensed her stop struggling, and she looked at me like she wanted to speak. “T-theo?” She asked with a whisper when I pulled my hand off her mouth.

      “Shh...” I said to Melise. “I’m from the future. This will all make sense soon.”

      Melise’s eyes flashed with understanding, and she waited limply in my grip.

      Nothing happened, and she looked at me curiously. I looked back at her for a while longer. No bite marks appeared on the back of her neck.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Looks like I did it.”

      “Did what?” Melise asked curiously. I let her stand up from the desk, but I stayed close behind her. I wouldn’t want anyone in the Fateweaver Society to think Melise was in league with the mysterious invader attacking certain members before Melise had the chance to explain the situation.

      “The first time we did this, you were bitten by a Timeweaver,” I explained. “The Timeweaver bite created a fixed point in fate. I tried to enact the same scenario with just enough of a change to keep you from getting bitten, but it didn’t work. The bite formed anyway. I’m told Timeweaver bites form a fixed point in fate like that. If I wanted to keep you from getting bitten, I needed to avoid the scenario where you got bit entirely.”

      “So... you started attacking the Fateweaver Society while wearing a hood and that old iron-studded mask you got in Bronzeridge?” Melise asked.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Mind magic or not, a good disguise certainly helps with this sort of thing,” I said. “But to answer your question, I wasn’t attacking the Fateweaver Society. I was attacking the Timeweaver’s inside of it.”

      Melise placed a hand over her mouth. “You mean to say Archreaver Samuel isn’t the only imposter?”

      “That’s right. Everyone I killed was a fake, including the Red Oracle.” I assured Melise. “But they’re taken care of now. The only members of the Fateweaver Society that are left are flesh and blood elves. What I need from you now is to get the Fateweaver Society organized. Deania needs your wizards more than ever. Tivana and I need the help of a united Fateweaver Society to drive out the Timeweavers from our nation, and the vampires too.”

      “Wait.” Melise held up a hand. “Vampires? There are vampires as well?”

      I let out a long sigh. “Yes, unfortunately so. Sava’s investigating them with Captain Copperguard, but many of the elves following Countess Frostweaver are now vampires. There’s some sort of energy parasite that converts them over. They’re running rampant throughout the streets. Without Tivana, they practically have the run of the place. The royal guards have retreated to the palace. With Tivana recovering in the Hearthwood, they have Countess Frostweaver, and thus the overwhelming power advantage.”

      Melise’s hand covered her lips again. “Wait... Theo... You said the vampires are running the capital?”

      “That’s right. It’s not safe, so you’ll need to organize the Fateweaver Society as best you can before heading out. Every group should have one of your wizards at its head.” I instructed.

      “Theo... it’s too late for that.” Melise said. “When we realized there was an intruder in our society’s headquarters, we sent everyone into the capital for safety.”

      I cursed under my breath. “That’s just about the least safe place they could go.”

      “I-I’ll have to call another meeting of the Circle of Oracles to send out the signal for them all to return,” Melise said.

      “Go ahead,” I said. I instructed her to use a flashy blast of light that looked something like a spell. This way, Melise’s friends would think she had driven me off somehow.

      I watched and waited anxiously. It took Melise some time to call a meeting, despite her authority as a wizard in the society. While the Fateweaver Society didn’t have many members, it had more wizards than any of the nations in the area, including Deania itself.

      Those wizards would be important for Deania, but I also had a feeling that they would be priority targets for the vampires in the capital, especially if they weren’t united and ready for a fight.

      Another hour passed before the message came out. I waited for the Fateweaver Society members to come streaming back from the shadows a few steps behind Melise.

      And I kept waiting.

      “Where are they?” I whispered to Melise.

      “I don’t know.” She whispered back. “They should return about now.”

      But no one came.

      I cursed once again. I’d saved Melise, but not the Fateweaver Society.

      “Melise, I’m going to do something very unpleasant for you,” I said to her as I explained the situation.

      “Don’t abandon the Fateweaver Society,” Melise warned me. “You’ll need them to defeat the Timeweavers. That’s the reason these spiders focused their efforts on taking care of us. They use fate magic, and we use fate magic. If they didn’t take care of us first, we might have been able to take care of them as soon as they started making trouble. And let’s not forget about those vampires. You need us.”

      “But Melise, you’ll be bitten and poisoned by a Timeweaver!” I protested.

      Melise shrugged. “Only in two of three potential futures. One is enough to survive, though I doubt it will be pleasant. And you said you got my wisp in one of the other ones.”

      “Yeah, but there was a trace of poison on it too,” I said, shaking my head. “There was only one way I saw to create a pure wisp.”

      “I know,” Melise said, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Do it, Theo. I hope you’ve been saving up your blood crystals.”

      I wrapped my arms around Melise. “I’ll make it up to you.”
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      There was only one thing left to do. I headed back to the yellow hut. This would be my third and final chance to fix things, and I felt my heart pinching as I realized what I’d need to do.

      When I surveyed the Fateweaver Society again, it was just as it was when I’d first found it. There was even that tuft of chives in a garden near me.

      Wait... was that tuft of grass shaking?

      I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure standing behind that tuft of grass, and I quickly looked away. There was someone else there staring more than was polite, and I recognized myself crouched nearby.

      “Stop peeping,” I said to the earlier version of me. “He wouldn’t like it.”

      The younger version of me blinked in confusion. He noticed my unnoticability barrier first, and he stared at me intently. I dropped the barrier, so he’d figure out who I was a little faster.

      “Yeah, I’m you from the future,” I said when I finally got tired of waiting. “You were wrong about this being a pocket world. It isn’t, it’s a pocket time. The same events are looped in on themselves over and over with different variations, and traveling through the buildings takes you through different altered timelines.”

      “How does it work?” Past me asked with an awed whisper. I rolled my eyes, but truthfully I still didn’t understand how this place worked myself. As far as I could tell, each person could visit their own distinct version of the past. Somehow, Sam had worked out a way to bring everything together again using fate magic. Perhaps the alternate realities and past iterations were an illusion of some sort, or maybe the magic of this place created a separate pocket realm for each inhabitant.

      Whatever the real explanation was, I didn’t have time to teach it to myself. The other me had kept talking while I thought, but my response would be the same no matter what his questions had been.

      “Through a lot of hard work and magic,” I said, waving my hand. “You have free will, but you’re not going to be using it today. I want to stick to what happened before, except for one tiny change. I need you to do exactly what I tell you. If you stray from my guidance, then we’ll have to do this all over again.”

      Now I realized why the first version of me had killed Melise and made off with her wisp. It was the safest way to be sure she was safe and that the Fateweaver Society was stable and whole enough to fight on Deania’s behalf.

      The younger version of me asked a few questions, and I kept the answers brief and half-hearted while we made our way quietly through the compound. Right now, everything was going exactly the way it had the first time. Knowing the guy trailing along behind me was going to hate my guts in the next few hours, not getting too chatty with him was an easy task. I was certain I was coming off just as cold as the future version of the person I ran into had.

      “The ambush happened about an hour ago, but don’t worry, we’ll be just in time to set up a counter-ambush of our own,” I said as we headed through the door of the red hut. The red hut wouldn’t send me back as far as the yellow hut, but it would push us both far back enough for what we had to do here.

      I found that hiding space we used in the courtyard in front of the big building in the center of the Fateweaver compound. A bit of earth magic was all it took to hollow out just enough room for the two of us to slip into the stone wall. With our unnoticabilty spells still up, we’d be nearly impossible to detect.

      Before long, Melise came just as scheduled. I briefed the younger version of myself on what he needed to do. He was going to take the spotlight right now, but I’d be taking care of all his half-finished work. Melise tucked herself in the bush she used as a hiding place and we waited in ours.

      I started counting the seconds, remembering it had been about ten minutes until Archreaver Samuel arrived. Sure enough, I caught sight of an elf carrying a basket walking by the gates in front of the courtyard. She was one of the Timeweaver’s in disguise last time I went back.

      Melise locked eyes with the imposter of Sam. My past self was drawn to Melise and the Archreaver, but I nudged him and pointed out the elves trailing behind him. He needed to know it was more than just the Archreaver he’d be fighting.

      I was certain past me would have jumped out and joined the fight now, but that’s not what happened before. This was my last chance to change things, so I needed to keep things exactly the way they were.

      Melise sprung her trap, and I held both myself and past me back.

      “I saw your little trick coming days ago.” Archreaver Samuel said. He’d probably used the same time travel ability I was using now to foresee Melise’s trap.

      “Time for my backup plan,” Melise said as she pulled out her spear.

      The figures who’d been trailing behind Archreaver Samuel snapped into motion, and I felt a strain against my hand as past me tried to push free of our hiding space. Not yet.

      “Are you just going to stand there and let them attack her?” Past me growled.

      “Yes.” I shook my head. This was the way things had to be. I kept holding him back while Melise engaged the other members of the Fateweaver Society in battle.

      “But then they’ll kill her!” Past me protested.

      “Yes, they will,” I said. I remembered this conversation, and I could feel past me pressing against my outstretched hand. I turned my gaze away from him and loosened my grip. It was nearly time.

      He sent a few more harsh words in my direction, but I ignored them. When Past me slipped out of my grip, I recast my unnoticeability spell. There was a lot I needed to do and little time to do it.

      Past me fought Archreaver Samuel, who was immediately overwhelmed. Melise was holding her own as well. With things secure here, I took the air. While the battle raged, I had limited time to take out as many Timeweavers disguised as important figures in the Fateweaver Society as I could. I’d already identified most of them the last time I went back, and eliminating them again here would reduce their options.

      I continued to count the seconds, measuring how long it would be before I had to step in. Past me took care of enemies with remarkable speed and efficiency. A year ago any one of the opponents here would have flattened me, but now they posed little threat. Archreaver Samuel failed to put up any fight at all when faced with overwhelming power, and soon past me forced him to reveal his true form. When Archreaver Samuel was good and beaten, past me turned around to help Melise.

      While he was busy, I approached the courtyard from behind and picked up the Timeweaver that had been inside the Sam disguise. The monster was crawling towards the portal leading to escape, and with the face of someone flicking an insect away, I kicked it back into the courtyard.

      Past me was cradling Melise now, and I knew what had to happen now. I certainly wasn’t looking forward to this, but I’d already talked to Melise and she agreed it had to be done.

      Melise and past me were kneeling over a ley line, and I slipped into it only to appear right in front of myself. I pulled Spell Eater into my hand and with the same motion I slammed my other fist into past me’s face. He went flying backward and slammed into the ground, buried in a hole nearly as deep as he was tall. I thought it would have felt strange to punch myself like that, but the punch had come naturally when I saw him standing so close to Melise.

      Melise looked up at me with a face filled with confusion. I closed my eyes and brought Spell Eater down just above her heart. That was where she’d been bitten, and I’d have limited time to use Spell Eater to draw off the Timeweaver’s poison zeal before it infected Melise’s wisp.

      A moment later, I was certain I’d done it. Melise exploded in a fountain of glowing white energy. I plucked her wisp from the cloud and pulled it into my Dimensional Storage, inspecting it just long enough to see that it was clean and unblemished. An instant later, past me jumped out of the hole with a face full of rage.

      I jumped back into the ley line I’d popped out of and let myself be carried away by the flowing currents of zeal. When I appeared again I jumped high into the air and switched to another ley line. The other version of me couldn’t possibly follow me now.

      I opened up my Pocket World passage and headed back to the Hearthwood. Mac greeted me, but I had no words for him. Instead, I hastily headed towards the Resurrection Tree.

      In that chamber, I pulled Melise’s wisp out of my Dimensional Storage. I placed her on one of the branches, dangling like a plump fruit.

      The menu for the Resurrection Tree appeared before my eyes.

      Revive Follower Melise Songstone?

      Cost: 600 Blood Crystals.

      I had more than ten thousand blood crystals saved up from my recent escapades, which were so many I’d stopped asking Mac to keep track of them. I activated the resurrection, and the tree glowed with power. Melise’s wisp manifested a moment later, and she sprung to life, bare-skinned and healthy.

      I took her into my arms and held her into a tight embrace as she blinked away the confusion from having her body destroyed and then remade in as many minutes.

      “Theo... what happened?” Melise asked as I kissed her on the forehead.

      “I’ll explain everything later. Right now, the Fateweaver Society needs you to guide them, and we don’t have much time.”
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      Melise and I headed back to the Fateweaver Society, back through the Pocket World passageway I’d left open. With her and me working together, we called every member of the Fateweaver Society we could contact and brought them to us. We used the doorway to real-time in the center of the Fateweaver compound and Melise’s spell to strip the remaining Timeweavers of their disguises, though Melise assured me that I’d need to do this again once I passed through the doorway to real-time.

      I still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around how this strange place Sam made really worked. I don’t think any of the Fateweavers knew either. When I passed through the doorway of the main building, I felt fate zeal wash over me in great waves, like I was pulling myself out of a lake of the stuff.

      As I emerged, I finally got a good sense of what was around me. This was some sort of nexus, but unlike those of elemental zeal, like the nexus seals back in the Hearthwood. Somewhere nearby, fate, space, and something else I couldn’t quite place crossed each other in a convergence of power. Perhaps that was why Sam and Dean built their homes here.

      The magic of this place worked with that somehow, bending and twisting the rules of reality. I realized these huts were identical to Dean’s hallways. Only instead of linking two seperate points in space these huts linked two seperate points in time.

      The rest of the compound must have existed in a bubble of sorts, letting its time line function independently of the rest of Deania’s. These strange properties were no doubt a tremendous boon to the elves cultivating here. They could practice risky techniques or abilities and warn themselves ahead of time if it wouldn’t work.

      The fixed point system was likely something Sam made up himself to keep the timelines from diverging beyond the scope of the spell that maintained this place. Perhaps if he were here he’d be able to reshape past and future events in this space with magic instead of working within the confines of the spell, but for now I had to work with what I had.

      Just like when I entered the huts, I stepped through the passageway only to find myself standing back on the steps on the other side of the doorway. In real-time, the world wasn’t quite how I left it. The earth and stone were still broken, and I spotted the pit in the courtyard from where my head struck the ground. But it seemed shallower now, as though what had happened hadn’t been quite as impactful.

      The little hiding place I’d hidden both as a future and past self was still there, though it looked like there was only room enough for one man my size, not two.

      There were a few holes and shattered windows in the buildings around the compound, and I remembered them as things I crushed and toppled as I chased Timeweavers around the compound. It was as though all three of the pasts I’d lived had come together and mingled with whatever all the other members of the Fateweaver Society had lived through over the past few days, and like all those experiences had come together and combined to become what really happened.

      The Fateweaver Society was a bit more chaotic than we’d left it. I grabbed the Timeweaver impersonating Sam and threw it into my Pocket World passage for later transport to the Monster Den containing the other Timeweavers imprisoned back in the Hearthwood. Melise was there, as were most of the Fateweaver elves who’d been there before I left. Unlike before though, most of the Timeweavers were still alive, and Melise was struggling to rally a resistance force against them.

      But the Timeweavers would have been better off fleeing for their lives then and there. I’d defeated all of them twice over, so when I arrived once more at Melise’s side, the Timeweavers were swiftly crushed again. Melise’s spell identified any imposters still here.

      Then I bent over and picked up what remained of its disguise, the sagging pouch of skin shaped like Sam. It lay on the ground, discarded like used rags.

      When I picked up the skin it had been wearing, it wriggled in my hands unnaturally. I’d been debating giving it to the Fateweaver Society, but I wanted to be certain the Timeweavers couldn’t steal it again. Something like this was no doubt hard to make for the Timeweavers, and I didn’t want another monster stirring up trouble using Sam’s good name.

      I took a moment to examine the thing under spirit sight and realized it wasn’t just wriggling, there was an immense amount of fate zeal streaming through it, coming from all around. Was that the lingering effect of Sam’s power? By the looks of it, this power trailed off to some distant place. Perhaps this was the conduit that connected this skin to the real Sam. If that were true, I could use this to track him down.

      I decided to hang on to the skin. I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage with a note to Mac to figure out how to preserve it.

      For a while, I wondered if there would be multiple versions of Melise, since I’d rescued her wisp twice and preserved her life once. But I checked with Mac and he said I never returned to the Hearthwood to use the Resurrection Tree. But at the same time, the blood crystals I used were mysteriously missing.

      [It must be some sort of clerical error.] Mac said nervously. [I never misplace things. My organizational system is perfect! Perfect, I tell you!]

      “There’s no clerical error, Mac,” I said. “The Wanderer just doesn’t like to give me anything for free, as usual.”

      [Oh, and one more thing, Princess Tivana left the Medical Bay a few hours ago. She’s getting a bit of meditation done in the Chamber of Tranquility.] Mac said.

      “Then she’s recovering quite rapidly,” I said with surprise. “What was wrong with her?”

      [Mostly just exhaustion. She’d been awake for over a month and had been drained nearly dry. A few hours of rest alone did wonders for her.]

      “Perfect,” I said. “But make sure she stays and gets better. Tell her things are under control in the capital. You can even tell her that with a little help from me the Fateweaver Society has finally decided to lend a hand. Between them and Amisra’s royal guard, we’re bringing the city back to order without her help.”

      [Are you now?] Mac asked. [How did you manage to put the Fateweaver Society under your thumb? I ask you, because I know that’s what Princess Tivana will want to ask me.]

      “Well, truthfully, they aren’t helping us yet. But I’m betting that by the end of the day, I’m certain Melise can make them see reason.” I said.

      [In case it’s not, Argona and I have built quite a few golems. I’ll have them standing by to storm the capital.]

      Once I was caught up with Mac, I had to head back to the Fateweaver Society. This time, calling a meeting of the Circle of Oracles went far faster. The Blue Oracle and several other members of the circle put their weight behind Melise’s voice. One by one, those who were not Timeweavers in disguise proved themselves with Melise’s spell, and the group routed out all the otherworldly invaders in their midst.

      After that was done, Melise started teaching her spell to anyone who could learn it, and soon every wizard of the Fateweaver society could use this power to expose a Timeweaver’s true form.

      For her efforts, and to mitigate their recent losses, the Circle of Oracles started appointing some of their wizards to the rank of oracles to flesh out their numbers once again.

      There was a brief discussion on Melise, who was a wizard of the Fateweaver Society. The Blue Oracle nominated her for the position of Red Oracle, which was now vacant since the previous Red Oracle had been eaten and replaced by a Timeweaver. There was some heated debate over nominating her so soon after joining, but she was a wizard and she was the personal disciple of Anya the Seer. While they debated, I wondered how many members of the circle were descended from Anya and Sam.

      In the end, the circle reached a verdict and welcomed Melise as one of their members. I celebrated with a quick toast in her name and promised her we’d throw a party in her honor back in the Hearthwood once this was settled.

      “We have a special guest who would like to speak before this Circle of Oracles,” Melise announced not long after being given her colorless robe. “He’s a man very close to my heart, you probably saw him making a bit of a ruckus earlier, but without his help, the Fateweaver Society might have been finished off by those Timeweavers. More than that, he was also the trusted friend of our society’s founder.”

      Melise planted a kiss on my cheek as I stepped into the center of a large ring-shaped table lined with elves at the wizard realm. I imagined this was a very intimidating position for most, but I felt only the warm smile Melise had on her face. On the faces of each wizard, I saw what my children and the members of the Hearthwood Clan might someday become.

      “I’ll keep this brief because we don’t have much time,” I said. “The capital is in grave danger, and the Deanian royal family needs the Fateweaver Society’s help once again.

      The Blue Oracle sat up straighter in her seat. “The Fateweaver Society does not currently have a sorcerer. At least... not one we’re in contact with. How can we do something the princess or the queen can not?”

      “The Queen has secluded herself in her attempt to reach the Demigod realm. Princess Tivana tried to contact her, but she received no response. Princess Tivana herself is exhausted and can’t fight right now. But there are armies of vampires out there at the true mage and wizard realm. Palace Guard Captain Amisra Copperguard has pulled her forces back to the palace itself, and the vampires have the run of the place. Worse, I suspect yours isn’t the only organization the Timeweavers have infiltrated.

      “You’ve proved yourselves adept at hunting down intruders in your midst. I want you to back Amisra up as she secures the city again. I want you to identify any Timeweavers among her guard or in the palace and eliminate them.”

      “But what about Countess Frostweaver? She is the one who brought the vampires here with that spire of blood. Will she not be opposed to our actions?” The Blue Oracle asked.

      I nodded. “She will be. But let her be my problem, not yours.”

      There were a few minutes of fierce debate, but I stood behind Melise, lending my weight to her words. It ended even sooner than I hoped and Melise won over the oracles to the cause.

      “Then the Circle of Oracles is in agreement. The policies set by the imposters are invalid, as are the votes of the oracles who turned out to be Timeweavers in disguise.” The Blue Oracle announced. “We will return to the true path set down by our founder and aid Deania as he wished.”

      “Let it be so,” the one of the other oracles agreed. “As agreed, the Red Oracle will lead our efforts to aid Deania due to her connections to relevant figures.” She shot a glance in my direction, though I was certain she was referring to Anya the Seer as much as me.

      “Then both motions pass. Let this circle be concluded.” The Blue Oracle said. Then she looked at Melise. “Red Oracle, the Fateweaver Society awaits your orders.”

      Melise stood from her seat. “Right. I want groups of ten, each with a wizard in it. We’ll keep a reserve force here to guard the society’s compound, but I want to scour the green and orange mountains and reclaim them with the help of Captain Copperguard. Then we’ll start expanding to other regions of the town. The Patriarch of the Hearthwood behind me has promised to send in several golems to help cover ground, so all foes beneath true mage should be taken care of by them.”

      “Golems are expensive, especially those that have the power of true mages. How many can we expect?” The Blue Oracle asked.

      I hadn’t asked Mac that question, but the last time we’d had to use the golems in battle, he’d had about a dozen true mage level golems and a few thousand at the mage acolyte realm. Since then, he and Argona had been hard at work. Twice as many should have been well within their capabilities.

      “Twenty or so true mage level golems and a few thousand mage acolyte golems.” I shrugged. “Perhaps more.”

      The Blue Oracle nodded appreciatively. “Quite the force of golems.”

      “We’ll need them,” I assured. “Don’t take these vampires lightly. Apparently, they get a cultivation boost along with the implantation of their parasite, so expect them to be strong. But while we’re sitting here talking, the capital is being overrun with monsters from other realms.”

      Melise clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Then there’s no time to waste. Let’s go.”
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      I left the city and met back up with Sava and Amisra. Neither of them had seen Illiel recently, which worried me a little. Mac hadn’t seen her back in the Hearthwood, so I passed along her information to the palace guards and Melise’s Fateweavers to be on the lookout for a true mage matching her description somewhere in the capital. I wasn’t too worried, though. As one of my followers, Mac could check in on her status remotely, and The Wanderer said she was alive and healthy.

      “The Fateweaver Society!” Captain Amisra Copperguard said as Melise showed up with the Blue Oracle and six other wizards in tow. “I didn’t think you still honored the friendship Dean the Destroyer and Sam the Fateweaver once shared.”

      “I thought we did not either.” The Blue Oracle answered as she clasped Amisra’s hand in her own. “But I was wrong. The Fateweaver Society stands with you. We’re not as strong as we once were, but we plan to help.”

      Amisra led Melise and the Blue Oracle over to a map of the city. I joined them as Amisra pointed to the images of the mountains and the city on the ground.

      “Countess Frostweaver and her vampire priestesses have control over nearly the entire city,” Amisra said. “They’re using that control to convert most of the city into worshippers of that goddess of the Countess’s.”

      “Are they all becoming vampires?” I asked.

      “Not quite,” Amisra answered. “Most of them just seem to have their cultivation drained to feed the others. But if something isn’t done to push the vampire priestesses back, they’ll pressure everyone in the residential districts to become a worshiper of the Goddess of Frozen Blood.”

      “What about the city’s true mages and wizards? Those that were still loyal to the royal family should have moved back to the capital.” Melise added.

      “Most of them were loyal, but something has happened to them. Those that haven’t become worshipers of Countess Frostweaver’s goddess are working against us in one way or another. I simply don’t understand what’s come over most of them.”

      “Timeweavers.” The Blue Oracle explained. “They must have taken the wizards and true mages in the city at the same they were targeting us.”

      I had to fill Amisra in on what had been happening back in the Fateweaver Society recently. Amisra frowned as she heard the story, and things seemed to click together for her. “These Timeweavers sound like insidious creatures! When this nightmare is all over, I’m going to need to go through the prison logs. I captured those Fateweaver Society elves who were trying to assassinate Theo. Perhaps they were Timeweavers, or perhaps they were acting under the orders of one.”

      “That is something we’ve developed the spells to figure out,” Melise said. “Most of the wizards of the Fateweaver Society can break a Timeweaver’s disguise. We should go through your prisons and identify anyone we can. And I hate to say it, but I think we should do the same with your guard.”

      “I have noticed a few of them slacking lately.” Amisra nodded. “Very well. If these Timeweavers are as dangerous as you say, we need to test everyone in the palace.”

      Amisra soon had every member of the Royal Guard lining up while Melise and the Blue Oracle cast Melise’s spell for revealing a Timeweaver’s true form. She was insistent that everyone go through the process in front of at least five witnesses, and even I was subjected to the spell.

      Once that was over, I sent the message to Mac that we were ready for his golems.

      Seconds after I sent the message, a line of massive hulking forms rolled out of my Pocket World passage like massive balls. Once through, they uncoiled and stood on three legs, with a pair of turrets on either arm lined with iron projectiles.

      Golemeka Golems (Mid True Mage, Level 25)

      There were over three hundred of them total, though there was some variance in their outfit and weapons. I noticed a powerful shielding enchantment inscribed on their bodies, and when deployed, a bubble based loosely on my own Layered Durability spell surrounded each golem.

      “I thought you said there would only be fifty or so of these things!” The Blue Oracle said, voice full of awe.

      “It seems Mac and Argona have been hard at work.” I shrugged.

      Moments after I spoke her name, Argona herself followed the golems through the Pocket World passage. “Father!” She said as she ran to my side.

      “Argona!” I said in surprise. “What are you doing outside of the Hearthwood?”

      My daughter pouted. “Mac and I have been working on this project for months! I have to see my work in action.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I know you’ve field-tested the golems already back in the Hearthwood. And Mac has been using them to help Comela for months.”

      “It’s not the same.” Argona insisted. “Let me stay in the capital. Please? I promise I won’t leave the palace. You let my sisters stay there even though they’re only at the zeal accumulation level.”

      Argona had a point. Her younger sisters who’d been born in the capital had been helping Princess Tivana since the capital first came under siege. I couldn’t very well keep Argona out of this without being unfair.

      “Fine.” I sighed. “But you are not to leave the palace. And stick close to one of your sisters at all times. They know how things work in the capital, they were born with the memories to survive here. You weren’t.”

      “Yes, thank you, father!” Argona said. One of my daughters in the capital happened to be standing by, and I caught her eye and waved her in Argona’s direction. She nodded silently in reply, and I trusted my street-wise child to take care of her more sheltered sibling.

      As a skilled enchanter, Argona was a valuable asset to the Hearthwood. And though I’d never admit it out loud, she was also one of my favorite children.

      After the true mage golems assembled, thousands of mage acolyte golems streamed in after. They grouped up in bands of one hundred, and each band of a hundred had a variety of different kinds of golems at their disposal. Some were large and bulky, meant to take a frontal position to shield their comrades.

      Others had accurate projectile weapons on their backs. Some were meant to hold the line in a physical confrontation. There were even a few special units meant to construct and maintain shields that would protect an entire group.

      Behind the soldierly type of golems were those meant for information gathering, construction, and general labor. These were all weaker designs, but more versatile than their cousins designed for combat. They took the form of tiny spiders or humanoid-shaped golems capable of using any tool meant for an elven form.

      “Alright then.” I turned to the line of golems. “Mac! Get these buckets of bolts following me. Since the golems can’t fly, I’ll use them to clear out the areas Amisra outlined here on the ground outside of the palace. Melise and Amisra can take their teams to the mountains we want to seize control of.”

      Soon we were all agreed, and I headed off. The area outside the palace was surprisingly quiet, and I feared I had the easiest assignment. Countess Frosteweaver’s vampires were smart enough to stay away from the palace walls. Amisra might not have dared to send her royal guards deep into the city, but as their one current vampire prisoner proved, she wasn’t afraid to nab an unlucky vampire who wandered too close to the palace walls.

      “We’re converting all these buildings into a wider defensive perimeter,” I announced. Mac could understand my voice through the golems, though the golems didn’t have a way to transmit his responses back to me.

      Under Mac’s command, the laborer and construction golems went to work tearing down the nearby buildings and reshaping them into walls and larger structures meant for bulk housing. Whoever owned these properties would be upset at the destruction, but since they weren’t here to voice their protest, there was a good chance they were already dead.

      Meanwhile, the spy golems spread throughout the city to gather intelligence while the combat golems established a defensive line and secured the area. We identified bands of elves just as the laborer golems finished demolishing the first set of buildings and turning them into an all-purpose fortified bunker meant for housing as many people as possible.

      One of the spy golems started jumping up and down, and I took that as my signal to check my Dimensional Storage for a message. In that message, Mac told me his spy golems identified a group of living elves.

      He saw no peculiar fluctuations around them with the Trans-reality Oculus, which likely indicated they were natural citizens of Deania, though I still wanted to have Sava check to see if they were vampires and have a Fateweaver cast a spell to check if they were Timeweaver imposters.

      After learning Mac could scan the city with the Trans-reality Oculus, I had him map out hot locations for Timeweaver activity. We’d be steering away from them for now, but I made sure to have Mac monitor the area for any activity.

      I checked in with Melise and Amisra through transmission stones to see how things were going on their end.

      “Minimal fighting,” Melise answered. “A few vampire true mages. Those were strange to fight. One of them tried to bite the true mages we had with us, and when that didn’t work I think they tried to seduce me.”

      “How did that turn out?” I chuckled.

      “Sava’s going to have more prisoners to test whatever she’s brewing,” Melise replied.

      “And what about you, Captain Copperguard?” I asked Amisra.

      “We found some of those Timeweavers you mentioned invading the Fateweaver Society,” Amisra replied. “It’s a good thing Melise lent my team a few of her wizards. The Timeweavers claimed they were refugees and even offered their aid to our cause. I might have been fooled by them if not for the Fateweaver Society.”

      “But the Orange Mountain is vampire-free?” I asked.

      “That’s right,” Amisra confirmed. “We’re still scouring the remaining buildings, but for now the people of Deania abide by the Queen’s law once again.”

      “Good.” I agreed. “I’ve taken care of the region just outside the palace gates, and I’m ready to begin expanding my reach to the nearby areas. I expect to run into a few vampires or Timeweavers soon, but anyone short of Countess Frostweaver herself shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Truthfully, I was hoping Countess Frostweaver herself might show up early. I’d dealt with sorcerers before. How much tougher could the countess be?"

      I debated the merits of smashing down the spire of blood right then and there, but based on Mac’s calculations, the barrier in the sky would hold a little longer. Plus, destroying the spire would do nothing if the vampires and Timeweavers escaped the city, only to rebuild it somewhere else. It was better to do what we were doing now, round up all our enemies and keep them contained. And I’m sure Princess Tivana and the elves of the capital would appreciate it if we saved them in the process.

      My golems rounded up elves in hiding near the palace. There were quite a few of them hiding in what little protection the palace could provide with its presence nearby, but who couldn’t enter the palace’s outer grounds and seek sanctuary there.

      Amisra and the palace guards were perfectly happy to protect unaffiliated elves who were citizens of their own nation, but there were plenty of people in the capital who had shadier histories or connections to factions Amisra had good reason to be wary of.

      While she was one of the most dutiful elves I knew, and would want to protect her people, she wouldn’t risk letting in spies or saboteurs, so only those with the cleanest backgrounds were let into the palace itself.

      Now that he had some data to work with, Mac had a decent idea on how to identify a Timeweaver and I quickly isolated a few elves I suspected were Timeweavers in disguise.

      “What are you doing!?” One of the elves my golems escorted to my bunker demanded as I grabbed her shoulder and pulled an ironwood knife out of my Dimensional Storage.

      Without giving her an answer, I jammed the knife into a bare patch of skin. Melise’s spell for exposing Timeweavers required fate zeal, but I could make do with just making a wound and looking for anything strange.

      “Unhand me!” The elf I jabbed with a knife yelled.

      Someone nearby looked between me and the elf trapped in my grip. “Stop struggling!” She whispered to the elf in my grip. “He’s a wizard! Just stay still and let him do whatever he wants.”

      A blotch of normal blood welled up from the wound. “Apologies for the wound,” I said as I popped the cork on a vitality potion and poured a drop of the stuff over the tiny cut. “You may join the others.”

      I prodded three more normal elves and offered no explanation for why I was seemingly grabbing people at random and poking them with a knife. I felt a bit bad about that, but I didn’t want the Timeweavers to try to flee before I found them.

      Meanwhile, my true mage golems rolled around to circle each of the most likely suspects, who were only now beginning to realize I was looking for Timeweavers disguised as elves. By the time they figured it out, it was too late for them.

      I pricked them one after another, confirming their monstrous nature, before walking away and testing the others. When I’d identified all three, I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage.

      “These three are monsters who’ve invaded Deania.” I announced, pointing at the three elves. “Observe and learn.”

      With one swing, I cleaved one head off an elf. The other two followed an instant later, cut apart by my Sword Storm Blades. The three of them were Timeweavers impersonating mage acolytes, and their power was scarcely at the level of a beginner true mage based on the scanner. None of them had any chance of avoiding Spell Eater’s tip.

      The crowd of elves around me screamed at the sudden and unexpected carnage. The only thing keeping them from running and trampling each other as they scattered was the several thousand heavily armed golems surrounding them, with weapons drawn.

      But the three elves I beheaded did not die and explode into a cascade of glowing white dots of light. Instead, they wriggled and wormed in place as their skin split apart. They convulsed and writhed unnaturally, with their elbows and knees bending at the wrong angles.

      The elves who’d seen one of their kind die before knew that this wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. The words I’d spoken earlier slipped into their minds, past the shock and fear. These were not elves.

      These Timeweavers were smaller and weaker than the ones I’d seen in the Fateweaver Society, partly because they were weaker Timeweavers, and partially because the real world was even less kind to the Timeweavers than the twisted laws of reality in the Fateweaver Society’s headquarters.

      I picked up one of the wriggling Timeweavers. These only had one head each, so I grabbed them by their single neck. The one I picked up struggled lightly in my grasp, but its waving appendages found no purchase against me. The life seemed to be leaving it by the second, and it was getting weaker and weaker.

      “W-what is that thing?” An elf in the crowd gasped.

      “A Timeweaver.” I explained. “They come from another dimension, and they eat elves from the inside out, stealing their skin and impersonating them. They’re in league with the vampire priestesses throughout the city. Both forces are breaking the barrier in the sky that protects this world.”

      “...Oh.” The elf replied, realizing I’d just given her a far heavier reply than she had the strength to bear. “What do we do?”

      “Brace yourselves,” I instructed. “Go into the bunker my golems made and prepare yourselves for a great fight between sorcerers. But before then I want you to submit to tests from the Fateweaver Society to identify any Timeweavers among you.”

      Truthfully, this was more an order than a request. One Timeweaver left to linger could hollow out a dozen elves and open up passages to its home dimension, calling more to help it. I wasn’t sure how fast these things could take over an elf or just what they wanted with Deania, but I knew getting rid of as many as possible would hinder them from achieving those goals.

      I settled another nine thousand elves in bunkers around the palace in this manner. That wasn’t quite as many as I expected, and I didn’t know why until I interviewed the more knowledgeable individuals now under my care.

      “Your clan only has twenty people in it,” I asked a haggard, true mage. “Why is that?”

      “Revered wizard.” The true mage bowed at the waist. She must have been someone who interacted with wizards frequently, to be so calm speaking with me. “Though I am the founder of my clan, we were once three times this number. Three of my daughters left with their children to hear what Countess Frostweaver was preaching. When they returned, they were true mages like me. After a brief fight during which some of my grandchildren were killed, my disloyal daughters brought many of those who remained to the spire of blood.”

      “What happened to them?” I insisted. A pained expression flashed across the true mage’s face, as though she’d known I was going to ask this and had been fearing the question.

      “Sacrifices, revered wizard. They became food to fuel the priestesses and to build the spire of blood.” The true mage wiped away a tear from her eye. “I spent years finding a male elf at the mage acolyte realm to sire my children so they’d have hope for a true mage as well. I had hoped to leave a clan that could grow into something great. Never did I dream that giving them such ambition would be my undoing. I was fortunate to save these heartwielders behind me, or my line might truly come to an end.”

      “You could join the Palace Guard Captain’s forces,” I suggested. “I’ve heard she’s recruiting skilled civilians to augment her royal guard.”

      “Alas, I’m an enchanter, not a warrior. The same goes for my children.” The true mage gestured to her children behind her. Most were dirty and bruised, but they wore clothes that had once been the mark of craftswomen. “Our meager dynasty is built on crafting and trade, not combat. But I will see if I can provide weapons of worth to the Royal Guard during these trying times.”

      I asked a few other groups for their stories, and they said much the same. The vampire priestesses of the Frozen Blood Goddess had sampled those from all walks of life throughout the city. Some had gone to the spire of blood, willing to sacrifice themselves for others. Most were betrayed or captured by elves turned feral and given to the vampire priestesses for power or protection.

      Many of the ones I spoke to had been actively considering the same. Smaller families could make do with losing a member or two if it provided safety for the rest. I did notice the number of elves without a spellheart or at the zeal accumulation stage was very small. There should have been more heartwielders in a population this large. Many wisps flocked to the city to manifest because of its high zeal concentration and its distance from monsters.

      By all rights, they should have made up a third of the population. But the few I found were frightened and paranoid things my golems plucked out of tiny hiding paces tucked between walls or in tiny shadowed alcoves. Based on how few of them there were, they had good reason to be afraid.

      I built a bunker near the palace just for them. Many of them didn’t have a spellheart, so they were virtually helpless. I looked into my Dimensional Storage and found tens of thousands of spellhearts suitable for bonding to reach the first layer of zeal accumulation.

      I remembered how precious one of these things had been to me back when I first discovered them. It wouldn’t cost me much. The Hearthwood practically mined them from the dungeon below ground, and first layer spellhearts weren’t worth much to anyone with a few layers of their own.

      So I dumped enough spellhearts of a variety of aspects in the center of the bunker and left the unaffiliated and unaspeced elves to become heartwielders on their own. I included a few copies of basic zeal accumulation techniques, based on the method I used myself as a heartwielder.

      Shortly after helping them, I received another message from Mac saying some of his golems had gone down. When I investigated, I quickly found the culprits. There were a handful of vampire priestesses at the true mage level, leading a band of about thirty elven mage acolytes. They were tearing through wooden barricades protecting a house, and based on Mac’s sensors, there were people inside.

      Of the elves and vampires, the vampires were clearly in charge. They seemed to take pleasure in ordering the mage acolytes about.

      “You’ll have to work harder than that if you want our goddess to bless you!” One of the vampires mocked the mage acolytes.

      “Yes, priestess.” The mage acolytes groaned in reply and continued prying at wooden boards blocking the entrance to the nearby building.

      “Vampires and their servants,” I said, as I interrupted their efforts to break down the barricade. I looked around and found the remains of two of my mage acolyte-level golems strewn around the grounds. I picked up a severed golem head and waved it at them. “These were mine, you know.”

      The vampire priestesses and their minions tried to scatter the instant they sensed the magic emanating from me. But they needn’t have bothered. My Sword Storm blades shot out of my Dimensional Storage and chased each one of them down, striking swiftly and surely to bring them each to heel.

      One by one, they popped into bursts of multicolored light, though I noticed the vampires died differently than the elves. The wisps they left behind had seemed to shrivel in on themselves like they were being sucked through a straw along with all that remained of the power that had made their bodies. The parasite their goddess embedded into them was devouring their souls and bringing that power back to its master.

      These vampires were pitiful creatures. They had signed away their souls and their chance at a second life after their deaths. I felt sorry for them. I doubted they knew what they were giving up when they let Countess Frostweaver plant a parasite in them on the promise of an easy way to obtain greater power.

      Two of the mage acolytes I was chasing down surrendered and they promised their full cooperation in exchange for their lives. I had the golems start hauling them back to the palace to be interrogated by the royal guards there. Then I tore open the building the vampires and their minions had been trying to enter.

      This had been a tailor’s shop at one point, and the owner was holed up in there with a number of her former clients. They’d done an admirable job of fortifying and defending the small place, and they refused to leave even when I promised them safety at the palace. I probably would have gotten a fireball to the face had they not sensed I was a wizard.

      “Fine then.” I shrugged. “Here is a small bundle of food and water to last you a week or so. I imagine you lot are quite hungry by now.” I dropped off a small package the people back home had put together. By now, the Hearthwood Clan had made thousands of these care packages for the people of northern Deania and those in the capital, so I had plenty in my Dimensional Storage.

      I cleared out several blocks of the city in just this manner. Most of the threats were swiftly dealt with by Mac and his golems, but on occasion, I had to step in myself. By the late afternoon, most of the city was relocated into the bunkers surrounding the palace. Besides the remaining flying mountains and the area directly in the shadow of the spire of blood, the city was back under allied control.

      All that was left was to step in and deal with Countess Frostweaver herself.
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      The crimson spire grew larger as I led my golems throughout the city. Taking back the mountains was going well, and I’d only faced true mages so far. The same was true for Melise and Amisra, but that lack of danger only made us warier. The capital had no shortage of true mages, and we knew they’d been among the recruits Countess Frostweaver had tried her hardest to win over.

      Those true mages who became priestesses were elevated to the wizard realm, and they’d be powerful and deadly foes for anyone.

      Which is why I took care of them first. Why should I let Melise and Amisra face the enemy wizards with their forces when I could go through it myself?

      “Mac, patrol the area. Make sure we got anyone in the spire's vicinity of blood. The last time I fought here against Countess Frostweaver, we made quite a mess.”

      The golem I’d spoken to nodded slowly before turning its gaze to the spire of blood. I left Mac and my golems behind to keep the area safe while I went in alone.

      I encountered the first pair of vampire wizards at the base of the tower. They were dressed as guards and wielding weapons. Not even the palace had a pair of wizard realm guards standing watch. I doubted many places in the world could afford to use wizards as mere guards. The only greater display of power I’d seen came from Grognak, the orc Wargod who’d had a pair of orcs at the gold stage guarding the entrance to his temple.

      “Halt!” One of the wizard guards commanded me with her spear raised. “We were not aware of any wizard-realm guests headed for the spire today.”

      “I didn’t ask for an invitation,” I replied. And then I brought Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and cut through one vampire wizard from collarbone to hip. She wore armor and had a defensive spell activated, but neither did anything to stop my blade.

      The other wizard had the barest beginnings of an offensive lightning spell activated, but I lashed out with my fist and she exploded in a fountain of gore. Both guards died in the blink of an eye.

      The lower level of the tower was filled with vampire priestesses at the true mage and wizard realm, along with a few elven mage acolytes and true mages ready to convert. I spent a moment taking in the scene before me.

      The supplicants who’d come to the temple knelt before an altar upon which women of gold and frigid beauty stood aloof, not even gazing down at the worshipers at her feet.

      The priestesses presented chains carrying strange enchantments to each of the kneeling elves. Kneeling elves accepted the chains and grasped them like lifelines, hanging onto them with faces full of eager anticipation.

      On the altar at the feet of the Frozen Blood goddess, there was an elven mage acolyte with a tear-streaked face bound with each hand manacled to the altar. The mage acolyte looked on in horror as a priestess approached her with a knife. The priestess drew a long thin slice along the elf’s body, drawing blood with the cut. It wasn’t enough to kill the bound elf, but blood drained off her body into a basin beneath the altar.

      The chains the kneeling worshipers were holding were connected to the basin, and through some working of blood zeal I didn’t quite understand, power was siphoned from the basin into the chains. Judging by the amount of blood in the basin, many sacrifices had been bled to fill it.

      Their power was being transmitted through the chains to the worshipers kneeling at the foot of the Frozen Blood Goddess’s statue. This was an early stage of the process of making vampires. These elves were signing away their souls with a smile on their faces. I noticed the hair color of the kneeling elves was identical to the hair of the sacrifice on the altar. Their features also matched, and their zeal aspects matched those of several weak and withered wisps floating listlessly through the air.

      These monsters had sacrificed their own kin for a chance at easy power. While they hadn’t become monsters yet, they were well on their way to becoming such.

      The mercy I had in my heart left me then, and I pulled enough Sword Storm blades out of my Dimensional Storage for all of them.

      My enemies barely had time to look up before my blades ran them through. The elves kneeling on the ground died instantly.

      The vampire priestesses were wizards, though, so they survived the first skewering. I pushed the Sword Storm blades through them the rest of the way and spun them around for a second attack, but once the iron was free of the vampire’s wounds I noticed the blood in the cauldron sloshing and bubbling until it poured over the edge towards the wounded vampires.

      When the blood touched them, their wounds healed almost as quickly as mine did when I was hurt.

      “Impressive healing abilities.” I nodded in appreciation as I watched the vampires draw out the leftover vitality from the blood spilling on the ground. Then I used Spell Eater to finish them off.

      I stepped forward with an uncorked bottle of vitality potion and held it to the mouth of the sacrifice as I snapped her chains with my hands.

      “Get out of here,” I told her. “The guards are dead, so there’s no one to stop you. Head to the palace. The golems there will protect you and lead you to a safe shelter you can seek refuge in.”

      I made my way up the spire of blood, and my confidence grew as I ascended the steps. The next three floors had similar macabre ceremonies happening in them, but I cut my way through vampires and their elven collaborators alike.

      My confidence continued to grow as I made my way up the steps. Moving up the stairs, I took care of a dozen wizards with only a single exchange of blows each. Those would have been dangerous foes to Melise and Amisra, or any of my other women. By taking care of this on my own, I would keep them safe.

      One floor after another I fought, and one floor after another I wiped out my enemies. There were no challenges here for me. Only Countess Frostweaver could hope to hold her own against my strength, and even she wouldn’t manage it for long.

      I began wondering to myself why I’d bothered with all the information gathering and helping to recruit the Fateweaver Society. I wanted to save them, certainly, but perhaps it would have been wiser to storm into the city and topple this crimson tower as soon as I decided it displeased me. Perhaps I was still thinking like a frightened and cautious mage acolyte, and not like the powerful living force of nature I’d become.

      But I couldn’t be too harsh on myself, caution was a hard-learned lesson. One that had only been taught to me by watching the Shadowblade Beast skewer one of my lovers so that she had to pay for my arrogance. That wasn’t an experience I could forget so easily.

      Still, I was eager to take care of the countess. After that, I’d look for Illiel and deal with the Timeweavers. Then I’d find Sam and Dean. Reuniting with my old friends sounded nice.

      My mind was drifting, and I almost didn’t realize it when I’d made my way to the top of the spire. With my mind cultivation, I rarely lost focus, so I mentally reprimanded myself for the slip up in the enemy territory, even if none of my foes had posed me any threat.

      “The Patriarch of the Hearthwood.” Countess Frostweaver said without looking. “I thought your newfound power was just a rumor, but it turned out to be true. Tell me, have you found a god to worship as I have?”

      “My strength is my own,” I replied, slowing as I entered the room and scanned my surroundings.

      Countess Frostweaver knelt on the ground before an image of her goddess. At first, I thought it was another statue. Then the image flickered and the goddess reached out to run a finger along with Countess Frostweaver’s head.

      “Is the vessel suitable?” Countess Frostweaver asked as she prostrated herself. She was ignoring me now and speaking only to the goddess looming above her.

      “Perfect. I will use her shortly.” The image of what had to be the Frozen Blood Witch herself said as she stroked the head of her high priestess. “You will be rewarded.”

      I sensed a surge of power come from overhead. The cracks in the sky spread further, like the barrier between this world and all outside it was a dome of cracked glass. Someone was pressing on it now, trying to shove something through the tiny hole in the epicenter of the cracks.

      That something was raw power. It streamed down from the sky in a great river, pouring into Countess Frostweaver and filling her with zeal the color of fresh blood.

      I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I didn’t need to know to understand that this wasn’t good for me.

      “I don’t think so!” I shouted. Twenty-five sword storm blades shot out of my Dimensional Storage and flew towards the kneeling countess and the image of her goddess. One iron blade passed through the image, dispersing it into a cloud of light and mind zeal that was quickly siphoned away.

      Countess Frostweaver was here in the flesh, and she was a much harder woman to skewer. She waved her hand at the floor between me and her, and a sheet of ice shot up out of the ground. In an instant, she’d trapped most of my Sword Storm blades in ice, and she pointed her fingers at the rest, disabling them as well.

      “You should pay more respect to a goddess when you’re in her presence.” Countess Frostweaver said. “She could do far more for you than she ever did for me.”

      Countess Frostweaver (Early Sorcerer, Level 41)

      Status: Power temporarily enhanced to Late Sorcerer.

      “So you sold out your world for power?” I said. “What did she offer you? The power to reach the demigod realm without any work on your end?” I must have cut the process off early. Either that or the Frozen Blood Witch couldn’t get enough power through her connection with this tower to elevate Countess Frostweaver to demigod in the same way she could elevate mage acolytes to true mage and true mages to wizard.

      Countess Frostweaver sighed. “You and Tivana are both the same. I suppose it’s why you’re such a suitable match. I didn’t sell out the elves. I freed them!”

      I used spell eater to point to the silver collar around Countess Frostweaver’s neck. “It doesn’t look like you’re free.”

      “Symbolism,” Countess Frostweaver said with a small shrug. Her lips turned up in a smile, and I couldn’t help but notice her canines were slightly longer than they’d been the last time I’d seen her. “I’m freeing us to do what we were meant to do. The elves have a long and august history as any species among the Ten Thousand Worlds. But ours is rather sad. Our line ended more than a thousand years ago, near the end of the Third Golden Age, and nearly every elf lost her life, turning this place from a tame world under our control to a wild one that controlled us.”

      “It seems to me that elven civilization is alive and thriving,” I said, nodding towards the balcony leading out of the spire. “The only one working against that is you.”

      “Ah, but we are not the same elves of ages past. Not really.” Countess Frostweaver explained. “When our people were weak and near death, my goddess and that orc god Grognak hatched a plan to revive our people for their own devices. The orc Wargod captured a few wisps before they disappeared forever, and he delivered them to my goddess, who took them into her warm embrace. My goddess remade those wisps like a sculptor remakes a broken vase. She fixed the poison that invaded our very souls and filled it with the power to open our hearts to someone and devote ourselves to them.”

      “She wanted servants.” I realized. “And Wargod Grognak wanted something similar. So they made them.”

      “It is part of who we are now.” Countess Frostweaver said. “It’s written into our very being. Rather than fighting to rebuild what was lost, my people must accept what has happened to us and build a new civilization that is true to who we are now.”

      “I’m sure you’d rather have you be the one we all serve.” Countess Frostweaver laughed. “That might work, but I made my choice long before you were an option.”

      As she said those last words, I sensed zeal building within her as she prepared a spell. That signaled the end of our conversation. Anything else I’d ask her would be from the other side of a prison cell. Since Countess Frostweaver was Illiel’s mother, I wouldn’t kill her. But I would make her regret the path that led her here.

      I cast Layered Durability and donned my Everlasting Jade Armor.

      She pointed her hand at me and a burst of jagged ice crystals materialized in the air in front of me and shot towards me with great speed and force. I turned Spell Eater on its side and swatted the projectiles aside as I ran forward.

      Countess Frostweaver was a wiser opponent than most. She ducked backward to avoid getting too close to me. She must have had an ability like Unearthly Movement but for the ice aspect, because she slipped out of my grasp in the blink of an eye and reappeared behind me to cast another hail of ice.

      The projectiles struck my back, but didn’t accomplish much of anything. This time, I ignored their impact and started casting a few spells of my own.

      I started by summoning my aura. This spire was made of ice, and that made it Countess Frostweaver’s domain. She’d be free to skip around and fire projectiles at me all she liked unless I did something to restrict her movements and use of zeal.

      The spiraling serpent swam out of my aura, coiling around the room and spreading itself thin until it hung like a blanket throughout the chamber. As it did so, its billowing, cloudy form brushed against Countess Frostweaver’s skin, making her flesh sizzle and burn. The eyes of my aura serpent glowed crimson, and Countess Frostweaver had to cast a defensive spell to fight off the petrification.

      She unveiled her own aura then. A tall woman stepped out of Countess Frostweaver’s shadow. Her features were hazy, but the thin waist and lithe build matched that of the Frozen Blood Witch exactly. The shadowy woman stretched out her hand and pressed her fingers against the rearing head of my aura serpent.

      To my surprise, she held back my aura. This was the first time I’d ever seen my aura matched by another, but I shouldn’t have been surprised if Countess Frostweaver had something that came from someone that people called a goddess.

      But even if Countess Frostweaver could hold my aura off with her own, I was willing to bet that my bag of tricks was a lot deeper than hers was.

      I reached into that bag of tricks now and activated Titanic Force. I stomped on the icy ground beneath me and the tower cracked with the force of the blow. The floor collapsed and this chamber combined with the chamber beneath it. I landed with a thud, and Countess Frostweaver landed gracefully beside me.

      I reached for her wrist, already preparing a zeal restricting collar for her when she pressed her palms together. Icy zeal flowered between her hands and shot out at me like a sheet of glass. I jumped on top of the sheet and landed lightly on its narrow edge, but Countess Frostweaver pushed it back to put some distance between me and her.

      She flicked her wrist, and the sheet of ice I was standing on flipped backward like a giant blade intent on slicing me in half. I cast Magical Shattering on my right heel and slammed it into the side of the blade, cracking the front half off and jumping down until I was on top of Countess Frostweaver again.

      She tried to slip away from me once more, but my hands latched around her wrist like an inescapable manacle. All the strength of a sorcerer wouldn’t be enough to pry her free of my hands once I’d caught her.

      I jerked her towards me roughly, and I was just thinking the fight was over when Countess Frostweaver cast a mind-aspect spell.

      In my haste, I’d nearly forgotten that Countess Frostweaver was also a member of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, though they weren’t too happy to learn her true loyalties lay elsewhere. Her membership with them granted her powerful mind magic, and that magic flowed through her body now.

      I waited for a mental assault and the inevitable recoil. I already had Mind Trap activated, so if Countess Frostweaver tried to attack me she would only end up hurting herself. I felt something brush against my mind and set off the trap, but Countess Frostweaver must have heard about this spell. The moment she touched me there, she recoiled like she was bitten.

      I braced myself for a full mental assault, using Parallel Thought to split off enough of my consciousness to wait for and time Mental Fortress to shore up my defenses. But the moment never came.

      Countess Frostweaver cut off the flow of zeal through her mind spell and spread it out into the surrounding air. There, it formed illusory duplicates of her, each of whom tried to cast spells of their own.

      “Neat trick,” I said. “But I can do the same.”

      I cast Altered Reality and used the spell to make a fake image of myself, while the real me quietly slipped away under the cover of an unnoticeability spell.

      I scanned each of the illusions. They would have been convincing if I only had mage sight to see with. Countess Frostweaver had made far more illusions of herself than I had, but where she went for quantity, I went for quality, and one illusion was indiscernible from the real thing. Even under spirit sight, my fake would be impossible to see through without first dispersing the illusion.

      In contrast, I scanned Countess Frostweaver’s illusions with spirit sight and soon saw flaws within them. Her illusions were only skin deep. There were no illusions of flesh and bone to see beneath the surface, and any zeal flowing through them was made only after it left the illusion’s body.

      The real Countess Frostweaver jumped forward with her identical twins, and all of them shot a barrage of ice zeal at me. I moved my Layered Durability spell over the illusion of myself, and it caught all the ice projectiles while my illusion taunted her from within the barrier.

      Just when it looked like her ongoing barrage was going to start breaking through my Layered Durability spell, I jumped up behind the real Countess Frostweaver, completely unnoticed.

      “The fun is over,” I said as I pulled out an orcish zeal restricting collar. I’d had a lot of practice doing this to elves, so I wrapped one hand around her waist while I slapped the collar around her neck.

      It should have clicked closed then and cut off Countess Frostweaver’s ability to use zeal, but I ran into a slight problem I’d never encountered before. She was already wearing a collar. That silver bit of jewelry that coiled around her neck made it impossible to latch my own collar closed over it. I plucked at the silver strands, but they were both incredibly tight and strong. I couldn’t break them with my fingers, which meant there were very few things that could.

      Countess Frostweaver threw herself out of my grasp and slipped into the ice beneath our feet to appear across the room. She ran her fingers over her silver jewelry, as though inspecting it for any damage. Then she pushed a bit of zeal into it. One of the small stones embedded in the collar must have been a transmission stone, because she used it to call for help.

      “My goddess, I can’t hold him off for much longer!” Countess Frostweaver said.

      “You don’t need to,” a familiar voice said in reply. It reminded me of Illiel’s voice, but colder and more distant.

      I turned and found Illiel standing in the doorway leading further down the spire. She was wearing strange clothes and she didn’t have her spectacles on, but the face was unmistakably hers.

      “Illiel!” I said, as I turned to face her. “Where have you been? Your family and I have been worried sick. Nobody knows where you went.”

      “Interesting,” Illiel replied, still speaking in that strange voice of hers. “This new vessel of mine had an interesting physical response the moment I laid eyes on you. You must have trained Illiel very well. Were you at my level, I might even be interested in sharing a few tricks with you. But since you’re not...” The corners of Illiel’s lips curled upwards, revealing a pair of fangs even longer and more pronounced than her mother’s new fangs.

      “Illiel... what’s happened to you?” I asked, though I feared I already knew the answer.

      “Illiel isn’t home right now,” Illiel said. “I have her consciousness locked in a little box. From here on out, this body is mine.”

      “You’re the Frozen Blood Witch.” I snarled.

      She held up one of Illiel’s pale and delicate hands. “Frozen Blood Goddess. Please, I worked very hard for the new title.”

      “Give Illiel her body back,” I demanded. “Now.”

      “How touchy,” the witch in Illiel’s body replied. “If you weren’t handsome, I might be getting angry at you right now. But I do love a passionate man.”

      “Not interested,” I replied. “Well, kind of interested, but only because you’re wearing Illiel’s body.”

      I scanned her up and down, analyzing Illiel’s powers to check her level.

      Illiel Frostweaver (Avatar of the Frozen Blood Witch)

      Status: Currently expressing the power of a Late Wizard

      So it seemed like boosting someone from one realm was the limit of this goddess’s powers, at least in the short term. That was good. She only had the power of a wizard. That was a good thing since I only had one sorcerer-level zeal restricting collar on me. Those things weren’t cheap and they took Argona a lot of time to make. The wizard ones were easier.

      Once I had Illiel’s powers locked away, I’d be able to figure out how to get this rogue goddess out of her body. Maybe I could even get a few secrets out of it once the world barrier was healed and I had something between me and her main body. I might have been confident facing her avatar, but I wouldn’t want to run up against the real thing just yet.

      I was already thinking five steps into the future when alarm bells sounded in my head. It took me a moment to realize the alarm bells were totally imaginary, set off by the fragment of me I’d split off with Parallel Thought to watch for any mind magic targeting. Apparently, something had frightened him, because he’d activated Mental Fortress to strengthen all our mental defenses.

      Moments after that realization, the other me cast Moment of Clarity. The next instant stretched out into time that felt like minutes, but I spotted Illiel channeling a spell.

      Zeal flowed through her hands like quicksilver, moving faster than I’d ever seen it move before. Though the quantity was only that of a wizard, the sheer complexity and power in the spell she was weaving made me take a second look.

      Ice and blood wound together in a storm that looked chaotic at first glance. Upon greater scrutiny, I realized that every particle was accounted for. There was some elaborate design at work here that was clearly well-practiced. Whatever that spell was, I didn’t want to get hit by it.

      I cast Unbreakable to block whatever she was doing as I dodged to the left. I grabbed a piece of ice on the ground next to me and threw it over Illiel’s head hoping I could break her concentration, but she didn’t even blink as the projectile shattered the wall behind her.

      Then the spell shot out of her hands, coiling like two dragons writhing against each other. One stream of energy was the color of wet blood, and the other was the color of a frozen lake at night. The two merged as they neared me, bending and swerving to hit me even though I’d ducked and turned aside.

      They struck me in the back, and they washed over me, imparting little force for their strike. At first, I thought my Everlasting Jade Armor had countered the attack, but I felt no change in the armor’s shape or the zeal flowing within it. It was the same as it always was, like it had been unaffected by the attack.

      Suddenly, I coughed up a mouthful of blood and realized the attack had avoided my armor. That zeal had gone right into my body, attacking my internal organs while evading all defenses.

      An ordinary man would have been overwhelmed by such a deadly and devious spell, but my body was far tougher than most. From my skin to my marrow, I was at the Silver realm of body cultivation, which meant my body’s zeal was a match for anything an elven wizard could throw at me, even if that wizard was being controlled by a goddess.

      I focused my mind while I turned over control of my body to the other mind fragment of me. He ducked and evaded, moving forward with Spell Eater while I assessed the damage.

      My lungs had holes in them, and my heart had a chunk taken out of it. My digestive tract had the worst of the damage, and right now it looked more like tangled pasta than a long tube. Those were painful wounds, but the roiling fluid that had caused the damage was still at work. I summoned the power of my World Titan Fiendbody to take a more active role in crushing this internal assault.

      I reached out with my power, strangling the spell like wrapping my hands around the throat of a hated enemy. I squeezed until the zeal was forced into the particles I was using to surround it, then I let the power churn through them, eventually to be dumped into my meridians.

      The attack didn’t last much longer than that. Once the zeal was in my body, only the caster’s lingering will kept it under her control. Her will was stronger than anything I’d faced, but with the home ground advantage, I overwhelmed it.

      Once the zeal was mine, the parts of my aura still inside my body gobbled it down and began digesting it into earth zeal. There was a lot of power in that small burst of energy, and it existed in many layers. In a less dangerous situation, I would have been tempted to study the spell before destroying it.

      But I had to get rid of the stuff, so I did. Then I directed Complete Regeneration to begin healing my pock-marked lungs and heart. I’d need to breathe soon, so I wanted to get that fixed. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep fighting without my heart, but I figured it wouldn’t be long. I set that as my next priority. I could let my digestive tract and other organs wait until I was finished here.

      I felt a poke from the other fragment of my mind fighting Illiel. The fight wasn’t going nearly as well as I’d assumed it would.

      I cast Magical Shattering and Titanic Force, combining them with Supremacy for maximum destructive power. I slammed Spell Eater down onto the shield, protecting Illiel, fearing she might lose an arm to the blow.

      But the goddess inside Illiel’s body deflected the blow with practiced ease. She guided Spell Eater’s blade away from her and into the ground, where my weapon sent tremors of such magnitude the spire we stood in crumbled beneath us.

      I knew she was about to retaliate, so I cast Cloud Shift to slip behind her. I tried to use one of the zeal restricting collars again, but my enemy saw that coming as well.

      This was... incredible. In all my battles as of late, I hadn’t once met someone like this. Someone whose power was only on the same level as my own, but who could match me blow for blow.

      I watched as the goddess controlling Illiel chained six attacks together in quick succession. At least one of them was the same spell that had attacked my internal organs, and I had no intention of getting hit by that again.

      Could I win this fight? Maybe.

      But could I win it without hurting Illiel? No way.

      Any of the options I had for winning would annihilate her. That she’d lose her body was a given, but I wasn’t even sure if I could save her wisp if things came down to it.

      This was a bad fight for me, and she knew it. I was familiar enough with Illiel’s face to know the tiny smirk tugging at the corners of her lips, barely discernible to the naked eye, wasn’t there without reason. I’d been outmaneuvered. Some might even say beaten.

      There was only one thing to do. I had to retreat. I hadn’t been as powerful as I was now for long, but it felt like it had been ages since I’d last fought something strong enough to make me run. Fortunately, I had no foolish pride forcing me to fight now, otherwise I might really wind up in trouble.

      I waved my hand and my spare Pocket World passage opened up. I dove through it, dashing through with great speed. Leaving the door open behind me just long enough that I hoped the goddess in Illiel’s body might try to force her way inside.

      In her spire surrounded by ice and blood, she outmatched me, but if she followed me back to the Hearthwood our roles would reverse, especially if I could lure her near one of my Level-Reducing Sentry towers. And that was assuming I didn’t trap her in my Pocket Realm and kept her frozen in time the moment she tried to cross over.

      But my opponent was too smart to be tricked so easily. She hesitated at the entrance. Her better judgment overrode her battle instincts. And instead of chasing after me, she pulled back.

      I gave her one last look, watching Illiel’s face as I fled. I hadn’t won. I hadn’t defeated Countess Frostweaver and her goddess. I hadn’t toppled the spire of blood. I hadn’t even saved Illiel. And I wasn’t sure I’d be able to.
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      I brooded for a while in the Hearthwood. Losing certainly wasn’t feeling any better than I remembered. I paced the floor, looking anxiously up at the shattered sky above me. Now that I knew I couldn’t fix it whenever I wanted, looking up at those cracks sent anxious pangs running up and down my spine.

      Defeating the nations attacking Deania had gone so well. Maybe winning those battles had made me too arrogant.

      What would happen if the barrier broke? What would become of the Hearthwood Clan if the Witch of Frozen Blood came to rule this world?

      I didn’t like those thoughts. For the longest time now, I’d started relaxing inside, content knowing that my power would continue to grow and that the future would be whatever I made of it. Losing that fight had crushed those fanciful delusions.

      What was I supposed to do?

      If I went back to the Capital, things would just end up the same as before. I couldn’t wait for Countess Frostweaver and her goddess to come to me. Once the sky shattered, I’d be facing her true body, not an avatar. I’d stood face to face with Wargod Grognak, and I knew The Wanderer’s defenses couldn’t stop someone on his level.

      I needed something more.

      [Keep pacing like that and you’ll kill the grass.] Mac said as I walked back and forth over the patch of ground near Castle Mac.

      I stepped off the grass and back onto the cobblestone near it. Mac was trying to get me talking, which I appreciated.

      “I don’t think your golems can help me fight the Witch of Frozen Blood,” I said to Mac.

      [Maybe. Maybe not.] Mac said. [But it wouldn’t hurt to share your thoughts, right? I have valuable input. For instance, did you know I poured extra resources into the Pool of Reflection to decrease the time it would take to prepare a hint for you? The kind of hint that could help you make a breakthrough?]

      My eyes lit up. “Thank you, Mac. That’s perfect.” If I could break through to the Gold Skin realm, I might just have a chance.

      The Pool of Reflection was accessible from either the physical entrance near the palace or the magical entrance through the Command Center. Since I wasn’t sure where Mac had placed it in the Hearthwood, I entered through the Command Center. The Hearthwood’s matriarchs had been making good use of the chamber recently, and when I opened the door, I saw Eltiana and Korra trying their best to meditate before the pool.

      “Shh... stop fidgeting. I’m trying to seek enlightenment.” Eltiana said as she sat on Korra’s back.

      “Maybe you should seek enlightenment on the ground.” Korra pouted from her hands and knees in front of the pool of reflection.

      “None of that attitude, now.” Eltiana laughed softly. “Our precious patriarch might have accepted you as a follower, but if you want to be part of the main harem you’ll need to put up with far worse than this. Think of it as a test.”

      Korra grumbled, and I tapped on the door to the room.

      “Korra, Eltiana.” I nodded to each of them.

      They had the look of guilty schoolgirls caught playing when they were supposed to be studying. Both of them blushed and squirmed in place.

      “I see the both of you are busy cultivating.”

      “Yep! That’s us! Cultivating all day long! Integrating our auras and whatnot...” Eltiana chuckled and slid off Korra to land cross-legged on the ground before the pool. She donned an expression of complete concentration on her face.

      Realizing Eltiana was off her, Korra fell over and quickly slipped into the same position.

      I felt a smile tugging at the corner of my lips, but it withered midway. I didn’t have time to play. Not when the sky was cracking and Illiel was in danger. The feeling of danger creeping up my spine doubled in strength, and I turned to the pool to activate the menu.

      One enlightenment hint available.

      Use now?

      “Yes,” I said aloud. I was fortunate The Wanderer didn’t make me sit around the pool to glean its benefits like it made my followers do. Instead, I just had to wait until it was ready.

      The hint came as a sensation flooding through my body. My aura immediately resonated with the feeling, and I knew I could take my wizard cultivation to the next level if I understood what this feeling was about. I did my best to put the ideas pouring through me into words.

      It was something like a gnawing hunger, but there was no desire to devour. It wasn’t a greedy sensation for more, just this drive to add energy to me, like a dragon hoarding more gold in its lair. I sensed familiarity with the concept I was feeling now. This was converting zeal from one aspect to another. I suspected this portion of the aura came from the Island Devouring Earth Wyrm fragment I added to my aura.

      Yes... that was it. This was the will to turn what was not mine into mine, the power to take the world and bend it to my will.

      Congratulations, you have discovered another concept. You are now a level 36 wizard.

      Elemental Singularity ability discovered.

      The name of my new ability intrigued me. It was essentially the embodiment of the power I’d just discovered. This wasn’t a spell I could use often, but I could utilize it to convert ambient zeal to the earth aspect. Doing so would wipe out any active spells designed for other aspects, instantly disabling defenses and creating an opening in my enemies’ defenses I could exploit.

      After understanding what I’d been given, I happily added the spell to my arsenal. Despite the advancement, I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Reaching the next level of the wizard realm wasn’t anywhere near the boon achieving Gold Skin would have been. One spell wouldn’t be enough to save Illiel, especially if the goddess controlling her continued to dump more power into her new avatar.

      I tried again for another hint that would let me advance my body cultivation.

      No enlightenment hints are available. At the current energy and resource rate, a new hint will be available in approximately two weeks.

      “Mac, divert as many resources as you can to the Pool of Reflection. Spend points if you have to.” I instructed.

      [Sorry, Theo. It seems whoever designed the room didn’t want you to use it to breeze through the cultivation ranks using it. You’re already cultivating as fast as one can without having their body explode into little pasty bits, and even that is only possible because you’re a human instead of an elf or orc.]

      I growled to myself, thinking of anything else I could do to give myself another edge.

      “What about my mind spellheart? Have I waited long enough for that one?” I asked Mac.

      [Pushing yourself to the wizard realm right now would be risky for anyone except for you. It should be safe enough. Sava has an entire box of potions she’s prepared for you for just this purpose.]

      “Then I’ll be in the Cultivation Chamber.”

      [I’ll have the potions waiting for you when you arrive.]

      I headed to the hatch in the far corner of the Command Center. I flipped it open and scooted myself inside.

      -300 points. Time Dilation activated to maximum.

      There was much to do and little time to waste, so I sped things up as much as I could while I frowned in concentration. Forcing an advancement to the wizard realm was harder than I thought, but I was no ordinary true mage advancing to wizard.

      This was ground I’d already tread. I knew what I was doing here. I read through Sava’s instructions for the potions she’d prepared for me, but I’d done this once with spirit cultivation and once with body cultivation already.

      So I took the potions one at a time while letting myself sink deep into meditation, preparing myself for what was to come.

      My aura was separate from me. To become a wizard, I needed to bind it to my soul forever so that it would become one with me.

      Unlike my earth aspect aura, I didn’t understand my mind aspect aura. To me, it seemed like a dull, lifeless thing that existed without purpose. It wasn’t like my earth aura. Rebellious as it had been, it had clear goals and intelligence that I could understand.

      My mind’s aura was a billowing, formless cloud. It had never made any effort to sort its natural energies into a cohesive form like my other aura did. Nor had it taken the initiative to cast any spells of its own.

      This did not alarm me. Most auras weren’t capable of much on their own. Without a conscious mind to direct them, most of them were nothing but a single spell lingering in the air. More advanced ones contained some primitive, animalistic instincts. To have something as lifelike as my Pith of Iron aura fragment was incredibly rare, and I hadn’t heard of anyone with an aura as willingly disobedient as mine had been.

      But the Unknowable Primordial Essence aura fragment I obtained had been marked as special by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Presumably, they knew what mind aspect aura fragments were good, being a cult full of mind mages.

      I pushed the mind aspect aura out of me slowly and steadily. It took some urging using my other aura to fragment, but it poured out of me and into the empty space. It was still as shapeless as ever, and I had to poke and prod it to get any reaction from it at all.

      I nudged the aura with a little mind zeal, and the aura slurped it up like water soaking into a sponge. The energy flickered through the aura as it traveled through some tiny lanes. The new particles bounced around until they eventually settled into a random pattern, drifting around the cloud seemingly without thought or purpose.

      But there was some pattern here. There had to be. As the seconds ticked by, I spotted repeats in the flow of zeal. There were some pathways used more often than others. It took me some time to realize what I was looking at.

      This was a brain without a body. A mind without a vessel.

      My aura was trapped in a dream without any sense of the real world. It interacted with itself and only itself, making no new connections and thinking no new thoughts as it passed information from one part of itself to another.

      I knew what I had to do to make this aura part of me. I had to connect this magical mind to my own mundane one.

      But how? The dense cluster of mind magic it resided in was already in the back of my skull. If it was going to reach out and touch my mind, it would have done so already. Something needed to happen on my end. I just wasn’t sure what.

      I pondered in thought for hours. Maybe days. The time dilation of the Cultivation Chamber made such measures irrelevant.

      I tried to understand my aura better. The Unknowable Primordial Essence was well named. I knew nothing about it other than the fact that the Cult of the Unblinking Eye thought it was valuable.

      But I did know quite a bit about the other aura fragments I’d used to stabilize it. Perhaps by understanding the ingredients I would come to know the finished dish.

      First, I added a Stone-Shelled Flower Turtle. That had been for mental resiliency and defense. Perhaps aspects of that fragment were interacting poorly with the others? Maybe some of these tendrils of mind magic curled inward should be pointing outward, but aspects of the Stone-Shelled Flower Turtle’s defensive nature cloistered the Unknowable Primordial Essence in on itself.

      I’d added the Lightning Dragonfly Stalker for increased reaction time. That shouldn’t have interfered with anything else unless portions of the aura were interacting faster than other portions could respond.

      I’d already made use of the Sagely Void Gazer Toad’s special attribute of making extra-dimensional problems easier to comprehend, that seemed to be working just fine.

      The Mindslaver aura fragment seemed to be working as well. Parallel Thought came easily, and binding the aura had instantly improved my control over my Sword Storm blades.

      I spent a few minutes straightening out the little errors and inconsistencies in my aura. A nudge there, a twist here. Thin the walls a little on the edges and straighten out the tendrils. I wasn’t sure how much time I spent fixing my aura fragment, but by the time I was done my aura functioned in a way that at least resembled my earth aspect aura.

      Once that was done, I reinitiated my attempts at bonding my mind aspect aura fragment. I was much closer to forming a connection with it now, just a little more effort, and it would work.

      But this wasn’t something I was quite ready for. It would have come with more time, but I didn’t have that kind of time. I needed this extra power now.

      I growled to myself, thinking and fretting as I paced back and forth as much as the tiny chamber would allow. Despite the upgrades, the room had stayed small, and there was just enough room for me to take a couple of steps as I worked my jaw back and forth in frustration.

      “Come on... work with me here...” I asked my aura, nearly begging it to cooperate.

      To my shock and surprise, that was it. The connection snapped into place, and the transformation to the wizard realm began.

      You have successfully broken through to the wizard realm of mind spirit cultivation! You are now a level 30 mind aspect spirit cultivator.

      I congratulated myself on reaching the wizard realm. This wasn’t as impactful as making another breakthrough with the earth aspect could be, but it was still a sizable boost in power.

      While it wasn’t too hard for a wizard to train a second spellheart up to the mage acolyte or even reach true mage in that extra aspect merely through the use of the experience and resources they could dump into it, reaching the realm of their primary spellheart was incredibly difficult.

      A few minutes of celebration was all I was willing to give myself thought. Then I had Mac pull up a menu with new spells of the mind aspect to try. Luckily, James had no shortage of spells in his arsenal, so I had plenty to choose from. I had Mac display those that were both the best fit for me and compatible with my cultivation.
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      Sleep (spell)

      A simple non-lethal spell for disabling enemies by putting them to sleep. Success of the spell depends on the enemy’s relative power and mental defenses.

      Cost: 1000 points.

      Memory Modification (spell)

      Allows the user to change small aspects of a target’s memories upon making physical contact with them while they’re in a sleeping state.

      Cost: 2500 points.

      Illusory Pain (spell)

      Makes the target feel as though they’re in complete and utter agony of the sort dictated by the caster. This causes no actual damage but can be lethal if used in excess.

      Cost: 4000 points.

      Read Intent (spell)

      Using this passive ability, the user can identify hostile or genuine intent from individuals nearby.

      Cost: 4500 points.

      Quadruple Parallel Thought (technique)

      This spell expands the abilities of the basic Parallel Thought spell to allow four mental fragments to be active simultaneously.

      Cost: 5500 points.

      Possession (spell)

      Allows the user to battle the target monster or person’s will directly for a contest of control over their body. Victory grants control over the target’s body as though it were your own.

      Cost: 6000 points.

      A few of these spells were just covering my bases. Sleep and Memory Modification were things I could already do with informal magic, but I knew it would be nice to have real spells for them. That would make using them far faster and more practical for casual use.

      There were more spells available, but knowing I’d unlock some as I progressed through the wizard realm, just as I was unlocking spells for my earth aspect cultivation, I knew my arsenal would be outfitted. So I purchased these six spells and sat while The Wanderer poured them into my mind.

      Spells purchased. (-23,500 points)

      Now downloading.

      A sharp stab of pain shot through my head, but I was prepared for it. Perhaps it didn’t hurt as much as it used to, or perhaps the sense of accomplishment the feeling carried with it mitigated the pain. In either case, I didn’t feel too bothered at all by the sharp stabbing in my skull.

      The most important of my new abilities was Possession. There was another will inside Illiel’s body, and I needed some structured way of contending with it. If the worst happened, I might be able to use that spell to take Illiel’s body from the Frozen Blood Witch and pilot it myself back to the Hearthwood where we could figure out how to fix Illiel completely.
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      I spent a bit of time practicing with each of my new spells. Unfortunately, that meant practicing Quadruple Parallel Thought. Everything else required a living target. The enhanced version of Parallel Thought seemed like a very useful spell, though any more of this and I was afraid my own head might start to feel crowded.

      With that taken care of, I went to the Simulation Chamber for a better test of my new abilities. I entered alone, and a few people cheered me on as I slew wave after wave of simulated monsters. It all felt hollow though, and I knew that the Witch of Frozen Blood would dump more of her energy into Illiel as time went on. I couldn’t hope to train so hard I could keep up.

      I left the Simulation Chamber as anxious as I entered it. I knew from experience that nothing would cure this feeling except taking my mind off it by doing things that would get me closer to solving it for good. So I headed to the Chamber of Tranquility to find Princess Tivana there. I thought I would take a seat by her side and update her on the situation.

      To my surprise, I found Tivana up and about. She seemed hale and healthy. When I found her, she was engaged in a zeal manipulation exercise with someone I didn’t recognize.

      “Theo!” Tivana said, dropping the glowing cloud of space zeal forming between her fingers. “It’s good to see you again. Your clan has truly grown in the short time since I’ve last seen it. The Chamber of Tranquility your people showed me could make this place a sacred site in Deania, though I understand if you’d rather I didn’t share its wondrous effects.”

      I smiled as Tivana stepped closer to me. She held out her hands like she was preparing for a warm embrace, but her shoulders shrugged awkwardly, and it seemed like she couldn’t bring herself to such a public display of affection.

      I took care of that for her and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close to me. “I’m just glad you’re up and about. You looked worse for wear when I saw you back in the capital. And don’t you worry, even though the shields are down James and his crew aren’t attacking.”

      “But if you’re here, who’s defending the city?” Tivana asked anxiously.

      “That’s the thing.” I sighed. “We’ve got bigger problems than the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.”

      “Oh... I hate those bastards.” Tivana’s new companion growled under her breath. I turned to her and was surprised to see she had the power of a sorcerer on her.

      Sunspire Princess (Early Sorcerer, Level 40)

      “Oh, it’s you!” I said when I finally recognized her. “You look...”

      “Completely different?” The Sunspire Princess said. “I feel completely different. I thought the time I spent in that dungeon would change me forever, but after spending a few weeks in that Chamber of Tranquility of yours, I feel almost like that horrible experience happened to someone else. Like it was a bad scroll I read one night staying up too late.”

      Her voice turned glum, and her eyes shot to the ground. “Of course, my family is still dead, and the Sunspire Queendom is a shell of its former self. But... I’m still alive, and I can rebuild my clan, given time.”

      “And with a little help from old friends.” Princess Tivana placed a hand on the Sunspire Princesses shoulder.

      “You two know each other?” I asked in surprise.

      Princess Tivana raised an eyebrow. “How many princesses do you think there are, Theo? Especially if you’re only counting the ones who’ve reached the sorcerer realm?”

      The Sunspire Princess turned to me. “When you slung me over your shoulder and took me to your home, I was certain I was going to become some sort of orc toy. I was convinced that even after you took me out of that dungeon, I’d live the rest of my life as a wallowing wreck.

      “I could hardly believe how much the thought of going from prisoner to an orc’s bed warmer lifted my spirits. But you did far more than that. You saved me and healed me completely, and for that, I will be forever grateful. You saved my life and lifted me from the depths of despair, so my life is yours to do with what you will.”

      I placed a hand on the Sunspire Princess’s shoulder. “Any friend of Tivana’s is a friend of mine. And when this is all settled, I’m sure the Sunspire Kingdom could use you. I have plans for that region, and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye has told me they’ll back off from the region. The Hearthwood Clan can help you rebuild what’s been lost.”

      “...Yes.” The Sunspire Princess said. “I’m aware of the arrangement your clan has with the Rakaren Queendom. I will speak to your daughter to set up a similar arrangement for myself and the Sunspire Queendom if you’re willing to let me have it again.”

      I smiled. “I am, but we’ll talk more about that when the current crisis is over. For now, I need to deal with the enemies in the capital and the cracks running through the sky.”

      Tivana stood up at my words. “You mean we need to deal with the enemies in the capital and the cracks running through the sky.”

      I flashed her a wry grin. “You’re right, Tivana. I should have known you wouldn’t be willing to sit this one out. I’m sorry to admit I wasn’t able to take care of it on my own.”

      “And you don’t need to,” Eltiana said as she poked her head in from around the corner. “Korra and I have sat around long enough. I’ve already been talking to my people in the capital and I know what’s going on. You need all the help you can get, Theo.”

      Korra popped up over Eltiana’s shoulder. “If you recall, your evacuation effort went far smoother than it should have. Eltiana had her people call in some favors to convince people to move into your shelters promptly.”

      “And Illiel is one of us,” Eltiana added. “Don’t think we don’t know about her. Her mother kidnapped her, and we won’t stand for that!”

      “You girls know about that too?” I asked.

      Nela poked her head around the door, and Comela trailed in behind her with a serious expression on her face. Argona followed close behind her, bouncing on the balls of her feet like she had something urgent to tell me.

      “We’re in this together, Theo,” Nela said. “You’re not doing this alone. Sava, Melise, and Assyrus are already in the palace working with Amisra. We’re involved in this already.”

      “That’s right, father!” Comela added. “We’re a family.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this, Comela?” I asked my daughter pointedly.

      In reply, Comela puffed up her chest. “I am. I’m the first daughter of the Hearthwood’s Patriarch to reach the True Mage realm. You don’t have to protect me any longer, father.”

      Comela Hearthwood (Early True Mage, Level 20)

      “True mage.” I gasped in shock. “You mean to say my little girl is all grown up already? Impossible! I thought I had years left.”

      “You’ll have to make do with Argona,” Comela blushed. “I can’t help but feel its time I take my spear in hand and help the Hearthwood the way I was meant to.”

      Nela placed a hand on our daughter’s shoulder. “I for one will be happy to have our daughter at my side.”

      After overcoming my surprise and disbelief that this had happened so soon, I joined Nela in congratulating my daughter for her successful advancement to true mage.

      “You will be an inspiration for the rest of your siblings, and for all the new elves of the Hearthwood.” I said. “You may have already heard this from one of your mothers, but not long ago, true mage was considered nearly impossible to achieve within the Hearthwood forest. You are proof that this land has changed. I only wish I could have been there to see you breakthrough.”

      Comela saluted me. “I will do my best to live up to your expectations, patriarch!”

      I waved my daughter down until she was standing at ease again. “We have a little time to waste on formalities. We must figure out how we’re all going to save Deania.”

      “Don’t forget us,” Yorik said as she entered the chamber. “Left the horde with gramps.”

      “Yorik!” I smiled. “It will be good to have you...”

      I trailed off when I saw two more unexpected figures enter after Yorik.

      “Kysalian? And... Matriarch Sharakan? I didn’t realize you were on your feet.” I said in surprise.

      “We’ve both been staying under your care for long enough,” Kysalian explained. “And I have not forsaken Deania entirely.”

      “Thank you, Patriarch Theo, for what you have done for me.” Matriarch Sharakan said. This was the first time I’d ever seen her do more than stare blankly at the wall. She seemed hampered, as though every thought traveled through honey to get from her mind to her lips, but being able to speak at all was an immense improvement. “I am a Matriarch of the true Sakaku Clan. I owe my loyalty to the Deanian Royal Family, and I owe Illiel a great debt for helping to cure me. I would offer my help to you if you’ll have it.”

      I nodded. “Two more wizards are more than enough to fly the banner of the Sakaku Clan alongside us.”

      Two sorcerers, a whole host of wizards, and all the true mages Amisra had in her royal guard, along with Comela and my women. Would it be enough to save Deania? I ran my fingers over my chin. It all hinged on how strong the Witch of Frozen Blood had made her avatar.

      Argona bounced back-and-forth on her toes, catching my attention as she waved her arms until she had something in her hands. It was small and looked to be made of gold.

      “What do you have there, Argona?” I asked.

      “Father, I have a message,” Argona said. “And you’ll never guess where we received it.”

      “It sounds like it is something very important,” I said

      “Really, really important! So important I had to leave all my golems and my notes behind to deliver it to you!” Argona said excitedly. “This is perhaps the most important note I have ever delivered! Why, the significance of this message for the Hearthwood it’s incredible the delivery method alone with shocking! The man who handed it too me was in outer space! He was just floating about outside the planet in the endless void!”

      “Wait.” I held up my hands to slow down the tirade of words. “You said you received this message from space?”

      “Yes!” Argona said, as she continued to bounce back and forth in excitement. “One of the automated space station maintenance golems picked it up and sent a message back to Mac. He then used the golem to transport the message through the teleportation array aboard one of the space stations between us. Now I had the messages back in my hands, and the information that came with them was incredible. First of all, the orc who gave it to me wasn’t even in a spaceship of his own! He was just standing there in the middle of space not breathing with his arms crossed as he spoke.”

      “There’s no air to breathe in space.” Nela protested. “You can’t talk out there.”

      “But that’s exactly what this orc did!” Argona said. “And the thing is, I’m not at all surprised. You see, he said his name was Grognak.”

      My vaguely interested eyes shot up to my brows. “Wait, did you say Grognak? As in, Wargod Grognak?”

      “The very same,” Argona said, practically jumping up and down now that she knew her excitement was justified. She cupped her hands and presented the small golden thing she’d been holding. “He didn’t say much to Mac’s golems, just to get this to you.”

      It looked like a pocket watch, though it was about twice as large. The surface bore a set of symbols commonly found on orcish bonechits, which I took to represent the Wargod himself. After a bit of inspection, I found a latch to open the device. It clicked as soon as my fingers brushed the latch, perhaps sensing the identity of its intended recipient.

      A small knob appeared before me, along with a series of gears and elaborate mechanisms studded with enchantments. The structure looked much like a music box, though the magic running through it indicated that the gold device was hiding some interesting secrets.

      The knob turned of its own accord, winding up the mechanism and turning a tiny drum. Suddenly, a voice echoed out of the device.
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        “I have heard your call. At the brightest hour when the sun is high over the Capital of Deania, I, Wargod Grognak, will confront the Witch of Frozen Blood’s true body. Her avatar dwelling among you will be weakest then. Take this gift, fight for your home, and seize her avatar as your prize!”

        

      

      The gears stopped turning, and I realized that was all the message contained. This was a splendid development for us. That we had the orc Wargod on our side dramatically boosted our odds of success.

      I was also grateful that he seemed to believe that I could rescue Illiel intact. Timing our assault with his would make it much safer to confront the Frozen Blood Witch.

      I was just about to say as much to the women gathered around me when the strange contraption in my hands jumped out at me. It spread wide like the jaws of some tiny creature before reaching out for me.

      The two sides of the disc-shaped thing wrapped around my chest and I felt a jolt of energy shoot through them. I reached for them, but as I stretched out my hand, I realized this was no evil attack. Not that someone like the Wargod would need to resort to a cheap trick if he wanted to do me harm. This device was the gift he’d promised in his message.

      This thing, whatever it was, stimulated the energy in my World Titan Fiendbody. New zeal poured into me and the connection between each particle stabilized the delicate structures inside my flesh like they had been reinforced by steel beams holding them in place.

      There could only be one purpose for such a thing. Like the enchanted jewelry I had given Comela to help her advance to true mage, this device was meant to help a silver realm orc advance to the gold realm. The Wargod knew I wanted to reach the gold realm, and somehow he knew I was just on the verge of crossing over, given the right nudge. Now he was giving me that nudge.

      “It’s okay everyone!” I held up a hand to stop the others from rushing to my aid. “It was just a little present from an acquaintance of mine. It's a cultivation tool."

      The others were dubious at first, but when they saw I was certain they helped me back to the cultivation chamber where I could initiate the process.

      “Return to the capital!” I said. “I will join you when I am finished. Secure the area. We strike down the spire of blood tomorrow when the sun is highest!”
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      Reaching gold skin was as effortless as picturing what I needed to do in my mind and waiting for it to be done. Whatever that thing was that the wargod gave me was incredible. At first, I believed I had some sort of legendary treasure in my hands. I was incredibly disappointed when the device started falling apart as its energy went into my body.

      I caught the falling pieces of the device and transferred them into my dimensional storage. Perhaps if I was very lucky, I could figure out a way to recharge this device for future use. But for now, it looked like it was a single-use item.

      The energy that surrounded and supported the particles of the World Titan Fiendbody spread throughout my body, they reinforced and converted the skin particles so that they could make the leap from silver to gold.

      The gold realm of body cultivation was an order of magnitude more complex than what came before. The delicate shapes and structures grew both more intricate and more complex.

      Now, the tiny mechanisms of zeal were so small they would be barely discernible to the naked eye. If someone hoped to figure out how to create a World Titan Fiendbody from my body they would need a microscope. I was no longer working with bundles of energy but instead controlling individual zeal particles one at a time.

      I didn’t quite understand how I could even get smaller than I already was. The magical constructs within my flesh filled every square centimeter of my skin with constructs made of zeal. There was more magic in me than living flesh now. By the time I finished cultivating the gold realm to its completion, there would be no more room left in me.

      Energy surged through me, pouring out from my skin like a warm tide washing over me. I felt strong, stronger than I had ever felt before. I felt as though I could jump in a lake of molten lava, and the experience would be nothing more than sinking into a warm bath. It felt like I could stand in a shower of arrows, and feel no more pain than if I was standing in the rain.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what the diamond realm would feel like if it were a level even more powerful than this one.

      I emerged from the cultivation chamber empowered far beyond what I had been heading in.

      Congratulations. You have advanced to Gold Skin! You are now a level 40 body cultivator.

      I swept the notification side. As nice as being congratulated was, I didn’t have the time to celebrate.

      “Where is everyone, Mac?” I asked as soon as I left the Cultivation Chamber.

      [They headed to the capital.] Mac said. [They’re waiting for you in the palace, just past that Pocket World passage you opened up. You were in the Cultivation Chamber for most of the day. It’s the morning before the Wargod promised he’d fight with you.]

      I thanked Mac and quickly headed back towards the capital. There I found my women and allies gathered and waiting. This was the most powerful force of elves I’d ever seen assembled in any location, barring the force outside the capital’s walls. But from that force, I even found James and his crew standing off to the side, huddled in a corner as my women glared at him and his friends.

      “Ah, I see our late arrival has joined us,” James said as he saw me push the door aside and enter the guard barracks that everyone had jointly used as our meeting place.

      “I see you made it into the city just fine, James,” I said with a glare. I’d ordered him to stay out of the city.

      “Your princess needed our help, and what kind of gentleman would I be to refuse a request from royalty?” James shrugged. “Though we did have to leave the Sunspire King outside. Something about having a history with a certain other guest of hers...” James shot a glance at the Sunspire Princess, who’d been imprisoned beneath the Sunspire King’s palace as the last remnant of the previous royal family.

      I glanced at Tivana, and she nodded with a bitter look. Having James and his crew would be a major boost to our power, and we couldn’t afford to throw them away without reason. I still didn’t trust them though, and I knew Tivana felt the same.

      “Don’t let them out of your sight if you can help it,” I said to my women.

      “And here I thought you were just warming up to us.” James shook his head, but I noticed no change in his expression. He knew he could expect no warm welcome from us after all his organization had done to destroy us.

      “We were just discussing our plans,” Tivana said as she wrapped her hand around my wrist and tugged me towards the large map we’d set up in the center of the barracks before. “Fateweaver Melise and Captain Copperguard have done admirable work reclaiming the city. The citizens are staying away from the spire of blood, which means we can fight there without holding back.”

      The sun grew higher in the sky as the appointed time approached. Crimson cracks continued to grow, casting the city in a twilight shade despite the rising sun. All the while, we prepared ourselves for the final assault.

      “Sava and the Sakaku Matriarchs will secure the green mountain and the alchemy district, securing the entire area before jumping to the nearby area,” I said, repeating the plan we’d already decided on. “James and his crew will take up positions around the rest of the city along with the Sunspire Princess. The Fateweaver Society and Amisra’s guards will fill in any gaps in your line. You’re to make sure none of the vampires escape the city once we deal with Countess Frostweaver. You’ll also serve as our rear line and will come forward when the actual confrontation with Countess Frostweaver begins. We know she’s converted a few of the city’s wizards to her cause, and they very well might be sorcerers by now."

      There were mumbles of affirmation all around.

      “Eltiana and Korra will plant the explosive device Sava and Argona made earlier in this shop here to sow a little chaos among the vampires under Countess Frostweaver’s command. That will throw them off enough that Yorik and her group can strike on the other side of the city. Between the two disasters, the spire of blood itself should be deserted except for Countess Frostweaver and the Avatar of the Frozen Blood Witch.”

      I took a deep breath. The next part of the plan would be the most crucial, and it would be up to me.

      “When the Wargod confronts the Frozen Blood Witch’s actual body, Tivana will engage her aunt and hold her off. Meanwhile, I will deal with her avatar. Once they’re out of the picture, destroying the spire of blood and whatever is shooting that beam of light into the sky should be easy.”

      We were all agreed, so moments later we left the barracks as one unit, with Amisra’s squadrons of royal guards following in packed units and Melise’s Fateweavers gathered in loosely organized teams.

      The royal guards who were staying behind to protect the palace looked down at our group with wide eyes. None of us were hiding our power. The only elf at the sorcerer realm they’d ever seen before was Princess Tivana, Countess Frostweaver, and perhaps the queen herself.

      Suddenly, there were unknown sorcerers in the capital, along with a huge host of wizards. This was no sprawling army, but the zeal in the air trembled with the weight of our passage. This was more than enough strength to topple nations and change the fate of continents. But today, we’d need to change the fate of a world.

      The elves of the refugee camps poked their heads out of their bunkers, recognizing me as I led the group out of the palace. Their jaws dropped one at a time, and the golems in the capital Mac was operating herded them back towards safety.

      Back in the palace, Argona was directing more golems through the pocket world passage. She and Mac had been making these things day and night. They would be our cleanup crew. Once our forces swept through the capital and defeated all the powerful enemy forces, the golems would keep the area secure and safe while scanning every elf for Timeweaver activity.

      The people of the city couldn’t seem to decide whether they wanted to get a closer look at us so they could gawk and stare, or hide in the shadows and tremble at the sight of our passage.

      “Return to your homes,” I shouted. “Get somewhere secure. There may be earthquakes soon.”

      The elves gulped at my warning as they realized what that meant. Very few of them had ever seen sorcerer’s fight before. Nor would they get to see such a thing today without endangering their own lives.

      Mac’s golems enforced my orders, and we spread out as we’d planned back in the barracks, breaking off into groups as some of us headed to surround the outside of the capital to act as the anvil as the rest of us became the hammer.

      Together, we would crush these enemies in one mighty blow.

      There were still vampires in the shadow of the spire of blood. Looking up in the sky, there was still a bit of distance for the primary sun to climb before it was at its highest point. Presumably, we’d receive some sort of sign from the Wargod to signal his confrontation with the Witch of Frozen Blood.

      Yorik, Sava, Nela, Assyrus, Korra, Melise, Amisra, the Sunspire Princess, Sharakan, Kysalian, James and his cultists, and Mac’s golems all left to see to their assigned tasks. Princess Tivana stuck close to my side as we headed straight for the spire of blood.

      There, we fought against the vampire forces occupying the outer buildings. These were Countess Frostweaver’s elite recruits. They were true mages who’d been powerful and influential figures in the capital before joining up with the Frozen Blood Witch and turning themselves into vampires.

      After completing the ceremony, they’d gone from elven true mages to vampire wizards, dramatically enhancing their power to the level where they were the equal of the leaders of the great clans of Deania.

      This group would have been more than a match for Amisra’s royal guards, and she hadn’t dared send her patrols this close to the spire. Even Melise’s Fateweaver wizards kept their distance between this large and powerful group.

      But Tivana and I came here ready to fight.

      “Should we try to capture them alive?” I asked Tivana.

      She shook her head. “Sava is one of the most talented alchemists in Deania, and she couldn’t think of a way to fix what they have done to the vampires we captured. It stays with them until it can devour their wisps. I hate to feed the Witch of Frozen Blood the souls of my people, but if we don’t get rid of them, they’ll continue to be a problem.”

      “Then it’s time to cut loose.”

      I flexed the power of a Gold Skin body, and the earth trembled in resonance with the power contained just beneath the surface of my skin.

      Spheres of gray energy gathered at each of Tivana’s fingertips, and she spread her hands wide, shooting tiny lines that looked like fractures in space all throughout the area. They spread out behind her back like the outline of wings scribbled hastily on the world itself. The air turned wavy behind her as something beyond this dimension wriggled and writhed. That had to be Tivana’s own aura, rousing itself as Tivana prepared to fight.

      I prepared my own aura, both my Pith of Iron and Primordial Essence aura. The two of them slipped out of me, mixing as they did so. The mighty mind touched the powerful serpentine body, and instead of bouncing off, the formless Primordial Essence seemed to slip between the aura serpent’s scales. They glowed a sinister shade of amber, even as the serpent’s eyes shone with crimson light.

      Between the three auras, the surrounding light changed from a crimson shade of twilight to the cloudy gray color of a sky just before a storm.

      Our enemies had no hesitation in them. Despite being wizards facing those with the power of sorcerers, they pounced on us like they were the cats and we were the mice. They sprung forward with incredible speed and strength. Becoming vampires must have enhanced their bodies more than the transition from true mage to wizard normally would because each of these foes was physically stronger than a natural elven wizard.

      However, where their bodies had been improved, their spell craft was lacking. Most wielded the magic they had back when they were elves. Lightning shot between their fingers, wind billowed around us, and fire filled their palms.

      None of their abilities were beyond the true mage realm, and their abilities were clustered and localized instead of the expansive and powerful abilities of a wizard. Despite their lack of finesse, the extra power from being wizards was more than enough to add a little kick to their old spells.

      They summoned their own auras to match mine. Due to how these vampires had reached the wizard realm, each of their auras was as vampiric as they were. I saw plenty of Grassland Burrowers and Thunderbears, but the parasitic energy being nestled inside the elves’ own bodies twisted and corrupted each in ways beyond my current understanding of magic.

      The bears had long fangs that extended past their chins, and the burrower’s fur shot out of their backs like spikes in all directions, giving both a more sinister look than they should have had.

      Tivana waved her hands, and the lines of light shooting out of her back twisted forward, distorting space as they passed. They crossed in front of us, weaving themselves into a grid as our enemies approached. The first vampire didn’t slow herself in time and charged right through the crossing lines of power. She did slow to a stop when she passed through to the other side, but only because her body was sliced to pieces.

      What came out on the other side of Tivana’s spell looked like the vampire had been put through a cheese grater.

      Bits and chunks of flesh vaguely in a humanoid shape fell to pieces and scattered on the ground. The flesh faded into motes of crimson light that swirled and twisted on itself before being sucked towards the spire of blood like dust caught in a breeze.

      The others weren’t quite so eager to charge after Tivana then, but they hadn’t lost their confidence. These were true mages who’d been boosted to the wizard realm without the time or experience such improvement would usually take. They felt like they were on top of the world and capable of anything, not realizing their improvement was merely one more step on a ladder that stretched to the heavens.

      Four wizards used a movement ability to slip through Tivana’s spell. One turned into a cloud, another into a lightning bolt, a third became water to pour through the cracks, and the fourth became a pool of brackish blood. They reformed themselves on the other side of the barrier, only to find Tivana already casting another spell.

      She pointed a finger at each of the places where one wizard was trying to rebuild their body, and a line of space magic shot from her fingertips to each of their locations. The moment they made themselves whole again, Tivana bisected each of them straight through the middle. Of the four, only the one who’d turned herself into blood survived.

      That vampire bared her fangs at Tivana as her torso melded back into her legs. She dropped to all fours like a rabid animal, with her teeth bared as she rushed at Tivana.

      Meanwhile, Tivana was activating a shielding spell, but before she did, I stepped between her and the charging vampire. I wanted to test my new strength against a real opponent before I faced a true challenge, and I wouldn’t get to do that if Tivana killed all our enemies before I got a turn.

      I pulled my leg back and lashed out with a simple kick towards the wizard crawling across the ground. My foot struck her jaw like kicking a ball, and I felt something snap with an audible break.

      Blood flew everywhere, spraying my legs for an instant before it vanished into crimson light as the vampire died. The rest of her body sprayed backward in a fountain of blood and gore that coated the vampires waiting behind Tivana’s barrier before it too vanished into crimson light.

      Seeing four of their comrades vanquished so quickly, the remaining vampires finally examined the depth of our power before diving in again. I watched their expressions change from gleeful anticipation to confusion, to terror all in a few moments.

      Tivana pushed her palms forward, and her crossing barrier of space magic shot forward, racing past the vampires gathered around us. That action alone killed a few at the true mage realm, trying to support the group of wizards, though she didn’t deal with any of the remaining wizards thanks to that spell.

      I jumped forward into the fray, spreading my arms as I landed among a group of wizards. I felt their nails scrape against my bare skin. The transformation into vampires had turned ordinary fingernails into deadly talons, but they were still far from sharp enough to pierce the flesh of a Gold Skin body cultivator.

      I reached out and grabbed one of the vampire wizards by the neck. I used her body as a club and swept it through the ranks of her comrades, breaking the legs and spines of vampires left and right.

      The vampire in my grip scratched and clawed at me. Despite the mangled mess her lower body was quickly reduced to. I ignored her as I swung her around, but eventually, she must have cast some sort of spell on her teeth and worked them into the back of my hand.

      A tiny drop of blood welled up from the small wound, and a wide grin broke across the vampire’s face as she lapped up the little droplet with her tongue. She savored the droplet, like she was trapped in the desert and had finally found water.

      Her expression faded mere moments later, and her face started to swell. I examined her curiously under spirit sight and found the parasite living inside of her was having trouble dealing with the drop of blood she’d just ingested. Instead of turning that stolen power into energy the vampire could use, my blood seemed to war against the parasite.

      My blood had some sinister and terrible reaction to the parasite that I didn't quite understand, but whatever was happening seemed to be going very badly for the parasite.

      The vampire froze as all of its energy was directed inward to suppress the power of my blood buried inside her. I watched the process continue. Pulses of energy shot through the vampire over and over as her body went limp in my hands. Crimson veins shot across her skin, similar to iron poisoning in an elf.

      After a close internal battle, the vampire’s parasite and internal energy finally seemed to win the battle against my single droplet of blood.

      I glanced at the back of my hand. The wound had long since healed, while the vampire was still repairing the damage ingesting just one drop of my blood had done to her insides. I was curious what a whole mouthful would have done.

      So I willed the skin on the palm of my hand to part and I let a handful of blood well up in my palm. I used my other hand to pry open the vampire’s jaw and poured my handful of blood down her throat, covering it back up until she swallowed. I didn’t need to wait long. Vampires were made to devour blood. So in her addled state, she swallowed what I gave her.

      The vampire was only now regaining consciousness. Her comrades eyed me warily as I held the battered form of the vampire cradled in my arms. She blinked up at me, only now realizing she'd swallowed something more than she could handle.

      Her lip trembled, and a crack ran through the elongated canines in her mouth. Both of them shattered simultaneously, and her stomach shone bright white for a moment as the vitality in my drop of blood emitted glowing white light from within her.

      The parasite deep in the vampire’s stomach writhed and twisted, like it was locked in a silent scream. Inside the vampire, my blood nibbled and tore at the vampire’s innards, gouging out the parasite and tearing out the vampiric portion of her cultivation.

      Her strength evaporated, boiling off like water in a pot left on the fire for too long. Scarlet zeal flowed off her in billowing waves, twisting through the air as it flew towards the spire of blood behind her.

      I watched the elf in eager anticipation, wondering if I’d cured her of vampirism. For a brief moment, I had. The red color in her eyes faded. Then, the parasite insider her dug its claws in. It would not leave its host. If it was dying, the elf-turned-vampire it inhabited was going down with it.

      My blood tore apart the parasite while it consumed the power of the elf’s original cultivation as fuel to keep it alive just a little longer. Soon it began eating away at her flesh as well. There was nothing beyond the parasite’s reach, and the elf’s eyes rolled up into her head as the parasite started stripping the zeal out of the flesh throughout her body, including her brain.

      Suddenly, she caught fire, as though being burned from within. I dropped her from my hands. Though there were few fires hot enough to burn me, this magical flame fueled by this vampire’s burning seemed far stronger and hotter than fire had any right to be.

      When the fire faded moments later, all that was left was a pile of ashes and dust, without a wisp to be seen. There was no cloud of shining white vitality dispersing back into the air, and there was no burst of crimson zeal as the soul and energy of this vampire were sent to her master.

      I poked the pile of ashes with my finger and came up with a few broken scarlet crystals that looked like they were the color of stained glass. I scooped them up and realized they contained about as much zeal as a spellheart of equivalent size. I pulled them into my Dimensional Storage for later examination, and they seemed to squirm in my grip.

      I sensed some tiny semblance of life emanating from them, and they reminded me of an earth elemental. The crystals wriggled and writhed, and I realized I was looking at a tiny, newborn blood elemental.

      “Curious,” I muttered as I held up the fragments, each with their own tiny consciousness. “I’ve never seen blood elementals before. I wonder if the elf who became that vampire is still in here somewhere.”

      The vampires took a step back, but there was no point in trying to run from me. The ones that I didn’t grab were quickly cut to pieces by Tivana. I tried using Titanic Force with an improved body and discovered a punch from me was now so powerful it shattered the ground like a meteor struck it.

      The vampire I hit vanished, and whatever was left of her was pounded so deep into the ground the currents of earth zeal picked it up and carried it away before it could take the elf’s soul and power to the spire of blood.

      I captured enough vampires to test my blood out on them again. Some died outright, violently exploding in a burst of power as their inner parasite grabbed a hold of their soul and cultivation base and abandoned the vampire’s body to bring the energy the elf had back the spire of blood. Others held on for as long as they could before my blood destroyed both parasite and vampire completely.

      Through rigorous testing and no small number of dead vampires, I soon discovered my blood could deal with the effects of a vampiric transformation... partially. Everyone I treated died after treatment, but there was a brief instant right before they died where they were more elf than vampire. I examined them very carefully at that moment and realized that if I timed things just right, I could sever the connection between the parasite and the elf host.

      Between Tivana and my little project, we soon ran out of vampires in the area around the spire. Luckily, more vampires were rushing in by the moment as the others in our group caused an equal amount of chaos around the city. The vampires were in full retreat to the spire.

      “Did any try to escape the city yet?” I asked Tivana as she held a transmission stone to her cheek.

      “Not yet, though the Sunspire Princess says some have certainly tried. She and James’s cultists have done a good job keeping them contained within the city.” Tivana replied as she listened to whoever was speaking on the other side of the transmission stone.

      With the city locked down, the spire of blood was the only place for these vampires to go, and they ran into my waiting arms. I kept my eyes to the sky, looking for a sign from Wargod Grognak and for the sun to reach its highest point. I also kept my eyes on the spire of blood in case Countess Frostweaver or Illiel left the spire, but both stayed where they were.

      “What about the Timeweavers?” I asked. “We haven’t run into a single one here.”

      “The others have mentioned something,” Tivana said. “A few Timeweavers appeared, but they seem to be stragglers or those who could not cut open a hole in space fast enough for their own retreat. Mostly, they seem to have abandoned their vampire allies to their fate.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they sensed the tides of fate turning against them,” I said. “The creatures are sensitive to fate, and ever since Melise rooted out the Timeweavers hidden in the Fateweaver Society, they lost their edge.”

      Tivana and I continued to work on the vampires, who were trickling towards the spire of blood in small groups. Most of them were just at the true mage level, meaning they were elves who’d been mage acolytes before becoming vampires.

      My experiments with the vampires slowly bore fruit. I finally got a stable wisp through feeding a vampire my blood, but it required some impromptu battlefield surgery coupled with finishing the elf off before she exploded. The resulting wisp was unstable, but it could survive on its own.

      “When do we attack the spire?” Tivana asked me when the sun finally looked like it was at its highest point.

      Mere moments after asking, the light in the sky flickered and a huge cracking noise rang out. At first, I believed the world barrier cracked but the noise came from something else.

      A chunk of one moon orbiting the World of Struggle and Strife had broken free and was now hurtling to a spot just beyond the barrier at tremendous speed. It would have just barely passed us by, but there was some tiny speck there that reached out and shattered the celestial mountainside into dust.

      That heralded the beginning of a celestial battle on a scale I’d never witnessed before. Some small portion of the broken moon fragments flew down towards the world barrier and were reduced in size and strength before hurtling down towards the world below. Each of them left long streaks of burning hot debris in the air, trailing behind them as the meteors blazed with light in the crimson light.

      Then one of the two celestial combatants used a spell, and crimson ice filled the sky. The light hitting the planet dimmed, and everyone looked up towards the sheet of ice covering the sky. Flickering in the crimson ice, I could make out shadows shaped like powerful and vicious beasts, locked in slaughter.

      An instant later, the sheet of ice shattered, and the broken fragments rained down on the barrier as well. A tiny speck lit up with tremendous light as it struck a blow beyond mortal comprehension, shattering the void to reach past space and strike at a foe many kilometers away.

      An unstoppable force met an unmovable object. Light shone down on us as, for a brief moment, the blow generated the power to turn matter into energy. The elves who didn’t know what was happening would see only a shattered sky and strange phenomena painted across the heavens. They thought this was the end of the world.

      “I think that’s our signal,” I said to Tivana. “Time to go.”
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      I entered the spire with my fist, not bothering to find the door.

      “Hold on,” I said as I grabbed Tivana by the waist and smashed through one wall after another until I found the stairwell.

      I sank back on my heels and jumped. The railings flew by me like I was a rocket leaving orbit, and I grabbed the railings one at a time to haul Tivana and me further up the tower in one bounding leap. We soon found the highest room, and I landed lightly before the door. An instant later, I shattered that door with a punch and the broken pieces scattered across the floor of the dark temple to the Witch of Frozen Blood beyond.

      Countess Frostweaver was kneeling before Illiel, who stood still with a distant and expressionless gaze, as the witch who’d been controlling her until recently found her attention occupied by her current fight with the orc Wargod.

      “Hello, aunt,” Tivana said. “It’s time to put an end to this.”

      Countess Frostweaver stood up with a slow sigh. “You’ll never see reason, will you? Do you think the orc Wargod fights my mistress out of kindness and generosity? No, he’s not fighting for us, he’s fighting over us. He’d rather we be his people’s playground than the vampires.”

      Tivana glanced at me in confusion. For once, I was more privy to the secret workings of the world than she was.

      “Grognak is a reasonable man,” I answered. “The same can’t be said for your mistress. Now, step aside. I don’t like the thought of hurting one of Dean’s daughters, but I will if you’re standing between me and Illiel.”

      Countess Frostweaver’s face darkened at the mention of her father. She thrust out her hand and a pillar of ice shot out of the ground in our direction. I battered it aside with the back of my hand while Tivana prepared a spell of her own.

      “I’ll deal with her,” Tivana assured me. “Go save Illiel.”

      “You lost the last two times we fought, Tivana,” Countess Frostweaver said. “Are you certain you want to face me alone?”

      “If you think I haven’t been practicing since our last fight, you’re mistaken,” Tivana replied. She shot a glance in my direction to nudge me along.

      I put my trust in Tivana. Countess Frostweaver was her foe. I was after Illiel.

      She stood still and unmoving as I approached, and I hoped to have Grognak fighting the Frozen Blood Witch meant Illiel would just stand motionless and uncontrolled.

      But I wasn’t so lucky.

      Illiel looked up as I approached, and I felt my heart skip a beat when her eyes met mine.

      They weren’t as distant before. This wasn’t a puppet controlled from afar as the Frozen Blood Witch’s avatar. But it also wasn’t Illiel.

      Her lips curled back, revealing long and delicate fangs, more prominent than those of any vampire I’d seen before. Despite the fangs, Illiel somehow seemed even more beautiful than before.

      I’d only had eyes for Illiel and Countess Frostweaver when I entered the room, but they weren’t alone. There was an elf hanging limply in Illiel’s arms, and I could tell from a distance that she was a wizard. Or rather, she had been a wizard. Illiel’s new fangs were buried deep in her neck, letting her drink deeply from the wizard’s blood like a wolf with a rabbit in its teeth.

      Previously, Illiel had been as beautiful as an elf, but now her face and figure had this aloof and unearthly beauty to it, like there were parts of her that didn’t belong to this world. After overcoming my surprise, I felt myself grinding my teeth together. The Frozen Blood Witch had been changing Illiel based on her whims, and that irked me as much as the possession itself.

      I tried to get Illiel’s attention, hoping she was still in there, even if her vampiric instincts were too strong to resist. The fight with Grognak was supposed to make it so the Frozen Blood Witch couldn’t control her right now.

      “Illiel!” I shouted. “Are you still in there? I’m going to take you home.”

      Illiel’s eyes glowed red, and I sensed no reaction to my words. She let out a low hiss in reply, and I realized what the Frozen Blood Witch had left in her absence was more animal than a person.

      I looked Illiel up and down with magical senses, just after doing the same with my mundane eyes. Physical changes hadn’t been the limit of the Witch of Frozen Blood’s modifications to Illiel. I sensed a parasite inside of her just like those of the vampires. Only Illiel’s was less hazy and more detailed, like the others were crude copies and this was the original they were based on.

      Illiel Frostweaver (Late Sorcerer, Level 57)

      Status: Possession effects in place. Placeholder personality currently in control.

      That creature nestled in Illiel’s abdomen and curled around her cultivation was puppeting her actions. I figured that thing would be an easier foe to face than a skilled magic user like the Witch of Frozen Blood, but it would also make things more dangerous for Illiel. I needed to get her under control and sever this link between her and the Frozen Blood Witch. To do that, I needed to subdue her.

      Like some of the vampires I’d seen outside, Illiel dropped to all fours, rushing towards me like a wild animal. The crazed bloodlust look in her eyes seemed strange, given the cold and unearthly beauty of her new face. Her fingernails were sharpened like claws, and pulsing clusters of blood zeal collected at each of her fingertips.

      This technique was nothing on the level of the spells I’d seen from Illiel when the Witch was controlling her, but there was far more power in these. The Witch had kept Illiel slurping down the blood of as many wizards as she could get her hands on and adding that power to Illiel’s own.

      This was likely why we had encountered no vampire sorcerers outside. They must have required a special touch only the avatar of the Witch of Frozen Blood could give. If she’d been allowed to keep drinking from these wizards, the Witch might even have pushed Illiel to the demigod realm with this trick. But luckily, I’d gotten here before that happened.

      I was hoping Illiel would close the distance with me completely. If she tried to fight me hand-to-hand, I was confident I could subdue her in a grapple with my superior size and strength.

      But that parasite controlling her now might have been smarter than I’d given it credit for. She pulled back just as I dashed forward to meet her, and she swept her hands through the empty air between us. All ten of the little clusters of blood-red zeal shot off her fingertips and flew in my direction, bending and swirling in a chaotic rhythm.

      I cast Moment of Clarity to give myself the time to examine the spell as it flew towards me. The swirling masses of zeal inside were both complex and powerful. There was blood and ice zeal mixed in equal measure, enhancing each other in some strange way I couldn’t determine with such a cursory examination.

      I did, however, have plenty of time to recognize the power behind the attack and vaguely guess its mechanism. These little globules of energy would latch onto a victim and bury themselves inside their body, where they’d siphon out the blood and vitality inside of them to create blood golems each about the size of a fingernail. Armor would be of little use with such tiny creatures running around under the victim’s skin.

      The key to defeating this attack would be to either dodge it completely or disable it before it landed. I opted for the latter and I shot my hand forward until my aura shot out of it in a wave of cloudy smoke. My aura nipped and sapped at the nascent blood golems, absorbing their energy before they could hope to absorb mine. Soon, ten lifeless little teardrops of condensed ice zeal clattered to the ground.

      Illiel was already preparing another attack by then, and I prepared to overcome it in the same manner. This time, she opened her mouth as an ethereal crimson stream shot out from between her teeth, writhing through the air like a living worm.

      To a bystander, it would have moved so quickly they would have thought it merely a beam of light. But my senses were keen and fast. I saw the tip of the beam of light had the faint outline of a snarling face. The way it twisted and shifted when I tried to dodge was a sign of intelligence.

      I cast Magical Shattering and lashed out with a fist. The air before me cracked as a great wind picked up in the chamber, knocking Illiel back and blasting the back half of the spire’s wall apart with the force of the sudden gust of wind.

      Three more beams of light shot out from between Illiel’s teeth. The three of them swirled around me like circling predators, but I swept my hands in a wide circle and tore all of them to shreds.

      Illiel barred her teeth in an animalistic grin. She let out a long breath, and crimson zeal flowed out of her. I thought it was another attack at first, but instead of heading towards me, the zeal drifted down towards the wizard on the ground.

      There was something buried in her I hadn’t noticed at first. There was a vampire parasite implanted in her, though I hadn’t noticed it as anything special because the parasite had been dormant. The burst of zeal from Illiel was the flipping of a switch, and when it brushed against the parasite in the wizard’s body, it activated.

      Once awoken, the parasite buried itself into the wizard’s cultivation, greedily devouring all it could as it made itself at home in her dantian. Power surged around the wizard, and the depth and concentration of energy in her zeal skyrocketed until she went from the early wizard realm to the early sorcerer realm.

      An invisible tether formed between her and Illiel, unlike any of the others. The Frozen Blood Witch’s power lingered in Illiel strong enough to make a new sorcerer despite the witch herself being busy.

      Illiel clawed at the floor with her fingers. Her fingers tore the tiles free, opening up the floor of this room to the ceiling of the one below it. From the new gap, more vampire sorcerers leaped out from below. I’d been wrong about there not being other vampire sorcerers.

      “Goddess!” one sorcerer hissed. She sounded unaccustomed to speaking around her new fangs. “What do you require?”

      Illiel pointed a finger at me, and the sorcerers understood. They fanned out around me, six of them, not counting Illiel.

      I felt my jaw clench tight. I could fend off seven sorcerers, but I wasn’t so confident in my strength that I thought I could defeat them all while capturing Illiel unharmed and making sure these sorcerers did not target Tivana. In a fight like this, I couldn’t pull my punches, and Illiel was more likely to slip away than be subdued.

      “Tivana!” I shouted. “I think it’s time to call in our rear guard!”

      Tivana nodded briefly, then threw up a shield of crossing lines that would hold off Countess Frostweaver just long enough for her to shout into a transmission stone. The sorcerers on our side would leave the outskirts of the city and rush towards the spire. That might let some vampires escape, but Amisra and Melise were still holding the line, and I would wager that all the vampires who were too powerful for them to deal with were right here in this room.

      While we waited for reinforcements, I went on the offensive. I couldn’t keep blocking and deflecting attacks hoping to find an opportunity to close the distance with Illiel. Not against this many sorcerers. I needed to thin their ranks, and to do that I was prepared to unleash every trick in my book.

      I opened my Dimensional Storage and let my Sword Storm blades spill out. They hovered around me, forming four spinning circles, each with a dozen blades in them. I felt my mind split into four, and two parts of me dedicated themselves completely to controlling the Sword Storm blades.

      My hope was the weapons would turn this fight from seven against one to nearly fifty against seven. At the very least, I could use the weapons to keep the fighting messy and make sure my enemies could form no coherent plan to take me down.

      In an explosion of movement, I attacked. I cloud shifted to appear next to the sorcerer on the far left of their group, but my attacks were focused on the other side. The vampires moved to defend their ally, exposing one of their own to my Sword Storm blades. In one swift motion, the part of me controlling the Sword Storm blades pinned one sorcerer’s foot to the floor with a spear-like blade.

      The others turned at their comrades’ scream of pain. But I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and swept it at the throat of the first vampire I’d singled out. If she’d been an instant slower in her retreat, I would have taken her head off.

      She threw herself backward, retreating to cast defensive spells. That bought me a half-second while she was out of the fight, and I used that to put pressure on her comrades.

      Two were out of position now that the third had retreated, and I used Draconic Roar to stun them for a moment. Whatever the Frozen Blood Witch had done to Illiel, she’d kept her affinity for mind magic. Illiel dispersed my mind spell an instant later, but I followed it up with a cruder method of stunning my enemies.

      I cast Titanic Force and Earthshatter, cracking the ground beneath us. The floor gave way like we stood in the middle of an earthquake, and as all of us collapsed to the floor of the spire below, I grabbed one of the two vampires I’d been targeting by the throat and squeezed.

      Sorcerers didn’t need to breathe that often, and vampires needed to breathe even less. But my grip wasn’t meant to choke the vampire out. It popped her head off her shoulders. My hands closed around her flesh and I felt something snap. My hands were slick with blood for a moment before that energy streamed off me in a burst of crimson light.

      The remaining five sorcerers and Illiel got to their feet, despite my Sword Storm blades threatening to cut them to pieces as they did so. I swung Spell Eater in a wide arc, changing its trajectory at the last moment to score a light scratch across one sorcerer’s thigh. That should have been only a light wound, but it was enough of a distraction for a Sword Storm blade to sneak up behind her and skewer her in the back.

      That wouldn’t drop the sorcerer, but it would sap her zeal and make her an easier target next time. For now, I had to pull back. Illiel cast another of her blood elemental spells, and even with my Everlasting Jade armor, I didn’t want to get hit by that.

      To make matters worse, the remaining sorcerers all cast their spells. The attacks streamed towards me, closing in from all directions. Like with the true mages, these were only beefed-up wizard spells instead of true sorcerer abilities, but they could still be dangerous even to me. I cast Layered Durability to give myself some time, but to my shock, Illiel’s spell passed right through my barriers.

      There was some sort of strange dimensional aspect to it. I didn’t have the time to consider the implications or requirements of such a spell, but I knew I didn’t want to get hit with it. So I cast my new spell, Elemental Singularity.

      A pulse of energy emitted from the center of my being. It wasn’t earth zeal, so much as the feeling of earth zeal. The touch of gravel, the coarseness of sand, the hardness of stone. All of it was in there.

      And soon, all of that was around me. The zeal of blood, lightning, water, fire, air and ice changed to earth.

      Blades of wind became blades of brittle stone. A bolt of lightning fell to the ground like a shard of glass. Fire went cold and lifeless, and blood sprayed harmlessly against my Layered Durability spell as grains of sand.

      A vampire cried as her energy rebelled against her. My Elemental Singularity spell had brushed up against the energy forming in her hands and turned it into the earth. She’d been particularly unlucky, and the earth zeal interacted badly with the spell she’d been casting, creating a magical explosion that sent the wrong aspect of zeal back into her body, disabling her defenses for a brief moment.

      In a fight like this, a brief moment was all it took for a Sword Storm blade to sweep down from above and strike right through the back of a neck, ending the unlucky vampire.

      “Aghhh!” I heard someone cry out from behind me. The voice was familiar, and when I turned I saw Countess Frostweaver had scored a lucky hit on Tivana. My fight wasn’t the only one my spell had disrupted, and Elemental Singulary took down Tivana’s defenses as easily as it disabled those of my enemy.

      Countess Frostweaver had been disabled as well, but she was a more experienced fighter than her niece and while Tivana restored her defenses, Countess Frostweaver activated a simple offensive spell intending to finish the fight before Tivana could prepare herself. Between defending and attacking, Countess Frostweaver had made the smarter choice, because that had been exactly what I planned to do.

      I cursed under my breath and charged towards a nearby vampire, only to plant a heel on her head and send her hurtling backward into her comrades. I sacrificed my brief moment of opportunity to disengage from Illiel and the sorcerers and launched myself to Tivana’s side.

      I flew, then used Cloud Shift to land without needing to bring myself to a stop. I appeared behind Countess Frostweaver and grabbed her by the leg, hauling her back from Tivana moments before she struck with a blade of crimson ice.

      Countess Frostweaver whirled on her heel, turning her blade of ice on me instead of her niece. She twisted it so it aimed right at the exposed part of my face in the gap between the plates of my Everlasting Jade armor, but I turned and took the blow on my shoulder.

      I twisted and caught Countess Frostweaver’s hand in my own. I combined several of my mind spells and cast them simultaneously. I started with Illusory Pain as a distraction. I watched Countess Frostweaver wince before her mind magic overwhelmed my pain spell.

      Then I cast Sleep to knock her out. Her eyelids sagged, but not enough to put her down. I had Memory Modification prepared if I could knock her out for even an instant, but Countess Frostweaver’s mind magic was too strong for an early wizard’s spells to overwhelm it.

      Or at least that should have been the case. But instead, I sensed something stirring deep within me. My aura surged forward of its own volition, though this time it was not the earth aspects commanding the aura. What moved now was the Unknowable Primordial Essence. It washed over Countess Frostweaver like water over a sandcastle.

      The amber strands of energy under Countess Frostweaver’s control sagged and went limp, giving my aura fragment enough time to tether those strands to itself. She was trapped in my spell for a moment, though I could sense her contending with my aura and struggling to free herself.

      She would have done so if not for my hands locked on her, casting Magical Shattering and disrupting her magic.

      Tivana scrambled for her bag of holding. At first, I thought she planned to finish her aunt off while I had her pinned, but she produced an orcish zeal restricting collar. I wasn’t the only one who kept one of those around. This one was much slimmer, and it fit over Countess Frostweaver’s normal collar as though it had been designed to attach to it. Tivana must have had something custom crafted just for her aunt.

      With her zeal locked down, Countess Frostweaver was far less of a threat. I pushed her aside just in time to contend with Illiel and the other sorcerers, who were recovering from my attack on them a mere heartbeat ago.

      Though the barest instant had passed since my Elemental Singularity spell wiped out the active spells of everyone in the room, the vampires had already recast their spells. While my attention was elsewhere, they’d trapped and contained more than half of my Sword Storm blades in a barrier I couldn’t reach through to control them.

      “Is the witch in there?” Tivana panted as she jerked her chin in Illiel’s direction. Her mouth moved like lightning, and an ordinary elf wouldn’t have heard the sounds like anything more than a brief burst of sound. But now that I was at the Gold realm of body cultivation, my mind was fast enough to pick out each word as though it were spoken normally.

      “We wouldn’t be able to stand here and talk if she was,” I said, speaking with equal speed. “Tell the others to come in ready for a fight, then prepare your defensive spells. I will hold them off for a few more seconds.”

      Tivana turned back towards the door, clutching her transmission stone in one hand and hauling her aunt by the collar with the other. It seemed my sleeping spell had lingered long enough to affect Countess Frostweaver after all, because she looked like she was nodding off despite her position and the noise of the surrounding battle.

      Illiel and the remaining vampire sorcerers attacked me all at once. Falling back to deal with Countess Frostweaver meant they had time to reorganize themselves. Illiel might not have been able to use words, but these vampires were as intelligent as vampires as they had been as elven wizards. Wizards were rare enough that these newly made sorcerers had to have known each other before they became vampires, and might have even have fought together before.

      That meant they knew each other’s capabilities and could cover each other’s weaknesses. Now that I was no longer keeping them on the defensive, they’d be a much harder foe to beat.
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      Three sorcerers attacked in a group. One kept a defensive spell made of air zeal over her group, protecting her two comrades. One used ice zeal to manipulate the ice of the spire beneath my feet, wrapping around my heels to trap me in place, while the remaining fire aspect vampire conjured a massive fireball that glowed bright violet with its intensity. The fireball quickly swelled to the size of a wagon, and even I might have some trouble if I let something like that hit me.

      I used Cloud Shift again to escape the ice trap. Seeing this, the ice aspect vampire tried to make a box out of ice to trap me completely, but I used Titanic Force to shatter her growing walls the moment I reformed my body.

      I cast Supremacy to enhance my spells and then used Petrification. The elf controlling the shield redoubled her efforts to protect her comrades, and I used Corrosive Touch as I charged forward to tear the shield to shreds.

      My eyes glowed with bright Crimson Light that reflected off the blood-colored walls. The fireball-wielding vampire started turning to stone, and she gazed at her graying fingertips in horror as she was forced to fire her spell early to defend herself.

      I could have closed the distance between me and those three then to finish them off, but Illiel was leading the other half of the sorcerers in an even more aggressive attack against me. Each of them fired off a cluster of spells as large as the fireball I’d narrowly avoided, and I had to prepare my defenses against the incoming barrage of blows.

      I cast Layered Durability again, along with Unbreakable. The fastest of the spells coming at me was a lightning aspect bolt as thick as my thigh. It hit my breastplate just as my defenses were coming together, and I needed to weather the blow or face even greater danger as those blood elemental attacks streaming from Illiel’s fingertips to my left and right.

      I grunted as the lightning bolt struck me. That attack was powerful enough, it scorched my skin beneath my armor, but the damage was already healing. Meanwhile, I finished setting up my defenses so I could weather the rest of the attacks.

      Now was usually the time for a tactical retreat. I’d lost my advantage once they put me on the defensive instead of letting me attack. But time was against me today. At the rate the witch had improved Illiel’s cultivation, she’d be a demigod next time I saw her, and the sky would be shattered completely.

      At that point, all I’d be able to do is hope Grognak’s offer to move to his planet was still good, because I’d need to pick up the Hearthwood Clan and run.

      But I didn’t plan to give up what I’d fought for until now so easily. I grit my teeth and pushed, scrambling to turn this fight around.

      I had more Sword Storm blades in my Dimensional Storage and abandoned the ones that were trapped so I could replenish them with the new weapons. That took some pressure off of me, and two of the elves who’d been battering my defenses with offensive spells were forced to stop and power shields and talismans to protect themselves.

      I cast Stone Obelisk to create a few projectiles for myself, and then I shot them at my enemies. They crashed into the ground like massive stone spears, shattering this floor like the one above it and sending us toppling downwards to the floor below us.

      One thing I destroyed must have been a crucial support pillar because the entire tower tilted forward, and a few of my enemies nearly lost their footing.

      As small a chance as that was, I tried to use it as an opening to strike down another one of my enemies. But enough of them recovered quickly enough to shoot my Sword Storm blades out of the sky before they could close in on the ones who hadn’t lost their bearings.

      Then the vampires eyed me, staring me down one by one as they prepared offensive spells of their own. I had no desire to try to weather so many attacks, and in any other fight, I would have retreated by now to fight another day. But I couldn’t run, which meant I had to hold.

      I renewed Layered Durability and Unbreakable, then started summoning Stone Obelisks left and right. As I did so, I used Altered Reality to duplicate myself as I had before and then activated my unnoticiability spell to slip between two sets of pillars.

      Spells rained down on my illusion, nipping away at the Layered Durability spell, protecting it. If I was fighting alone, I would have used this opportunity to sneak around undercover and try to take out another one of the sorcerers, but I had an even safer strategy in mind now. I could hold these vampires off for a few moments more, which should have been plenty of time for Tivana to bring the cavalry.

      My barrier held for a full breath of time, and sure enough, a thin line of gray light shot through the floor near me and sliced a hole through it just large enough for a handful of people to jump through.

      Tivana appeared first, rushing to the aid of my illusion, who was grunting and sweating as they tried to maintain the Layered Durability Barrier against the magical assault.

      The Sunspire Princess followed soon after, and James and his crew of sorcerers followed her, though I noticed the Sunspire King and James were strangely missing, despite James’s two lackeys being present.

      Amisra and Melise followed soon after, with Sava, Assyrus, Eltiana, Nela, Korra, and Yorik all following not far behind.

      I was nervous for the wizards and true mages among them, but I could tell from the firmness in their expressions that they wouldn’t leave my side, even if I told them to.

      Illiel and her five sorcerers faced off against me and my four. If James and the Sunspire King were here, we would have outnumbered them, but as it was we’d have to make up for the lack of an extra sorcerer with the five extra wizards and bunch of true mages we had.

      “Illiel!” Melise shouted, holding a hand over her mouth as she took in Illiel’s strange vampiric appearance.

      “Let’s take care of these sorcerers,” I said from my real body. “Guard my back. I’m going for the two on the right.”

      Suddenly, the tides had turned. I snuck forward, still under the cover of my unnoticeability spell.

      Then I rushed forward towards the right. Amisra and Yorik heard my words, and I dropped my unnoticeability spell so they could see me, though the enemy sorcerers were too distracted by the sudden appearance of so many new opponents to notice the illusion of me in the barrier wasn’t real.

      I swept Spell Eater in a wide arc, piercing a wind-aspect barrier with the aid of the enchantments on Spell Eater’s point. The vampire immediately activated an evasion spell of her own. She blew backward like she was caught in a sudden gust of wind, but I snatched her arm as she tried to fall backward.

      Her wrist went incorporeal for a moment and she slipped out of my grip, but I already had Spell Eater swinging around again towards her neck. I cut through her in one smooth motion, and she blinked in shock, unable to understand why her body wasn’t responding as her head flew free of her shoulders.

      She didn’t have to worry for much longer though, because a mere instant later her body burst apart in a fountain of crimson light as the parasite inside her absorbed her energy. It spun around aimlessly as it realized it was already in the very spire it was supposed to head to. The possessed wisp headed vaguely upward, which ended up being towards the upper corner of the room. Tipping over the tower broke the soul-devouring aspect of the vampire parasites.

      If I could, I might try to rescue the wisps of these sorcerers. Even if they’d willingly signed away their souls and brought sacrifices in payment for the Frozen Blood Witch, as wizards living in the capital, they were still a crucial part of keeping Deania running. Perhaps raising them right during their next lives would make them better people.

      After killing the first sorcerer, I let Spell Eater continue to swing until it struck the defenses of the other vampire. This one wielded fire aspect magic. She didn’t have a defensive spell of her own, but three talismans protected her scribed on adamant plates placed on either of her shoulders that generated a shimmering and faintly crimson barrier around her.

      She must not have been too confident in these defenses, especially after seeing me cut through the shielding spell of her ally with Spell Eater so easily.

      That was a wise move and it saved her life. Spell Eater swung wide and missed. She tried to jump back again, but the back of her head slammed into Yorik’s toned chest.

      Yorik blinked, surprised at how fast the vampire sorcerer had thrown herself against my orc companion. But Yorik quickly brought her hammer to bear and smashed into the vampire’s head.

      Since Yorik was at the Silver realm of body cultivation, she’d ordinarily only be a match for an elf at the wizard realm. But now that I’d already sliced apart this vampire sorcerer’s shield, she had to withstand Yorik’s hammer without magical protection. This vampire had been a wizard until recently, so her backup defenses consisted of nothing more but a single-use shield talisman.

      Yorik’s first blow triggered that, and from then on she was pounding her hammer against unprotected flesh.

      The vampire howled as Yorik swung again and again in quick succession. She alternated directions between each swing as though she were wielding an ax and trying to fell a tree.

      The vampire bled from her nose, mouth, and eyes as she desperately circulated zeal through her body to maintain consciousness long enough to prepare a spell to slay Yorik, but then Amisra shoved her hands on either side of the vampire sorcerer’s head and released a massive jolt of electrical energy.

      The vampire sorcerer’s eyes bulged in her head, and she looked up at her two wizard-realm attackers, both humiliated and infuriated. She ground her teeth together and the blood dripping down her lip reversed its course and crawled up her chin and back into her mouth. Her wounds started healing with remarkable speed.

      “Not so fast!” Amisra growled, and soon a different aspect of zeal flowed out of Amisra’s hands. I watched curiously as her new spell reached out for the blood the vampire was reabsorbing. Soon, Amisra and the vampire were playing a little game of tug of war with the blood in the vampire’s body.

      “I didn’t know you cultivated blood zeal as well, Amisra,” I said.

      “W-well...” Amisra blushed as she cut her spell short. “I-I... uh...”

      “Nevermind.” I shrugged. “It must have been a strange lightning spell. Just keep doing whatever you’re doing!”

      Amisra nodded, thankful I’d dropped the subject. I was curious, but not so curious I wanted Amisra to lose concentration in the middle of a fight.

      I watched for a moment as I crossed Spell Eater with the weapon of one of the other vampires while simultaneously sending one of my remaining Sword Storm blades into the back of the vampire Amisra and Yorik were fighting. The Hearthwood’s other matriarchs were rushing forward, so I ran Spell Eater through the thigh of the vampire I was fighting before quickly twisting to take off both of her arms.

      The vampire wriggled her stumps in shock. Then I twirled Spell Eater around to take off one of her legs as well.

      “That one’s yours!” I shouted as I kicked the disarmed and one-legged sorcerer towards Sava, Nela, and the rest of my women. “Mind her teeth! She can still bite!”

      Nela cut short her ferocious battle cry and looked down at the foe I’d handed her, already three-quarters defeated. She sighed and kicked the vampire sorcerer over to Sava, who grinned as she held a zeal restricting collar in one hand and a potion bottle in the other.

      Until now, both sides of this fight had not unleashed any massive area of effect spells. The vampires didn’t want to lose their spire of blood, and we didn’t want to destroy the capital, though both our sides could do both in short order.

      I didn’t know who cast the first spell, but the ground beneath us cracked as a series of massive vibrations shook the tower. Great crevices opened up in the walls and floors, wide enough for an elf to fall through.

      Moments later, the air turned hot enough I felt like I was standing near a bonfire. The frozen blood around us melted, making the ground slick and filling the air with a sharp, biting taste.

      The exposed blood seemed to enhance the power of these vampires further, so someone else made it rain. Water poured in through the cracks in the wall and ceiling above us, and waves of cleansing water washed the blood away and ate at the ice beneath us.

      I looked up and conjured four Stone Obelisks around the room, which rose out of the ice beneath us to push against the roof and tear it free completely so more water could pour in. While I was at it, I pointed down. The spire was tipping still, and before long it would reach a critical point where it would topple completely, taking out much of the city with it.

      Deania would fare better with us fighting far above it. The spell that cracked the tower could easily topple the weaker structures in the city, and there was enough rain pouring down on the spire to drown a heartwielder who couldn’t find high ground quick enough.

      As the vampires grew more desperate, they activated more large-scale spells hoping to turn the tides. Zeal of aspects all across the elements thrummed through the air, and the phantom images of magical creatures appeared all around us. No one was holding back now, and aura fragments warred against each other as their masters fought.

      I pointed my hand at the vampire aura fragments and compelled my iron-aspect aura there. Its iron-laden nature made it exceptional at devouring the auras of elves so it would wreak as much havoc in the vampire line as I was about to.

      My aura serpent swirled in on itself before rushing forward into the fray. Eyes glowing crimson as it dug its razor-sharp teeth into the torso of a massive green frog with six sets of legs and two tongues.

      Meanwhile, I rushed forward, soon joined by Amisra and Yorik behind me, along with all the other matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan.

      James’ lackeys were slowly falling back in the face of the two sorcerers they were facing. I wasn’t surprised to find the two of them on their back foot, since the agents of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye were better suited to espionage and indirect combat.

      In contrast, Princess Tivana and the Sunspire Princess were both winning their fights. With my help they would win their fights a lot faster, and once they did, there would be nothing stopping me from destroying the spire of blood and taking Illiel home with me.

      My group flanked the enemy. With the two vampires we had taken out, the vampire’s right line collapsed. Forcing Tivana and the Sunspire Princess’ enemies to turn around to face their new foes.

      While Yorik and Amisra couldn’t hope to kill a vampire so powerful on their own, their presence allowed Tivana to seize an opportunity to strike a fatal blow. While Yorik bashed the vampire in the back of the head, Amisra tried to do something similar to what she’d done before with blood magic. Their actions distracted the vampire sorcerer for long enough that Tivana conjured a rod of gray energy. It shot an eerie bolt of light of the same color, which sliced the vampire from shoulder to hip.

      I aided the Sunspire Princess by striking her opponent in the back with a fist empowered with titanic force. The vampire turned, trying to mend a broken spine quickly enough to fend off my next attack. But before I could strike, the Sunspire Princess finished her opponent off herself with a whip of golden power shaped like a wriggling snake.

      The Sunspire Princess nodded at me and quickly turned to fight off the remaining vampires. Tivana shot me a look, and I followed her eyes to Illiel and the surrounding spire.

      “I’ll take care of Illiel. You’ll have to disable the spire.” I gestured rapidly, giving orders more with my hands than my voice. “Sava, Nela, Assyrus, Eltiana, and Korra, help Tivana. Amisra, Melise, and Yorik show those Unblinking Eye Cultists how the Hearthwood deals with an enemy sorceress.”

      “Understood. Tell Illiel we’ll be coming to see her as soon as she is well.” Sava replied on behalf of all the women.

      I trusted them to keep each other safe. Then I turned my attention to the task at hand. It took one mighty leap to appear behind her, where Illiel was in the middle of tearing into the neck of one of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye Sorcerers with her bare hands.

      I grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her away, much to the gratitude of the cultist I’d saved.

      Illiel whirled on me, eyes bloodshot and red. She seemed almost like a feral animal, and not at all what she had been like when she was possessed by the Frozen Blood Witch. She bared her teeth and growled at me.

      I reached out and immobilized both of her arms with my own. She snarled, and the twisted expression looked unnatural on her unfamiliar face. She tried to jerk her limbs free, but found them completely unable to move in my grip.

      So she did the only thing she could do and tried to bite me. I let it happen, a small smirk traveling up the side of my face as she sunk her teeth into the flesh of my arm.

      I willed the skin there to give way and let blood well up, practically forcing itself into her mouth. I would need a little extra to deal with the sorcerer. But not so much that it might kill her.

      Illiel sank her jaws into my arm, and I pulled her into a tight embrace. Her eyes went wide, and the parasite buried deep inside her belly reacted faster to my blood than any of the others. Her parasite seemed more independent than the others. More alive.

      I had little time, and I wanted Illiel to be as far away from the spire of blood as we could get. So I opened up my Pocket World entrance just ahead of me. Without looking back, I pulled Illiel inside. I carried her in my arms through the Command Center and to the Resurrection Tree room.

      “Mac!” I shouted. “Lockdown this area. I don’t want anyone or anything interrupting me for the next few minutes.”

      [Already done.] Mac replied. [And the fight back in the capital is going well. I had to have my golems evacuate a few buildings that looked like they were going to be crushed by the falling spire, but your Stone Obelisks gave me enough time to complete evacuations. Your fight brought down a few city blocks outside of the spire, but the spire is tall enough that there’s enough distance between the fighting sorcerers and the capital to avoid laying waste to everything. One minor issue is that I spotted the Sunspire King and James headed towards the palace, but that can wait until you’ve cured Illiel.]

      “Good to know. Have a report for me when I’m finished.”

      Then I slipped into the Resurrection Chamber and locked the door behind me.

      As I did so, Illiel started squirming in my grip. I pressed on the back of her head to keep her fangs lodged in my arm, but she struggled to stop the flow of blood into her mouth.

      “Shh. It’s going to be okay, Illiel.” I said, as I kept her still in my tight embrace. I tightened my grip on her and I felt her squirm. She summoned blood and ice, which shot out around the two of us in pulsing waves. I was glad I locked out my daughters because if I hadn’t I knew most of them would be here right now, and if they’d been here, I wouldn’t have been able to protect them from these bursts of power.

      Illiel groaned, and the sound seemed a lot more elven than her previous growls.

      I watched the zeal inside of her churn chaotically, swirling and twisting on itself. The parasite inside her stretched itself out through her body, reaching into every limb like it was desperately trying to hold its burning house together.

      Despite its best efforts, Illiel’s body was crumbling. I approached the tree in the center of the room. On all the other vampires I’d tested this procedure on, they only briefly had a stable wisp. After that brief time window, they fell apart.

      I couldn’t wait for my blood to destroy Illiel’s body, but I needed to wait long enough for it to damage the parasite inside her body beyond repair. As it did so, I squeezed Illiel tighter, far more tightly than would have been comfortable to her.

      She continued to squirm in my grip, and I felt her bones bend under the immense pressure of my arms as I squeezed her against my chest. She couldn’t breathe like this.

      I kept pulling her tighter and tighter. Her face flushed red as my grip stopped the flow of blood through her body. Neither of those would kill a sorcerer under ordinary circumstances. But with Illiel’s body under so much strain from my blood inside her, she’d need a beating heart and working lungs to heal. I would not give that to her.

      Illiel’s clawing scratches grew more desperate, and I felt her nails dig into the bare skin of my arms. The sheer animalistic fury was enough to leave marks on my skin despite the strength of a Gold Skin body. They healed as fast as she made them, and soon the energy left her struggling form.

      She shook, trembling in my arms. I almost released her the moment I saw the frightened look on her face, but I knew I had to see this through if I wanted to cure her. A week ago, this might have been an impossible task for me, but after going through what I had with Melise, I drew on my inner strength and crushed the life out of my lover’s physical body.

      Eventually, something gave way and her body collapsed into a fountain of glowing crimson specks of light. With the doors sealed to the Resurrection Chamber, none of that vitality could escape.

      Among that cloud of glowing light, I spotted Illiel’s amber-colored wisp, stained with crimson veins running through it. Bits and pieces of the parasite survived, fused permanently to Illiel’s spirit, but I didn’t have the time to worry about that. I also noticed that Illiel’s wisp was far larger than any I’d seen before. It hung in the air, perfectly round and as large as my head, with a dim amber glow that extended beyond its edge.

      I knew wisps got bigger as the souls they contained grew more powerful. Wizard realm wisps and above included the aura fragment the elf had bonded, so they were necessarily larger.

      Illiel’s wisp seemed even larger than Melise’s wizard-realm wisp, and it almost seemed like it was observing me even as I was observing it. I’d heard rumors that sorcerers could exert some control over their own wisps even when their physical bodies had been destroyed, rather than relying on the pure instinctual behavior patterns lesser elves had to rely on to bring themselves back to life. Perhaps Illiel was in there, watching me.

      Resurrect Follower Illiel Frostweaver?

      Cost: 1250 Blood Crystals.

      I’d never seen a blood crystal cost that high, which was curious. Resurrection costs went up with the power of follower cultivation, and Illiel might have kept some of the empowerment the Frozen Blood Witch had given her. I could only hope that the power came without strings attached.

      Still, I had enough blood crystals at this point that I hadn’t even been tracking them, so I happily spent what I had on a rapid resurrection for Illiel. The moment I’d spotted her wisp, I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage. Now it appeared again before me, hanging from the Resurrection Tree like a plump fruit of glowing light.

      I waited and watched, paying careful attention to the crimson lines running through the fruit as it grew larger. Energy from the blood crystals poured into the tree, and the tree transferred that same energy into Illiel.

      Like the blossoming of a flower bud, Illiel’s amber wisp opened. The amber corona around her faded to a dull glow, revealing her body curled with her arms and legs pressed tight against her chest.

      She fell to the ground with a dull thud, wincing as she did so.

      I pulled a blanket out of my Dimensional Storage and threw it around her shoulders before going to one knee beside her.

      “Illiel?” I asked, heart beating fast. “Who’s in charge inside that head of yours?”

      “Whoever it is...” Illiel rubbed her temples. “I wish they would stop pounding on the inside of my skull.”

      I let out a slow breath, releasing the tension I’d been holding. “It’s good to see you’re feeling like yourself. But I still recommend you spend a few days in the Chamber of Tranquility until you’re feeling right.”

      “I agree...” Illiel said, voice laden with a weary sigh. “I think I’ll need to spend a month alone figuring out my zeal again. Everything feels so unfamiliar...” She rubbed at her face. Her face looked different from before. Not quite like how she’d looked as a vampire, but not quite what she’d looked like before either.

      Her canines had a bit of a point to them now, and she felt around her mouth with her tongue in a way that suggested they felt even stranger to her than they looked to me. Her face was paler, and the tip of her chin came to a delicate point that resembled the Frozen Blood Witch’s face.

      She kept enough of that otherworldly beauty she’d gained as the avatar of the Frozen Blood Witch that she only looked mostly elvish. Someone scrutinizing her very hard wouldn’t be able to help but feel like there was something ever so slightly different about her.

      I escorted Illiel to the Chamber of Tranquility. I wanted to carry her there, but she insisted on walking on her own.

      “Keep Segolas company,” I said to Illiel. “I’m sure the room is rather lonely for him now that Sharakan is healed. The two Ancient Tree Temple matriarchs still talk very little.”

      “T-thanks...” I heard a voice whisper on the wind. It was a hushed breath, barely spoken, but it had clearly come from Segolas’ bed. His eyes were closed, and he lay still, sleeping, still as ever. I examined him for a moment, but I dared not get my hopes up for anything. Perhaps it was merely the mind zeal in the air, whispering what I wanted to hear.

      After tucking Illiel in to sleep and leaving careful instructions with the guards outside to monitor her for any unusual behavior, I left through the same Pocket World passage and returned to the capital.
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        * * *

      

      Battle won! Enemies defeated!

      Capital of Deania!

      World of Sanctuary and Serenity protected from otherworldly invasion!

      +112,500 points!
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      When I returned to the capital, the spire of blood was lying on its side far below me.

      That meant the Pocket World passage I’d opened was floating a hundred stories in the air. Such a drop would have been a rather deadly fall for anyone else, but I crashed to the ground with a thud, leaving a circle of broken rubble on the side of the toppled spire, but no harm to myself.

      I sprinted down the spire’s length with all haste. Fortunately, it toppled towards the outside of the city. The city’s now-shattered walls cushioned its fall, preventing it from crashing down on the citizens below.

      Above the capital, the sky was still shot through with crimson cracks, but not to the extent it had been before. The beam of energy from the center of the spire to the sky overhead was no longer emanating from the tip of the spire, though the bigger beam of energy shooting at the surface of the world from outside was still present.

      Despite that large assault, the barrier proved more than strong enough to repel this foreign energy when it wasn’t being attacked from two directions. I could see no strange celestial phenomenon occurring outside, so presumably, Grognak was no longer fighting the Frozen Blood Witch.

      With a few great leaps into the air, I quickly made it to the tower’s tip. Only a handful of minutes had passed since I’d departed, but for a battle between sorcerers, a few minutes was more than enough time to end a fight. The battle had been mostly won by the time I restrained Illiel to take her home and free her, so it did not surprise me to find the rest of the vampires already dead when I showed up.

      I saw Tivana first, flying up and down the tower with a beam of gray light shooting out of her palm as she moved. As she trailed along the tower’s length, the beam of light sliced everything she passed to ribbons, revealing lines upon lines of a strange exotic script hidden in the ice.

      “There are Drafter’s diagrams in here. I don’t know what language the script is in though.” I said as I flew alongside Tivana on a flying sword.

      “Vampiric, presumably.” Tivana shrugged. “But I don’t think we need to know how it works to destroy it. I was planning to just slice it to ribbons and let it melt.”

      I tapped my chin in thought. “I think it will be safer to bleed off the power source first. This spire was shooting off an awful lot of zeal. Releasing the spire’s entire power reserves into the air might cause many strange phenomena. Perhaps we can store extra power somehow. That would be both safer and keep it from going to waste.”

      I quickly told Tivana about the method Argona and I came up with for turning zeal from captives into zeal crystals. Looking at the diagrams, a few modifications would be all it would take to convert the tip of the spire from a weapon into an energy crystallization device.

      Argona went to work the moment I contacted her about the project, and soon one blood-red zeal crystal after another was trickling out of the tip of the broken tower, like morning dew off the surrounding grass.

      With no prompting from me, the Matriarchs of the Hearthwood went to work assisting Amisra in bringing the city to order again. Within an hour, teams of golems were clearing out the rubble, and Melise was having the Fateweaver Society sweep the entire city for Timeweavers while Amisra did the same for the vampires.

      The royal guard arrested quite a few true mages and mage acolyte-level vampires. They behaved more like frightened and shy creatures instead of the vicious predators they’d been before the spire fell, and everyone frightfully whispered that the voice in their head had gone quiet.

      “That would strike me as a good thing,” Amisra said. “Having voices whispering in your mind is usually regarded as bad.”

      “You seem happy,” I said to Amisra.

      “Of course.” Amisra smiled. “The battle is won. Now I get to arrest all the criminals. We may even have to expand the dungeon.”

      “There’s a bit of room in the Hearthwood if the palace can’t handle these vampires. We had most of the true mages of the Rakaren Queendom imprisoned there recently, and now many of their old cells are empty.” I offered.

      “Thank you, patriarch Theo,” Amisra said. “I think we’ll have to take you up on that offer. We can discuss it when I come to visit the Hearthwood.”

      “Want to see what I’ve built?” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s an impressive city. I’ve got a Pillar of Magical Law in the center, which I know you’ll appreciate. It lets me prevent people with a lower cultivation base than mine from casting certain types of magic. I can make laws using magic itself!”

      “That sounds very impressive.” Amisra blushed. “B-but I was hoping to make due on my promise to you. I think I owe you an egg.” She placed a hand over her womb, and I reached out to touch her there, slipping my hand under her shirt to do so.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’m glad you didn’t forget your promise to me. I can’t wait to see our child manifest. I hope they’ll have your sense of duty.”

      “...Right.” Amisra’s blush deepened as one of her guards came around the corner. And I pulled my hand back to my side.

      “By the way,” I added, remembering why I’d gone looking for Amisra. “James and the Sunspire King weren’t at that fight in the spire. And yet we know they’re in the city. Have any of your guards seen them?”

      Amisra bit her lip. Her cheeks returned to their normal color the moment her mind returned to serious matters. “No, I have gotten no reports as to their whereabouts. Normally, I have a team of at least three guards monitoring any visiting wizards or sorcerers with unknown affiliations. My subordinates should know by now that James and the Sunspire King qualify to have an entire battalion watching their every move. And yet I’ve heard nothing from them. Considering the Cult of the Unblinking Eye’s concealment abilities, they could easily hide somewhere in the city drawing no attention. Have you spoken to Melise? Perhaps her Fateweavers have succeeded where my guards have not.”

      I shook my head. “I spoke with her earlier. None of her Fateweavers have seen either of them. The same is true for my matriarchs. And I’m sure the Sunspire Princess would have attacked the moment she saw the Sunspire King.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard those two have an unfortunate history.” Amisra ran her fingers through her hair. “To catch a criminal, you must learn to think like one. If you were James or the Sunspire King, where would you go?”

      I surveyed the surrounding city, scanning it for anything unusual. Then something James had said to me before struck me. “He and the other chaka said before that they were interested in an artifact Sam and Dean left behind, something that let them reach Demigod.”

      Amisra’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard of such an artifact, the Tapestry of Dual Cultivation! It describes a secret technique Dean the Destroyer and Sam the Fateweaver used to harness incredible power. The Queen showed it to me once. It was very... exhilarating to study. It should be with the Queen herself... oh dear. The Queen! James and the Sunspire King might attack her while she’s cultivating!”

      “Then there’s no time to waste,” I said. “We must protect the queen.”

      Amisra grabbed a transmission stone to relay a message to Princess Tivana, and I picked her up in my arms and jumped until I was flying over the gates of the palace to land in the courtyard in front of it.

      “The Queen’s royal cultivation chambers are located beneath the palace. It isn’t accessible through the hallway network. You need to use a special entrance, and only Tivana and Countess Frostweaver can enter it. But the defensive enchantments aren’t entirely unknown. Dean the Destroyer once boasted of the many secret traps he’d made to his cultivation chamber, explaining them in great detail. So I wouldn’t be surprised if these enemy sorcerers came with a way to break through the wards."

      By the time we made it to the location of the secret entrance to the Queen’s royal cultivation chambers, Tivana was already waiting for us.

      “Someone destroyed the outer wards with a specialized device,” Tivana said, tossing me a sphere hewn of solid gold. I inspected it under the late afternoon light. There was a crack running down the center of the device, and a small twist was all it took for it to fall neatly in two halves.

      “Waterbeetle shell and Crimson Eye Observer eye fluid,” I said upon closer examination. “The two items worked together to redirect the power of a defensive ward and make it diffuse harmlessly into the air. This is a rather interesting invention.” Since this was something the Hearthwood could easily make, I pulled it into my Dimensional Storage for later examination.

      “The other wards further inside are broken as well. We should be prepared for a fight. The Sunspire King’s crown is a powerful object of magic, and he’s used it to take down sorcerers before. And I have no doubt James is an even more potent foe. We must defeat them both swiftly. If they disturb my mother during a crucial moment of cultivation, she could harm herself irreversibly.”

      Tivana led the way past the broken wards. There had been a false wall there, obscured to look like it was just part of the garden. This was a secret entrance very few people should have known about, but after the destruction of the outer wards, the entrance had been revealed.

      Tivana led us through that entrance, which concealed a large door banded with iron. It was rusting, exposed to the weather as it was, but there was still more than enough iron to kill an elf heartwielder.

      “This is a crude but basic defense. Nobody below true mage could open the latch of an iron door, and the wood is enchanted so they couldn’t get through it with an ax or hammer unless they exerted a tremendous amount of force.” Tivana explained. “Unfortunately, it seems it can’t stop chakas in the slightest.”

      Being human, James and the Sunspire King had no trouble turning the handle and getting past this inner layer of defenses.

      “Stick close to me,” Tivana said. “My grandfather put many traps and tricks in this hallway.”

      Tivana took one step forward, and I watched the two tiles that she placed her foot on bend downward. Through my spirit sight, I watched zeal flow through them, triggering some unknown mechanism hidden in the wall.

      “Watch out!” I said, just as a massive ax swung down from a hidden compartment on the ceiling. Thanks to my warning, Tivana ducked just in time for the ax blade to swing harmlessly by. As it did, it struck the wall and vanished like it was never there.

      “Ah, right? The falling axes descend if you step on any of the cracks between the tiles.” Tivana said. “They’re built to phase out of existence if they ever strike a member of Dean’s bloodline, so I’ll be alright, but you two need to watch your step. I’d forgotten about that trap.”

      “Now I see why the Queen said only members of the Royal family are allowed down here,” Amisra said. “It would be lethal for nearly anyone else. I assume most of the traps are harmless to a member of your family.”

      “Yes,” Tivana said. “I’m told my grandfather kept setting off his traps by accident because he built so many of them. And when one of those axes struck him, the ax would be destroyed, wasting a month of work for a whole team of enchanters. Naturally, he had to redesign the weapons or he’d have to keep replacing them.”

      A few steps further down the hallway, and we came across two small statues at about waist height. They both had the carved heads of dragons, mouths open.

      “Hmm... was this the lightning trap or the spike trap?” Tivana muttered to herself.

      I tapped on the floor nearby, which made the two dragons shoot gout of fire out of their mouths, consuming the hallway in flame.

      “I’ll take the lead,” I said as I stepped to the front. “After all, none of the traps we’ve seen are strong enough to do me any harm, even without Dean’s bloodline. Just keep Amisra safe.”

      There was a bit of a pattern to Dean’s traps, and I’d already gotten used to it back in the Hearthwood. Ahead was a lever saying ‘Pull Me’, along with a dozen others with nonsense written over them. They were all labeled in English so Sam and Dean could get through them fine, but the others would all trigger traps.

      I pulled the correct lever, which revealed the next chamber. After that was a room filled with three paintings of beautiful elves with a placard in the center of the room asking, ‘Which of these is the hottest?’.

      “All of them,” I answered, channeling zeal into all three paintings at once. Answering any other way would make the floor open up into some sort of deathtrap or open a passageway back to the entrance.

      Tivana’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “You know our secret passages so well, Theo. Are you sure you haven’t been here before?”

      I chuckled. “I know your grandfather pretty well.”

      “It would seem so...” Amisra said, examining each of the paintings with a blush. None of the elves depicted wore a scrap of clothes, and each of them lounged sensually on velvet sheets or atop piles of gold. “Are those?”

      “Yes,” Tivana replied dryly. “Three of Deania’s founding ancestors. One of them left to go adventuring on her own for a few centuries before returning. We lost contact with her nearly a hundred years ago, but I’m told the other two left with my grandfather to join him on his adventures. All three of them were powerful sorcerers, or perhaps even demigods by now.”

      “You know... I think I recognize two of them.” I muttered as I squinted. Yes... I’d seen two of them with Dean back on Earth. The one on the left was Yonda, and the one on the right was Erula. I didn’t know who the center woman was. “Saving Deania certainly would have been easier with any of them around, if they’re as powerful as you say.”

      Tivana sighed. “Yes, it would have. But at the time they thought it would be best to give my mother a bit more responsibility in the hopes that it would straighten her out. I’m told my mother used to be a troublemaker in her younger days. With a powerful father and so many mothers to look after her, she grew up to be rather reckless and carefree. My foreign ministers say she’s a queen people either love or hate, with few in between.”

      “Sounds like her father,” I said. “How much further?”

      “Two more doors,” Tivana said. “I just need to put in the secret pass code to activate the last set of wards. The door after that will be to our family’s secret cultivation chamber.”

      Tivana drew in a deep breath and planted her feet before a massive gilded door. It shone with bright light, with ethereal chains crossing it from corner to corner, glowing like those of a nexus seal. Powerful magic ran through this enchanted door.

      Princess Tivana placed her hands on the door, pressing her palms against two silver disks. Then, with an air of great dignity and reservations, she said, “Nachos.”

      I blinked. “That’s the secret password?” I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “My grandfather kept that as his most secret code phrase,” Tivana said. “I’m told it is the name of powerful mystical food of such splendor and decadence one bite could turn an ordinary elf into a true mage in the blink of an eye! The royal family has tried to replicate the dish based on my grandfather’s notes, but the formula is incomplete."

      I was about to explain what a nacho was to Tivana when I heard muffled voices in the distance.

      “Shh... I hear someone.” I said, waving my hand to hush the two elves with me.

      They both went quiet, stopping their breathing for a moment so we could all lean forward and listen. Of the three of us, my hearing was by far the best, so I was the only one who could make out any words.

      “Treat you rough.... take those trinkets...” I whispered to the two women as I repeated what I heard. “I can’t make out the rest. There must be some sound dampening enchantments in that room.”

      Tivana nodded. “Yes, the chamber is supposed to be insulated to all noise. I’m surprised you can hear anything at all.”

      Amisra bit her lip. “Whatever is happening, that doesn’t sound good. Perhaps they’ve already gotten the better of her majesty by attacking while her guard was down and she wasn’t able to fight back because her cultivation base was in disarray from her attempted advancement.”

      I checked the latch on the door. The powerful defensive ward on the outside of the door had been broken with a sphere similar to the one I saw on the outside... “James and the Sunspire King already went through here. If we’re interrupting your mother, we won’t be the first to do so today.”

      Tivana and Amisra flashed me a grim smile of silent agreement.

      I pulled Spell Eater from my Dimensional Storage while simultaneously activating my Everlasting Jade armor. Tivana and Amisra followed suit, pulling out their weapons and activating defensive spells.

      “We’ll need to be careful,” Tivana whispered. “There are zeal dampening spells inside the chamber, built sound enough that a demigod can practice their magic down here without disturbing the city above them. At our level, our spells might feel like they’re barely above the mage acolyte level."

      “So hold nothing back. Understood.” I gripped Spell Eater tighter. Even if my spells were taken from me, I still had the World Titan Fiendbody. Even if zeal outside my body behaved sluggishly, what was inside my body would be enough to deal with James and the Sunspire King.

      Tivana and Amisra made similar preparations, and when we were all ready, I kicked down the door to the Deanian Royal Family’s secret cultivation chamber.

      The room beyond the door was much larger than my Cultivation Chamber, and it was designed to be much cozier. Although stone had been plastered over to make smooth wallboard, which had then been decorated in large plush tapestries of various colors. Seeing as how the tapestries contained depictions of distant lands or exotic palaces, I suspected the queen had replaced whatever Dean had put up in ages past.

      The floor was made of fine hardwood, and a large rug stretched out across most of the room. Whatever the rug was woven of had been a powerful plant, because it still emanated a calming and soothing zeal that lingered in the room, as though lulling me to relax.

      “This is the welcome room,” Tivana explained. “Mother would be in either the meditation chamber, the sauna chamber, or the recreation room.”

      “Your cultivation chamber has a recreation room?” I asked. I’d need to have a word with Mac about this when I got back to the Hearthwood.

      We checked the meditation chamber first but found it empty. This one at least looked familiar to me. It was a plain hardwood box without windows and insulated to zeal so that delicate operations on a cultivator’s own body could be performed without the danger of ambient zeal disrupting the process or sapping away the energy of valuable cultivation materials.

      The design seemed almost identical to what I had aboard The Wanderer, though I relied on supernatural forces to insulate the chamber rather than layers of iron and steel the Deanian Royal family used.

      We checked the sauna chamber right after. Dean must have developed a fondness for these things ever since coming to this world. Or more likely, he merely wanted to always have an excuse for his elves to relax with him. We looked for Tivana’s mother there, but the water was undisturbed without the slightest ripple.

      “This hasn’t been used in at least a few days,” Amisra said as she inspected the pool. “All the water outside the pool has dried up. The Queen loves to splash.”

      “Then she must be in the recreation room,” Tivana said.

      The voices I heard earlier got louder, and I was making out more words.

      “Wait, I think I’m hearing them again, up ahead!” I said, craning my neck to make out any noises despite the enchantments built to keep this place quiet and peaceful.

      “Pathetic.... sneaking in... proper punishment...” I muttered, repeating what I was hearing.

      Amisra’s face flushed red with anger. “How dare these low-life scum attempt to punish our queen!”

      Tivana had a different look on her face, though her cheeks were also flushed red. “Oh... maybe we should knock before entering.”

      But Amisra was already entering the chamber with her weapon drawn. Amisra was a powerful wizard, but she was no sorcerer, so I jumped forward to protect her if James or the Sunspire King attacked her the moment she entered.

      My weapon drooped as soon as I entered the chamber. There were signs of a battle here. A pool table had been cracked in half, some of the balls from a nearby bowling alley had been used as projectiles, and shimmering spatial fractures were hanging in the room, slowly healing as the world knitted the cracks shut again.

      James and the Sunspire King had both been on the losing side of the battle that had taken place. They were lying on the ground to one side of the chamber. Large chains hung from the ceiling, binding both their hands. Blood dripped down each of their chins, and the Sunspire King had a black eye and was missing his crown.

      That crown drooped sideways across the head of a young woman lounging upside down on a plush throne. Her feet dangled in the air while her head hung off the bottom, and she had a lazy smile on her face. Her stolen crown stayed on her head in spite of gravity.

      The throne itself looked like it had been made to resemble a ferocious snarling beast, though the image was ruined because the fur on the beast had been dyed bright pink and covered in a mountain of cushions.

      The young woman sitting on throne resembled Tivana, though somehow she looked a few years younger. If I’d seen the two of them in the same chamber, I would have guessed this other elf was Tivana’s younger sister rather than her mother. She was dressed in a sheer dress of pink leather that clung tightly to her skin.

      She had a wide smile on her face as she looked down at her two prisoners. While she grinned, she smacked a long leather whip against her palm.

      “Tivana!” the queen said, jumping off her throne and rolling to her feet. “I was just about to punish these two hooligans who interrupted my cultivation session! Which one do you want, we’ll share.”

      I looked down in surprise to realize Tivana’s mother was shorter than her daughter. If not for the pointed stiletto heels on her boots, she would have been looking up at her daughter.

      “Ah... no thank you, mother,” Tivana said shyly, tucking herself behind my arm.

      “Oh...” The Queen looked at Tivana, and then at me. Her grin grew even wider, and there was something lecherous and very Dean-like about it. “I see how it is, Tivana. And here I thought I was going to have to kidnap a man for you myself.” She giggled to herself. "More for me then."

      Tivana’s blush deepened, and to her great relief, Amisra stepped forward to speak to the queen.

      “Your majesty!” Amisra said. “You’re safe! We feared these two had interrupted your cultivation. There has been a great crisis in the capital and enemies surrounded us. Then Countess Frostweaver hatched some sort of plot with a powerful vampire beyond the world!”

      Amisra quickly filled the Queen in on all that happened, and Tivana and I pitched in wherever we could.

      “I’m sorry I failed you, mother.” Tivana hung her head. “I wasn’t able to keep Deania safe in your absence.”

      The queen sighed. “I suspected something like this had happened. I received your first plea for help, you know. That’s why I expedited stabilizing my new demigod cultivation base. Ordinarily, it would have taken me a few more weeks, but these two showed up and kindly donated so much of their vitality to my cause.” The queen gestured to James and the Sunspire King, who both looked rather haggard and worn.

      I glanced the queen up and down, and sure enough, I soon realized that this was someone at the demigod realm.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Lyanva Deania, Monarch of Deania. (Early Demigod, Level 50)
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        * * *

      

      “A parasite ring,” I said as I nodded to the ring on Queen Lyanva’s finger. “I’ve seen one of those before. You must have extracted vitality out of the two of them.”

      “It’s not every day two chakas deliver themselves to your doorstep just when you need them!” Queen Lyanva giggled girlishly. “Although, a parasite ring isn’t the fun way to extract vitality. There’s a much longer, slower, and more reliable process.” She flashed a wink at Tivana. “After all, now that I’m a demigod their cult’s leader can’t protect them from me.”

      The two human men groaned in response, and I let out a long sigh. “I hope your father didn’t teach you anything too inappropriate.”

      “Me? Learn anything bad? Impossible, I’ve always been my father’s perfect little princess.” The queen laughed, and a mischievous glint shone in her eyes. “My little sister, however, has been very naughty to conspire with that vampire goddess of hers. Have her delivered to the palace dungeons and I’ll think of a proper punishment.”

      “Of course, your majesty!” Amisra bowed low and swiftly departed to fetch Countess Frostweaver.

      “Now then.” The queen said as she placed her arms on both her daughter’s shoulder and my own. “I expect the two of you have made at least a hundred grandchildren for me by now. Take me to them. I'm ready to bask in grand-maternal bliss.”
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      “Well... uh... mother!” Tivana blushed furiously.

      “We haven’t quite gotten there yet, your majesty,” I said to the queen. This was Tivana’s mother, so I wanted to make a good impression. I unconsciously straightened my back, smiled politely at her, wishing for the chance to change into something better than my blood-stained armor.

      “A pity.” Queen Lyanva sighed. “You’ve always been a bit too shy about these things, dear. Have you at least been studying your grandfather’s book of sexual positions and techniques like I asked you to?”

      Tivana’s face flushed an even deeper shade of red until her skin looked pure scarlet. “We are not talking about this now.” She hissed between her teeth.

      “Oh, fine.” Queen Lyanva sighed. Then she turned to me. “I apologize, you’ll have to make up for the knowledge my daughter is lacking. I trust someone has given you a copy of my father’s book?”

      “Uh... your niece, Baroness Jynna, showed me a few of the slides and diagrams that went into the book. The airship she has came with them.” I said, coughing awkwardly in my arm. I wanted to hide behind Tivana, but that would have been rather difficult since she was already half-hidden behind me.

      “Oh, Jynna! What a sweet girl. Is she still alive? Or did she die of old age and have to reincarnate again?” Queen Lyanva asked.

      Tivana cleared her throat. “Cousin Jynna reached the true mage realm some time ago, and I put her in charge of all royal affairs in Bronzeridge City, thinking she could keep the Spirelords in line. That place has always been rather lawless.”

      “I am gladdened by her progress. There are far too few rising stars among your generation of the royal clan, Tivana. After that tragic invasion from the Myriad Monsters Sea a few years back, we lost too many of your talented cousins and siblings. I laid so many eggs, and yet all my hopes rest between your legs.” Queen Lyanva looked at me. “As your queen, I ask that you serve your country well, at least once each night, though more would obviously be preferable.”

      “Uh... I’ll do my best.” I’d been prepared to talk to a stately and regal queen. I’d been prepared for a cold and distant queen. But this daughter of Dean’s had truly caught me off guard.

      “Good.” Queen Lyanva said as we surveyed the broken regions of the city. “Look at this mess. There all holes all around the city, and that block of ice took out an entire piece of the walls.”

      “I’m sorry, mother.” Tivana apologized.

      Queen Lyanva sighed. “Don’t be sorry, dear. Your aunt is the one who should be apologizing. I should have had this talk with her long before I went into seclusion to reach the demigod realm. And all these ruins will give me a chance to test out my new demigod powers!”

      The queen waved her hand at the distant wall, which lay crumbled in pieces. “Be fixed!”

      And so it was. Suddenly the wall stood as tall and strong as it had before the spire of blood had cracked it in two. The spire itself stood upright again, leaning only slightly, as though it had been returned to where it had stood before it fell.

      ...For a handful of seconds. Then the spire of blood fell back down and crushed it again.

      “Hmm... it seems I’ll need a bit more practice before I can use auntie Anya’s trick.” Queen Lyanva said.

      “It was impressive, nonetheless,” I said. “What exactly did you do just then?”

      “I took what is and replaced it with what I wanted.” Queen Lyanva explained. “As you approach Immortal Ascension, you realize that magic is more tightly bound to the world than ordinary people can perceive. Our powers are strings we can pull. Some are better than others at manipulating the world around them, but with enough comprehension, anything is possible. If you work hard and sleep with my daughter very often, you’ll learn how to do this too someday.”

      I snorted at Tivana’s expression and nodded appreciatively at these words of advice from a demigod.

      “I suppose you wouldn’t have any tricks for reaching the sorcerer realm sooner?” I asked hopefully.

      Queen Lyanva squinted at me. “You know, I think I could help you make a little breakthrough.” She tapped her chin in thought. “I have just the thing! Kiss her!”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “Kiss my daughter.” Queen Lyanva repeated. “Then you’ll discover another aspect of your aura.”

      “Mother, this isn’t one of your tricks, is it?” Tivana asked warily.

      “Have I ever tricked you or put you in an awkward situation for nothing more than my petty amusement?” Queen Lyanva put her hands on her hips.

      The way Tivana frowned without responding suggested her mother had done just that, probably many times.

      “Well... this isn’t one of those times.” The Queen said. It was her turn for her face to flush red. “Go on, kiss him!”

      “I-if you insist, mother.” Tivana stood up on her toes and gave me a gentle peck on the cheek. Her lips felt warm, and they left a lingering mark just above my chin. When she pulled away, Tivana turned back to her mother. “Satisfied?”

      Queen Lyanva groaned. “That’s not a kiss. You haven’t read your grandfather’s book. You know what I mean, Tivana. Hurry up and do it properly, otherwise, I’ll have to demonstrate how to kiss him myself!”

      That threat spurred Tivana onward, and she pulled herself close to me. I wrapped my arms around her waist and ran my fingers up and down the small of her back.

      Tivana was wearing armor still, so I couldn’t feel her bare skin. So I ran my hand upwards to the nape, beneath her hair. Tivana’s face flushed with color, and I felt a burning heat in my cheeks as well. Was Tivana’s mother ordering the two of us to kiss in front of her in the name of helping me cultivate?

      “Good... good.” Queen Lyanva whispered as she grabbed my other hand and placed it on Tivana’s butt. “Jerk her towards you, like this.”

      I did as the queen instructed and pulled Tivana so tight our bodies felt like they were melding into one. I felt two soft mounds of flesh pressing against my armor, and I disabled my Everlasting Jade armor so I could bring Tivana just that much closer.

      “Leg around his thigh, Tivana. My father never mentioned this, but from this position, you can grind against his thigh.” Queen Lyanva pushed Tivana up my leg, and I supported her with my hand behind her.

      I quickly realized the queen had something far less platonic in mind than a simple kiss. She reached behind both of our heads and pushed our lips together. I felt Tivana’s hot breath on my lips, and a moment later my lips met hers.

      “Perfect!” Queen Lyanva said as I heard the flash and snap of an imaging stone recording the two of us kissing overlooking the city. “I’ll have a tapestry made of this. I hope to get a matching one of your bedchambers later.” The queen gave me a wink, and I sputtered for a moment as Tivana broke off our kiss.

      I felt myself longing for the sensation again. Feeling Tivana’s arms around me while my arms were around her felt incredibly right, and suddenly I felt tremendous regret that I’d spent so little time with her as of late.
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations on discovering another aspect of your aura! You have now discovered seven aspects, and are a Late Wizard spirit cultivator.

      You have discovered the Timeless Ambition aspect of your aura.

      You have unlocked the ability Earthshaping.
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        * * *

      

      “That worked?” I blinked in surprise.

      “It worked?” Queen Lyanva also blinked, equally surprised. But she quickly covered her expression with one of sagely certainty. “Oh! I mean, of course, it worked! I am a powerful and wise demigod, filled with many powerful and ancient knowledge you wizards and sorcerers have no chance at comprehending!” She laughed to herself before skipping off towards the entrance to the palace with her new imaging stone in her hands.

      “I feel sorry for the ministers.” Tivana sighed. “Now that my mother’s a demigod, her whims are going to be even harder to deal with.”

      I agreed with Tivana, but there was only one thing on my mind with her still in my arms. “Want to kiss again?”
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        * * *

      

      Analysis purchased (-150 points)

      Earthshaping is a passive ability that slowly makes terrain around the user conform to their desires. The earth zeal around you will be more eager to respond to your thoughts without any active expenditure of effort on your part.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days involved reconstruction efforts for the capital and most of Deania. The queen spared the Cult of the Unblinking Eye members who’d helped us against Countess Frostweaver, but she said she’d be keeping the Sunspire King and James for the foreseeable future.

      No one was happier with that news than the Sunspire Princess.

      “Ha! Perhaps the heavens have eyes after all.” The Sunspire Princess said. She and Tivana were walking through the palace gardens. Tivana’s mother insisted the two of us go for a romantic walk, but the Sunspire Princess would depart soon and I wanted to give Tivana the chance to speak with her friend.

      “You don’t have to return to the Sunspire Kingdom so soon.” Tivana protested.

      “Alas, I do. I’ve spoken to Comela of the Hearthwood Clan.” The Sunspire Princess nodded at me as she spoke with my daughter’s name. “She’s promised the Hearthwood’s ongoing support if I wish to retake and rebuild the Sunspire Kingdom into the glorious Queendom my mother once ruled over.”

      “The Hearthwood would be glad to have you as a friend.” I nodded back to her, and Tivana sent me a beaming smile in reply.

      “At least stay for the ceremony tonight.” Tivana insisted. “My mother is celebrating the whole city. We drove off the invaders, thanks to the Hearthwood Clan. Mother wants to officially name them a great clan, with special rights and privileges throughout Deania.”

      “And we’ll be providing a lot of food,” I added. “Sava has created the most delicious alchemical giant strawberries you’ll ever taste. We use them as cakes in the Hearthwood for special occasions, and we’re having a thousand of them brought the city along with two hundred wagons full of other food to help everyone wounded in the fighting recover.”

      “It sounds like quite an event.” The Sunspire Princess conceded. “I’ll ask Comela if she’s staying, and if she is, then the two of us can work a little while we try to enjoy ourselves.”

      Tivana shot a glance at me, and I winked at her. I’d instruct Tivana to stay for the party if she wasn’t already.

      The two princesses shared a few moments of bonding as they talked about the burdens of their station and their duty to their people. The Sunspire Princess wasn't really much of a princess anymore, but she shared enough in common with Tivana that the two of them had a lot to talk about.

      Elves grew up fast since they manifested fully grown after their wisp gathered enough memories for them to survive, but Tivana and the Sunspire Princess had a few childish stories to share.

      “You know, for the longest time I thought the palace guards were magical constructs like the golems that cleaned the gardens outside,” The Sunspire Princess said. “They never took off their armor, and they never spoke to me. Imagine my surprise when I saw one take off her helmet! I spent the next week trying to find an elf inside the lion statues that were keyed to the defensive wards outside the palace.”

      “Ha! I knew Amisra before she became a royal guard, so I knew the guards were genuine people, even when I was newly manifested,” Tivana boasted. “But with the way my mother always acted, I never realized we were the royal family. In fact, for the first three years of my life, my mother had me convinced we were a small servant family who only lived in the palace to sweep the floors and test the food for poison. She even put the other servants up to playing along. Every time they delivered a meal, they’d stay and watch while I ate. My mother said they were waiting to see if I died.” Tivana’s laugh trickled off into a groan as she sank deeper into the memory. “I’m convinced half the reason I cultivated so hard during those days was that I wanted to reach the point where I could consume zeal in place of food.”

      “That sounds like quite the trick.” I grinned. But Tivana’s smile had faded and been replaced by a glum expression, so I tried to change the subject. “But surely you have some fond memories as well.”

      “Oh, yes,” The Sunspire Princess said. “My mother was harsh. Not as crazy as Tivana’s, but she had me drilling with the soldiers from the day I manifested. For a time, I hated her because of how hard she pushed me.” She let out a long sigh. “Now, I miss her. Her wisp was probably destroyed, and I’ll never see her again.”

      The conversation soon turned to the current state of the Sunspire Kingdom, of which I was the best informed. I’d visited the capital recently, and I told the Sunspire Princess what I remembered of it.

      “Sadly, I wrecked most of the infrastructure during my visit,” I said, shrugging sheepishly. “But Meldrik should have recalled all the orcs by now.”

      “Yes, I heard Chief Blackgorge directed all the orcs away from Deania and used his two hordes to dominate all the surrounding nations. I’ll have to pay my respects to him.” Tivana said.

      The Sunspire Princess raised an eyebrow in confusion as she glanced between the two of us. And it occurred to me that Tivana still didn’t know I was Chief Blackgorge.

      “That’s a long story, Tivana.” I chuckled. “But Chief Blackgorge will take all the thanks you can give and then some.”

      “What...” Tivana scrunched her nose in confusion. “But... how would you?” She looked between my grinning face and the Sunspire Princess, who was rolling her eyes and trying to contain her laughter. She turned to me for an explanation.

      “Okay,” I said, with a grin stretching across my face. “Let me tell you what I’ve been up to lately.” The look of surprise and wonder on Tivana’s normally cool face was something I’d remember for a long time.
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      The party that night was everything I’d expected from a royal celebration. Row after row of carts from the Hearthwood made their way to the capital. We’d already been sending a considerable amount of supplies this way in the name of a relief effort, but since Queen Lyanva made a special request, today there was a supply of confectionery treats and delicacies, most from the Hydroponic Farm.

      I was a generous man, especially to those in need, but what we were delivering today was a sizable portion of the Hearthwood’s productive output. Even I had been nervous about sending this much in the way of supplies over, but my daughter Salica talked me into it.

      “Think about it this way, father,” Salica said. “The people of the capital are a massive market with connections throughout Deania. Until now, they’ve only had our emergency rations. But they won’t want those now that there’s no longer a war going on. They’ll want fine delicacies and delicious things that can improve their cultivation while simultaneously providing an intense culinary experience. We’re letting them sample everything we offer for free. I’m certain many of these well-connected elves will develop a taste for what we offer. After that, it’s only a matter of welcoming them to the Hearthwood to forge mercantile ties.”

      “Alright, deal. You’ve convinced me,” I said. “I’m sure we can spare it anyhow.”

      With my women and children organizing everything back in the Hearthwood, I realized I didn’t have to do anything on my end, so I was free to socialize with all the powerful people of the capital with Tivana on my arm. The two of us stole the limelight from everyone besides the queen herself, who was forcing James and the Sunspire King to challenge her to a drinking competition.

      The two Unblinking Eye cultists were suspended upside down from the palace by a long rope, and both of them had their cultivation bases sealed through a pair of zeal restricting collars the queen had borrowed from me. They were doomed to lose to the queen from the moment the competition began.

      This was the third little competition the queen had forced them to take part in. In their bound and suspended state, neither of them could dance very well. And both men were particularly terrible singers. They provided just as much entertainment for the important people of the capital as the food and drink from the Hearthwood did.

      “Make them do that sexy dance for us again, your majesty!” The head of the Loftwealthios family shouted to the queen. “It was hilarious! My granddaughter missed the first one.” She gave Lyondiana Loftwealthios a fond rub on the top of her head, and the chubby scion of the Loftwealthios family stared wide-eyed with cheeks flushed red.

      I shook my head and snorted as I took Tivana to the garden, where a few sycophants from minor clans were hoping to flatter their way into our good graces. I cast one last look at James and the Sunspire King. If the two of them weren’t such unrepentant, backstabbing assholes, I would have pitied their fate.

      “Ah, Sir Theo and Princess Tivana!” one sycophant said. “Please, do you want anything to drink? I’ll fetch a servant for you.”

      “No need,” I said as I pulled out a bottle of wildberry brandy someone in the Hearthwood had donated to the party. I poured a glass for myself and one for Tivana before letting the sycophants squabble over the rest. “I think one cup each should do us for a long while.”

      “Judging by what my mother’s doing after six barrels,” Tivana jerked her head back to the queen, who was laughing uproariously at someone’s silly pun, looking more like an average tavern patron than the queen of the realm. “Even a demigod can start feeling tipsy with this stuff, we don’t want to drink too much.”

      I shared a small chuckle with Tivana, and I found my arm around her waist again. She didn’t pull away and instead leaned into me.

      “I suppose that’s one benefit of being a demigod.” I sighed. “Your mother can do whatever she wants and people will still respect and fear her.”

      “Don’t be so modest, Sir Theo!” one sycophant said. “If you wanted to sing and dance drunkenly with the queen, we’d cheer you on.”

      “We’d respect you more for it, honestly,” another added. “I’m sure you’re a much better dancer than those other two chakas.”

      “I think I will leave that mystery to be something to explore another day,” I said. “I don’t know any proper dances of Deania, and I wouldn’t want to humiliate myself like those two.”

      “Want to learn?” Tivana asked. “I know quite a few, and I can steal a musician from the crowd and have them come to the garden."

      Soon Tivana had an elf tapping out a simple tune on a drum while she showed me a few steps. With the mental enhancements of Master of the Inner Castle, I quickly picked up the tune and was dancing with her like I’d studied and practiced for years.

      The sycophants clapped and applauded our dance, so I felt like I was doing rather well. Tivana picked up the pace, and I took her into my arms and spun her over me. The two of us were drawing a bit of a crowd as we started using the might of our cultivation to move faster and faster.

      We went through the same dance ten times, speeding up as we did so. To ordinary elves, we must have looked like a blur as we moved at the speed of sorcerers.

      “Well done!” Queen Lyanva said as she clapped the moment we finished our dance. I looked back to the platform and saw she was still there messing with James and the Sunspire King. But she was right next to us as well. “I haven’t seen my little Tivana enjoying herself like that for a long time.”

      I glanced curiously between the two queens. “You have a clone spell?”

      The queen shook her head. “I can’t cast one myself, but I have an item that lets me do something like it. Or rather, I own one now that I've liberated it from James there. Anyway, I want the two of you to come around to the center of the party. I’ve got a few big announcements to make and I want the two of you there.”

      Just as suddenly as the queen appeared, she vanished like she was never there. Whatever item she had that let her do that, I had to get one for myself.

      We followed the Queen’s instructions and headed back towards the bulk of the gathering. There we found the queen wobbling on her toes, clearly deeply inebriated. But as soon as we approached she waved a hand over her face and zeal flowed through her body. An instant later she was standing perfectly straight without a sign of drunkenness.

      “Attention citizens of Deania!” The queen said. She spoke normally, but her voice carried to each member of the audience as though she were speaking directly into their ears. “We have survived a great tribulation, thanks to the hard work of a few certain people in particular. As your queen, I will not let loyalty go unrewarded.

      “Firstly, during the initial invasion, the Loftwealthios family made their pills and emergency supplies available to everyone, saving many who would have otherwise died. For their act of generosity, I will personally instruct one chosen member of their younger generation until they reach one realm of cultivation higher than they presently are.

      “Secondly, the Sakaku Clan, who were considered traitors to our nation, turned out to be under the control of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Two of their prominent members, Kysalian and Sharakan, came to the capital carrying the banner of their clan to help free us of the vampires and Timeweavers who invaded the capital, and for their efforts, I shall once again recognize the Sakaku Clan as a loyal clan of Deania. Their lands, save for those that once belonged to the Songstone Clan, will once again be theirs, on the provision that they can retake their old homeland and defeat any cult forces that still reside there.

      “Thirdly, let us not forget the Hearthwood Clan. Their contributions are beyond. I’m told that without them, there would have been nowhere safe in all of Deania. But thanks to their efforts, our northern region was largely spared from the ravages of war, and many promising new clans have risen from the ashes as a result of the cultivation supplies, techniques, and equipment the Hearthwood Clan provided. Ordinarily, I would struggle to find a reward for a new clan with as much wealth as they’ve amassed in so short a time, but there are already twelve members of the Hearthwood Clan living in my palace.

      “For their efforts, I will adopt these twelve young elves into the royal family. From henceforth, they shall be nobles of the land and entitled to all the cultivation resources and techniques allowed to members of the royal family. They will also inherit our founding ancestor’s spatial zeal if they have the aptitude to accept his legacy.

      “All three factions have earned great honor for all their members, and all shall be rewarded but there are many individuals among them and the rest of the populace equally worthy of commendation.”

      For the next few minutes, Queen Lyanva went through a list of individual citizens she wished to reward for their outstanding efforts. Amisra was among them, as were Melise and Comela. I was surprised to find my name being called again.

      “And we certainly can’t forget Chief Blackgorge!” Queen Lyanva winked in my direction. “I will see that my daughter, Princess Tivana, goes and thanks him on my behalf.”

      There was some muttering running through the crowd at those words, but it was not so strange for the Queen of Deania to open diplomatic relationships with a powerful orc chief. Such alliances were unstable, but they had proven fruitful in the past.

      Most elves had a heavy distaste and distrust for orcs, and most orcs couldn’t bring themselves to respect an elven matriarch as an equal, but there were always exceptions, and if this Chief Blackgorge was such an exception, it would be no wonder Queen Lyanva would want to contact him.

      “Next, let me remind you all of who was leading Deania while I was cultivating to reach the Demigod realm, my daughter, Princess Tivana,” Queen Lyanva continued. “She took the burden of the crown upon her brow and steered our nation through this crisis, and for that, I and all of Deania owe her thanks. For her efforts, I will reward Princess Tivana with a leave of absence, starting now. I will repay her for taking over my duties by taking over her own for the next hundred years, giving her time to cultivate, to find herself, and to live life to its fullest.” Queen Lyanva looked to me and Tivana, and Tivana looked back up at her mother.

      Tivana took a shallow breath before stepping forward in front of the crowd. Her shoulders went stiff, and she adopted the colder persona she showed to strangers. “Thank you, mother. But I must refuse leave of absence. There is far too much work to do for me to relax while others toil. Deania needs rebuilding in the wake of this destruction, and we must forge new alliances with greater urgency than ever before. As the princess of Deania, I must continue serving Deania and its people.”

      I watched heads nod throughout the crowd, and a few onlookers even wiped a tear from the corners of their eyes. Tivana had earned much respect during her years leading Deania, and she was well-loved by the people. That she would continue working just as hard on their behalf now as she was before touched their hearts.

      “Your generosity is beyond compare, Princess Tivana!” an elf from the crowd said.

      “You’re an inspiration to us all, Princess Tivana!” another shouted.

      Everyone had great smiles on their faces, including me. There was nobody worthier of being the princess of Deania than Tivana. I glanced out of the corner of my eye and noticed Queen Lyanva frowning and tapping a finger against her chin.

      I was worried something Tivana said interfered with her mother’s plans, but the queen’s smile returned a moment later, and I detected that same smug and mischievous light in her eyes once more. That’s when I truly started worrying about Tivana.

      “I am proud to have you as my daughter, Tivana.” Queen Lyanva said.

      And Tivana beamed at the praise. Her mother likely didn’t hand out those words often, so hearing them lifted Tivana’s spirit to new heights.

      “Thank you, mother. I’ll try to live up to your expectations again in the future.” Tivana bowed as she returned to my side.

      “Theo, Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.” Queen Lyanva continued. “I must reward you as well. I’m told you led the efforts to subdue my naughty little sister, and you were the one who convinced Chief Blackgorge and the orc Wargod to help us.”

      A few murmurs were running through the crowd then, but few elves knew of the orc Wargod or the significance he had on a cosmic scale. Rumors would no doubt spread of my connection to Chief Blackgorge, and I figured a few members of the crowd might even suspect that he and I were one and the same.

      “I only did what I thought was right,” I said. “I owed Tivana a great debt, and Dean and I are old friends.”

      “Still, I owe you a gift equal to your contributions,” Queen Lyanva said. “And fortunately, I have just the gift for you. I will pass down to you one of my father’s secret techniques, compiled by him and Samuel the Fateweaver at great personal effort. It is called the Dual Cultivation technique.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Dual Cultivation? What, like meditating with a partner?”

      Queen Lyanva chuckled, and to my surprise, most of the crowd joined her. “No, Patriarch Theo. It’s a lot more intimate than meditating with a partner. This is one of Deania’s greatest secret techniques, known only to the Royal Family and the Fateweaver Society. It has been passed down for generations as one of our nation’s greatest skills.

      “Unfortunately, no one in the family has used it in years. The Dual Cultivation art requires a Chaka to perform the technique with a willing elf. While there are plenty of the latter in Deania, we’ve had an acute shortage of the former for years.” Queen Lyanva explained. “The technique works by allowing those at or above the wizard realm to mingle their auras during periods of extreme intimacy, facilitating an enhanced state of cultivation. Normally, cultivating with a Chaka is only beneficial for the female elf receiving his vitality, but using this special cultivation art a Chaka can enhance his abilities just as easily as his female partners. The creation of this secret technique was what allowed my father and Samuel the Fateweaver to reach the Demigod realm.”

      I perked up at that explanation. If I was understanding correctly, I could make myself more powerful by sleeping with my women! This sounded like the greatest cultivation art ever!

      Sam, Dean, you crazy bastards. Gaining power through sex? You’re lucky I wasn’t around back then, because I would have told you it would never work.

      “Unfortunately,” Queen Lyanva continued, “the technique requires a significant amount of practice to learn for both performers.”

      I frowned. If I had a physical copy of the cultivation art, I could enter it into The Wanderer’s database and have it shoved into my head through the Cultivation Chamber. But if I needed to have a partner who was equally familiar with the art, that would be much harder. Even with all the resources of the Hearthwood at their disposal, I doubted any of my women could learn the technique without at least a year of practice.

      Wizards often secluded themselves for decades when learning new spells or techniques, and if this cultivation art was something like that, it might take equally as long. I couldn't sit on my hands and wait.

      “Even if the requirements are great,” I said with a grateful bow. Beside me, Tivana had gone strangely stiff. “This is still a great gift. I will train it diligently, as will all the Hearthwood’s matriarchs. In a few years, I’m certain we will put it to good use.”

      “Oh, but there’s no need to wait years,” Queen Lyanva said coyly. “My daughter Tivana learned the art as part of her education. She’s never been able to apply it before, but I’m sure she’ll perform her half of the art admirably. She’s quite a talented young woman.”

      “M-mother,” Tivana stuttered, but the queen held up her hand.

      “I’m not finished with you, dear.” Queen Lyanva waved her hand at the surrounding city. “Look at the mess that occurred right under your nose. I woke up to vampires running through the streets, Timeweavers from alternate dimensions, orcs rampaging at our borders, and two strange men trying to bash down the door to my bedchambers.” She jerked her thumb back at James and the Sunspire King, who had long since passed out after drinking too much magical brandy from the Hearthwood. “You simply must be punished for failing me like this.”

      “But... didn’t you just say that you were proud of me?” Tivana asked. “You said I held despite overwhelming odds.”

      “I did, and I’m very proud of you as your queen.” Queen Lyanva said. “But as your mother, I’m disappointed in you. You could have done everything you did and made sure I woke up to a couple of grandwisps as well! You have a delicious specimen next to you and you send him off to be some sort of ambassador to the orcs? You could have been practicing the Dual Cultivation art with him this entire time!” Queen Lyanva shook her head and huffed.

      I ran my hand along the back of my neck and cast a sheepish glance at the ground. “Well, in Tivana’s defense, we were--“

      Queen Lyanva cut me off with a wave of her hand. “Not so fast! This is business for the Royal Family, Patriarch Theo of the Hearthwood Clan. Unless you want to join my family right now, I’ll have to ask you to stay out of it. Now, Princess Tivana, as your punishment for failure, I sentence you to spend a hundred years forging stronger ties with the Hearthwood Clan to our northern border. Either that or make me one hundred grandchildren. Before then, you are not to resume your duties as Princess of Deania.”

      Tivana’s mouth opened, but no words came out. She worked her jaw a few times, and her face grew ever more scarlet as moments passed. Finally, she found her voice. “A-as you command, mother.”

      “Good. It’s settled.” Queen Lyanva said. “I expect the two of you to head off on your honeymoon by tomorrow morning.”

      “Oh.” I blinked in surprise at the turn of events. “I... don’t know what to say.”

      I looked to Tivana and realized I still had my arm wound around her waist.

      “Say thank you.” Queen Lyanva winked.
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      After an announcement like that, Tivana and I no longer felt like we were in the mood to mingle. The way people were staring at us and even congratulating the two of us, I might have thought we’d just gotten married.

      So while Tivana went to clear her head and prepare her things, I stepped through the passageway back to the Hearthwood and got in contact with Yorik again. I wanted to be certain the orc hordes I’d gathered would stay where I left them until their pilgrimage was over. I needed them to head home safely instead of crossing through Deania.

      “Talked to my grandfather,” Yorik said. “Horde is heading south to Moonbow City. Most are going home now. The Pilgrimage is nearly over. Nobody wants to be here when the portals close. Elves are opportunists. They kneel for now, but soon as the portals close...”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I breathed a sigh of relief. Had the orcs not been ready to head home, I would have had to lead them somewhere else again, and we’d already conquered all the nearby nations.

      Yorik nodded. "All the clever orcs know. Soon as you lose the advantage, the elves try to turn the tables. Better to run off while you can."

      “How far away are they now?” I wanted to speak to Meldrik if given the chance. And I’d also like to thank the Wargod Grognak for fighting the Frozen Blood Witch. I also had a few questions to ask him about the origins of the elves.

      “You are lucky. Captured a Teleportation Array near Meldrik’s camp.” Yorik replied. “We can get there now.”

      I let Yorik lead the way and dial in the coordinates to Meldirk’s camp. After a flash of light and a few lost zeal crystals, we were in the center of a horde of orcs once more.

      “Chief Blackgorge! You’ve returned!” One of the Bronze-skin orcs bellowed. He thumped his chest and saluted me, and I gave him a nod in reply.

      “I’d like to speak with Meldrik,” I said to the orc.

      “Of course. He received a message saying to expect you.” The orc replied. “He’s waiting for you now.”

      “Someone knew I was coming?” I asked. “Who?”

      The orc’s eyes turned upward, and he looked to the sky with an air of worshipful reverence. “None other than the Wargod himself. To be sent a personal message from the Wargod... if I could receive such an honor just once in my life, my name would echo through the ages, and my sons would speak it with pride for generations.”

      “Perhaps someday you will,” I said to the Bronze-skin orc. “Now, the Wargod isn’t someone I want to keep waiting. Lead me to Meldrik.”

      The Bronze skin orc led the way, waving, only stopping to wave his hand at the piles of loot the orcs had captured from each of the elven cities, along with no small number of elves themselves.

      Meldrik waited for me in a lavish estate that must have belonged to a powerful clan of elves prior to the orc invasion. A few of the servants scurrying around the palace were probably the same ones who'd served the manor before.

      “Commander Meldrik awaits you at the shrine, Chief Blackgorge.” One elf said, with her eyes to the ground.

      “In your absence, Commander Meldrik had no small number of elves swear themselves to his service!” The Bronze skin orc leading the way laughed as he did so. “You know how elves love a powerful man.”

      I murmured something inconsequential in reply while my mind raced ahead to thoughts of the Wargod. He had helped me reach Gold skin, and he’d helped us fight off the witch. He’d done nothing but offer his aid, and I couldn’t help but wonder why. He almost seemed to have as much interest in protecting the elves as I did. Was that just because he had his people on this world? Or did it have something to do with the elves themselves?

      I entered the room where my meeting with the Wargod would take place. The orcs built a shrine to him by piling various trinkets they’d captured atop one another. There were a few loops and hooks around the shrine so they could tie off captured elves to the shine to serve as decorations just as important as the golden goblets and gemstone encrusted tapestries.

      For now, those elves must have been waiting elsewhere, because the shrine was empty except for Meldrik, who was on a knee before the flickering three dimensional image of a powerfully built and handsome orc man with a face full of youthful vigor. That was Wargod Grognak, and only the ancient look in his eyes betrayed his many years of life. He looked identical to the last time I’d seen him, though that didn’t surprise me. This orc had worn the same form like a favorite set of clothes for who knew how many thousands of years.

      “Ah, now there’s the Chief of the Blackgorge Tribe now,” Grognak said. His image turned in my direction, and I felt the weight of his attention like a blanket thrown on me.

      “Wargod Grognak.” I nodded as I approached the flickering image and stood near where Meldrik was kneeling. “I haven’t had the chance to thank you for that gift you sent me.”

      “That?” Wargod Grognak waved his hand. “That was just a little trinket. Destroying that spire on the ground was more than repayment for it.”

      “All the same, I’m very glad you gave it to me.” I hesitated for a moment, not wanting to push my luck. But in the end, my curiosity overcame me. “You wouldn’t happen to have more, would you?”

      “Ha!” Grognak waved off my request with a grin. “That’s how a young orc should be! Especially one who’s cultivated as fast as you have. But no, I only had the one on me. Those things aren’t something my people can make. We have to commission them from the dwarves, and even among them there are very few craftsmen who can make them.”

      “A shame.” I sighed. “My next question was to ask you how they’re made.”

      “They are a useful cultivation tool, for certain. But there’s no reason you can’t go to the dwarves yourself and buy one. Just know they’ll want a mountain’s worth of wealth in exchange. And I don’t mean that figuratively.”

      My heart sank at the thought that the little device I’d used so quickly had been worth a pile of valuables the size of a mountain. But that feeling faded when I remembered the strength coursing through my body and the vast sums of riches I'd accumulated back in the Hearthwood.

      “Now then,” Grognak continued, “I called Meldrik here hoping to run into you for a chat. I had a question to ask you.”

      I figured Grognak wasn’t the kind to show up just so I could thank him. He had an agenda here. In his eyes, he likely fulfilled the favor he promised to the Blackgorge Tribe long ago when he threw me into this world from his, so I could build a better future for Yorik’s clan. All the help after that might not have come without strings attached, and I braced myself to pay a heavy price for it.

      “What now?” Grognak asked.

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Your world is safe. The elven nation you wanted to protect is safe. Your little clan is a powerful force to be reckoned with. Your tribe of orcs has made many powerful friends, and I expect you’ll have quite a few Bronze realm orcs wishing to swear their loyalty to you to replenish your numbers. The Blackgorge Tribe has a Gold realm cultivator to lead them once again. All is well for you.” Grognak held his hands aloft. “So what are you going to do now?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but I didn’t have an answer. What was I supposed to do now? For more than a year, I’d been running from one disaster to another, from one obligation to the next. There was always something that needed to be done, and nearly all of them needed to be done as soon as possible.

      I still had much to do. The Hearthwood was nowhere near the level I wanted it, and I only now had the power to use my knowledge of earth to make all of Deania a better place for everyone who lived in it. I still needed to find Sam and Dean as well. It would be good to get the old gang back together again, especially if we all had thousands of years left to live. That was a lot of time for fun and adventure, and I wouldn’t want to be without my friends for all that time.

      I realized I’d been quiet for some time, so I looked back up at the Wargod. “If you’re asking if I want to pack up and move to the World of Struggle and Strife, I’m afraid the answer is still no. I’ve got a lot to do here. Though I wouldn’t mind visiting from time to time.”

      The Wargod flashed me a wry grin. “I hoped I’d get that at least. The Blackgorge Tribe will return to the World of Struggle and Strife with the rest of my people, so I expect you’ll have to visit them occasionally as their chief. But the way you’ve set things up, I think your name and whispered tales of your power will be enough to drive off their foes.”

      The Wargod was amiable, and I had to remind myself that this was the same man who’d used a moon as a weapon against his enemies. As good-natured as he seemed, I had to tread carefully around him. He was friendly now, but I certainly didn’t want to see him in an unfriendly mood.

      Still, I had so many questions, and who knew when I’d have the chance to speak with him again. There was one thing on my mind more than anything, and that was what Countess Frostweaver had said about the elves. I had my suspicions ever since I’d discovered that book on the origin of elves and their problems making powerful men in the dungeon below the Hearthwood.

      “So,” I began with no small amount of trepidation, “I have to ask, how much of that story in the Book of the True Man is what happened?”

      Wargod Grognak let out a brief snort. “I guessed you might ask that. Even a few orcs have been posing that question to me ever since Frozen Blood came out to play. I suppose you could say she’s my old accomplice.

      “Long ago, before the fall of what the elves call their Third Golden Age, the elves were the most powerful race in this region. Even more so than the dwarves, gnomes, and my people. When I was a young man, I learned much about the universe staying among the elves. I learned of the gifts civilization and cooperation could provide.

      “But all good things must end, and though the elves were powerful here in our region, there are many truly powerful races in the Ten Thousand Worlds capable of making suns vanish from the sky, creating and destroying worlds at will, and bringing even the mighty elven star empire to its knees. I was too young to understand what was happening then, but the elven homeworld was destroyed, and their people scattered. After the destruction of their colony worlds and their life-saving ships, I’m told over a trillion elves became nothing more than wisps drifting through the void.

      “Mind you, these elves were not the elves, you know. These were the proud and strong elves of old, with noble hearts and strong men to lead them. The weak but lovable creatures you know are the remains of a few wisps the Witch of Frozen Blood and I rescued. Whatever potent weapon of magic or technology killed the elves we found prevented them from remanifesting, and it took all our combined knowledge and power to coax them back to life.

      “While we were fixing them, we changed the original design of the elves. We would save them, but we would take that lofty arrogant pride they’d once had and diminish it. We also built in an innate trigger that would encourage an elf to submit herself, though that didn’t quite take as well as we thought.”

      “You changed the elves? Engineered them to become servants?” I demanded.

      “Not me. Frozen Blood made the changes,” Grognak replied. “My power isn’t exactly suited for such fine manipulations of magic. But yes, we changed them. We had to, or that curse lingering on their wisps would never let them manifest again. And so long as we were changing them, I wanted to change them into something that would help my people as much as the elves I’d known helped me.

      “When I was born, orcs were savages. Barbaric creatures of chaos and havoc who knew only brutish battle between petty tribes for small pieces of territory here and there. But after meeting the elves, I knew we could be so much more. So I used the new elves I created to change my people for the better.

      “That is the true purpose of the Book of the True Man. To encourage civilization. It surprised no one that I reward the tribes that follow it most diligently with the chance to travel to the world of elves and capture an elf of their own. Generation by generation, I have used the elves to temper the innate orcish lust for battle and carnage, making my people capable of the great things I’d once seen from the ancient elves in the past.”

      I took a step back. I’d born a few suspicions, but hearing the truth from Grognak’s mouth was shocking. “You’re using the elves to breed your people.” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. That was a mistake in the presence of someone who could crush both me and the planet I was standing on, and I held my breath as a crease of annoyance appeared on his brow at my accusatory tone.

      “The elves have no one to protect them,” Grognak explained. “If it were not for me, they’d either be slaves or gone from the Ten Thousand Worlds entirely. Under this arrangement, they are as free as they ever were. The only price they pay for such a great boon is fighting off these pilgrimages every generation. Not that they even fight particularly hard. The changes the Witch of Frozen Blood made to them means even the act of being captured and conquered would be enjoyable to most. And I wrote the book of the True Man in such a way that every elf who is unwilling to be a thrall is released with all haste. No orc can legally or morally keep an unwilling thrall. I have no desire for my people to take slaves, and in a few hundred years I can change my book to treat the elves a level better than they're being treated now.”

      I forced my jaw to unclench. “I see. So you’ve arranged it as gentle as you can, under the circumstances.” I let out a slow sigh. “I see the problem now. The elves have no one to speak for them. They are a world without a guardian. They have no one capable of bargaining on their behalf. Most elves don’t even know you exist, so they can only accept the arrangement you give them.”

      The calm look on Grognak’s face returned, and the placid smile I didn’t even know had vanished reappeared on his face. “If you'd been here during earlier days, you'd see how much I've done for the elves already. But if you reach my level and decide you wish to speak for the elves, then I will listen.”

      Grognak turned to Meldrik. “Return your people to the World of Struggle and Strife. It seems your chief is staying here. I will reward your tribe for your adherence to the Book of the True Man, between that and the prizes you’ve gained during this pilgrimage, you should have more than enough to restore the Blackgorge Tribe to its former glory.”

      Meldrik’s face had long gone pale, and he had not risen from his kneeling position since I had spoken with Grognak. The secrets he revealed about the elves and this entire region of space weighed heavily on him, like a mountain hanging above his head that he hadn’t even known was there until Grognak pointed and told him to look up.

      “T-thank you, honored Wargod.” Meldrik stuttered. “Chief.” He said, extending one bow to both of us.

      The Wargod inclined his head ever so slightly in my direction, and then his image winked out.
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      I helped Tivana pack her things later that night, still turning Grognak’s words over in my mind as I did so. She had all the clothes and accessories one might expect of a princess, besides the vast quantity of items a warrior and a cultivator would need.

      By the time we were finished moving the entire contents of Tivana’s warehouse into my Dimensional Storage, it was already dark out.

      “You seem distant, Theo,” Tivana noted.

      “I have a lot to think about.” I shrugged as my hands moved without me. “But what about you? Are you excited to leave the capital? Nervous?”

      “I’m going to miss this place.” Tivana sighed. “This has always been my room, you know. As far back as I could remember, this was home.”

      “I can have Mac bring a golem in here and look things over,” I suggested. “I bet he could replicate the entire chamber back in the Hearthwood. It would be indistinguishable from your old bedroom.”

      Tivana waved me off and said I needn’t bother, but I’d already sent Mac the instructions to do just that by looking through a tiny golem pinned to my shirt. I wanted Tivana to feel at home the moment she arrived in the Hearthwood.

      “Okay, I think that’s everything.” Tivana sighed. “I just want to take one last look at the city before I go.”

      I chuckled and placed a hand on Tivana’s shoulder. “The Hearthwood isn’t that far away from the capital. You can be here and back any time you like. Using one of my Pocket World passages for the capital has proven to be rather lucrative for trade, and we’ll be able to come back and visit any time you like.”

      “I know... it’s just...” Tivana sagged, and I slipped an arm under her shoulders to keep her on her feet as she leaned against me.

      “I shouldn’t admit this now,” I said, “but I’m terribly excited. I can’t wait to show you what we’ve done with the Hearthwood. You’re going to love it there, and you already get along so well with all my matriarchs. You’ll fit right in.”

      “You think so?” Tivana asked me.

      I whispered assurances into Tivana’s ear through the palace, where we ran into Amisra, dressed in her captain’s uniform.

      “Amisra!” Tivana said. “I’m leaving for the Hearthwood now. I’m sorry I didn’t take the time to say goodbye to you. I thought you’d be out on patrol.”

      “Not quite,” Amisra said. “The only reason my guards need me is if they run into trouble from the true mages or wizards in the capital. Now that the queen is back, the true mages and wizards don’t dare breathe a word of dissent, let alone try something. Anyone who is in disfavor with her majesty usually ends up the victim of some prank or amusing scheme of hers. The only people who dare commit crimes right now are the heartwielders and mage acolytes, who are beneath her majesty’s notice unless she is truly bored. My guards can handle such minor characters on their own, so there’s no better time for me to go on leave than now. I’m headed to the Hearthwood with you.”

      “Oh, you want to help me settle in?” Tivana asked. “That’s very kind of you, Amisra.”

      Amisra blushed. “Something like that. I also have some... lingering obligations of my own to the Hearthwood Clan.”

      She shot a glance at me, and I shot a glance at her waist. There was the tiniest bump there, only visible to those looking very hard for it. Amisra had a few future matriarchs in her womb, and it was about time for her to lay them for me.

      “We’ll be glad to have you as a company.” I nodded.

      My arm was still linked with Tivana on my right, and now Amisra slipped under my left arm. My Pocket World passage was just up ahead, and the three of us slipped through as one.

      The sound of a trumpet greeted us, announcing our arrival right in the command center.

      “Welcome to the Hearthwood!” Argona said, wearing a silly conical hat. The design looked awfully like a birthday hat.

      Above Argona’s head, there was an enormous banner that stretched from wall to wall, saying ‘Welcome to the Hearthwood, Princess Tivana’ in large bold script.

      “Another party?” I laughed. “I’m afraid I’m already stuffed full of cake.”

      “Oh no!” Argona placed a hand over her mouth as soon as she saw Amisra. “We didn’t know you were claiming the palace guard captain tonight as well. Quick, commission a second banner from Malla the tailor...”

      Amisra waved them off. “I won’t be staying. I just have some... business with your father.” Amisra blushed, and Argona squinted quizzically at her before smiling and nodding in approval.

      “So, who put you up to this?” I asked Argona. “Was it Mac?”

      “Nope, Uncle Sam!” Argona said cheerily.

      “Who?” I asked.

      Argona frowned. “He said you and he were good friends. Mac even knew him as well. He’s in the Medical Bay recovering from some rather rough injuries. Mac said you were the one who brought him back.”

      My footsteps stuttered. Who’d I brought back to the Hearthwood recently for Medical Treatment?

      I’d brought Tivana back earlier, but she was hale and healthy right next to me. Perhaps Mac had found an elf in the capital who wouldn’t survive without the treatment we could provide in the Medical Bay? But the battle had been days ago. Surely any patient would have stabilized by now and been sent back to the capital.

      That meant whoever was in the Medical Bay was someone Mac thought belonged in the Hearthwood. I’d checked in with my children and my women as soon as the fighting was over, and all of them had escaped with no more wounds other than a sprained ankle on Assyrus. So who was it?

      “Lead the way,” I said to Argona. I turned to Tivana as we departed. “I’ll be back shortly. But please, enjoy your welcome party.”

      Tivana sighed and stiffened herself. But I rested a hand on the small of her back. “And I do mean enjoy it. This isn’t a royal ball. You’re a friend here, not a princess. You won’t be much of a princess at all until we fulfill your mother’s requirements.”

      Tivana grumbled, but some of the stiffness left her shoulders, and her icy formal expression was replaced with a small smile.

      I left her like that to get to know everyone. Nobody expected her to do anything in the Hearthwood. I hoped that this would be something of a vacation for her. I would be curious to see what Tivana was like when she was relaxed, without the fate of a country on her shoulders.

      Argona led the way to the Medical Bay. I asked Mac who I was waiting for, but he was strangely silent as well.

      [It’s a surprise!] Mac explained.

      And it certainly was a surprise when I opened the door to the Medical Bay and saw Archreaver Samuel sitting up on the operating table. He had a blanket pulled up over his lap and a book in his hands. He flipped through the pages, only giving each side a momentary glance before flipping to the next. As I watched, he dropped the copy he was reading onto a pile next to him and reached for another.

      “Theo!” Archreaver Samuel said as he noticed me. “You’ve certainly polished this place up.”

      “Stay back, Argona!” I said as I put my hand between the Archreaver and my daughter. “These Timeweavers have several deadly area of effect spells.” I pulled Spell Eater out of my Dimensional Storage and put it between me and the Archreaver.

      I turned back to this foe lounging around in my home, as he belonged there. “As for you...” I continued. “How many times am I going to have to kill you before you Timeweavers get the picture!?”

      “I’d rather not be stabbed again, thank you.” Archreaver Samuel rubbed his chest. “I only just patched this thing up. I’m filled with air right now, and if you poke a hole in me, I’ll deflate.”

      That was a strange thing to say, and I hesitated before lunging forward with my weapon. I watched my enemy carefully, both with ordinary eyes and with mage sight. There was something different about his body now. It was like the Timeweaver had done nothing to disguise itself. Inside the man sitting across from me, there wasn’t anything, just a swirling mass of zeal-laden air.

      Archreaver Samuel made no move to climb to his feet, nor did he prepare any spells. I lowered the tip of my weapon ever as I waved Argona backward and slowly approached.

      “What are you?” I asked him.

      “Right now? A balloon.” Archreaver Samuel laughed. “More specifically, I’m a clone. I’m sure you’ve run into things like that by now.”

      The Archreavers of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had mind spells that let them make clones, and I’d seen them in use before.

      “Are you saying that’s what you are?” I asked. “A clone of the real Sam?”

      Sam breathed a sigh of relief. “You know, I’m very thankful I’m having this talk with you instead of with Dean. If he were here instead of you, he’d have sliced me in half twice over by now and gone off to fold himself a tinfoil hat.”

      We both shared a small laugh then. “I remember when he did that. We were still kids then.”

      “He thought we were being targeted by aliens for kidnapping and experimentation.” Sam finished for me. “I guess in the end he was right after all.”

      I felt the tension bleed out of me, and I pulled Spell Eater back into my Dimensional Storage. “Mac, have you already done a full medical examination?”

      [Affirmative. No Timeweavers in sight. Not much of anything. He’s a sack of skin being kept alive by pure magic.]

      I raised an eyebrow at Sam and he nodded.

      “I devised this cloning spell based on a crude analysis of the Timeweaver’s communication spell,” Sam explained. “I’ve got a tether through their network connecting to my actual body, and I’m pumping my power and soul through it. If I can get enough of myself through before they cut off the connection, I can rebuild this into my real body. I doubt they’ll give me that much time though.”

      “What about Dean?” I asked. “Will he be able to send a clone our way as well?”

      Sam shook his head. “Dean’s tried clones before. They’re always evil, without fail. Something about them always wanting to replace the real Dean, and that's not even counting what they turn into when the connection is severed. I’ve been a bit more amenable to cloning myself, but I’m still wary of using it too often. Having an untethered clone is dangerous, but I have little choice, given the circumstances.”

      “Are you in danger?”

      “Not quite,” Sam replied. “More like we’re on the run and trapped far from home. There’s no danger yet, but it might be a few decades before we find a way back.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. My friends were alive, and I’d see them again.

      “In that case, Sam, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” Sam climbed to his feet, and I put an arm under his shoulders. “Come on, let me show you the Hearthwood.”
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      Thank you for reading!

      If you have the time, please leave a review! They really help.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you want to hear more from me, you read pattern exclusive  deleted scenes and chapters (Including a 30k word novella about Sam and Dean founding Deania!) over on my pattern.

      Patreon.com/MarvinKnight

      (You don’t have to subscribe. Follow me for free and you will still receive book updates and other free content.)
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      You can also just subscribe to my mailing list to be emailed when I’m releasing new stuff.

      https://tinyletter.com/MarvinWhiteknight
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      You can also find me on Facebook.

      Facebook.com/AuthorMarvinWhiteknight
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      You can also find me in cool groups like Haremlit, Harem Gamelit, and Dukes of Harem talking about the genre!
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